








    

      


    


    

     Dear Readers,


     I still remember the first time I read Donald Goines, the godfather of street lit. He was the first to write books about characters I could identify with. To some, the stories may have been aggressive, overly stylized, and even dangerous. But there was an honesty there—a realness. I made a vow that if I wrote a book or got into the publishing game, I would try the same one-two punch—that of a Daddy Cool or Black Gangster.


     In 2005, my memoir, From Pieces to Weight, marked the beginning. Now I’m rounding up some of the top writers, same way I rounded up some of the top rappers in the game, to form G-Unit and take this series to the top of the literary world. The stories in the G-Unit series are the kinds of dramas me and my crew have been dealing with our whole lives: death, deceit, double-crosses, ultimate loyalty, and total betrayal. It’s about our life on the streets, and no one knows it better than us. Not to mention, when it comes to delivering authentic gritty urban stories of the high and low life, our audience expects the best.


     That’s what we’re going to deliver, with K’wan, best-selling author of Gangsta and Hood Rat; 

      Mark Anthony, best-selling author of Paper Chasers and The Take Down; and Relentless Aaron, author of Push and The Last Kingpin.


     You know, I don’t do anything halfway, and we’re going to take this street lit thing to a whole other level. Are you ready?
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       Let these words serve not only to expose the Judases, who have gladly eaten from our plate only to serve us poison apples in return, but to let you know that right or wrong, you are still in my thoughts. They say that the lady of justice is blind, but I’m about to give that bitch some glasses.

      

     


     

      —K’wan

     


    


   





    

      


    


    

     

      “The game is not for the faint of heart,
and if you choose to play it,
you better damn well understand the rules.”

     


    


   





    

     

      PROLOGUE

     


    


    

     

      

       P

      rince sat in the stiff wooden chair totally numb. The tailored Armani suit he had been so proud of when he dropped two grand on it now felt like a straitjacket. He spared a glance at his lawyer who was going over his notes with a worried expression on his face. The young black man had fought the good fight, but in the end it would be in God’s hands.


     He tried to keep from looking over his shoulder, but he couldn’t help it. There was no sign of Sticks, which didn’t surprise him. For killing a police officer they were surely going to give him the needle, if he even survived being captured. The police had dragged the river but never found a body. Everyone thought Sticks was dead, but Stone said otherwise. Sticks was his twin, and he would know better than anyone else if he was gone. Prince hoped that Stone was right and wished his friend well wherever fate carried him.


     Marisol sat two rows behind him, with Mommy at her side looking every bit of the concerned grandmother. It was hard to believe that she was the embodiment of death, cloaked in kindness. This was the first time he had seen Mommy since his incarceration, but Marisol had been there every day for the seven weeks the trial had gone on. She tried to stay strong for her man, but he could tell that the ordeal was breaking her down. Cano had sent word through her that he would be taken care of, but Prince didn’t want to be taken care of; he wanted to be free.


     Keisha sat in the last row, quietly sobbing. She had raised the most hell when the bulls hit, even managing to get herself tossed into jail for obstruction of justice. She had always been a down bitch, and he respected her for it.


     Assembled in the courtroom were many faces. Some were friends, but most were people from the neighborhood that just came to be nosey. No matter their motive the sheer number would look good on his part in the eyes of the jury, at least that was what his lawyer had told him. The way the trial seemed to be going, he seriously doubted it at that point.


     Lined up to his left were his longtime friends, Daddy-O and Stone. Daddy-O’s face was solemn. His dress shirt was pinned up at the shoulder covering the stump where his left arm used to be. It was just one more debt that he owed Diego that he’d never be able to collect on. Stone smirked at a doodling he had done on his legal pad. Prince wasn’t sure if he didn’t understand the charges they were facing or just didn’t care. Knowing Stone, it was probably the latter. He had long ago resigned himself to the fact that he was born into the game and would die in it.


     Prince wanted to break down every time he thought how his run as a boss had ended. To see men that you had grown to love like family take the stand and try to snatch your life to save their own was a feeling that he wouldn’t wish on anyone. No man above the team was the vow that they had all taken, but in the end only a few kept to it. To the rest, they were just words. They had laughed, cried, smoked weed, and got pussy together, but when the time came to stand like men they laid down like bitches. These men had been like his brothers, but that was before the money came into the picture.


    


   





    

     

      CHAPTER 1

     


    


    

     

      6 months earlier

     


     

      

       “C

      ome on Daddy-O, you know me.” The young man reminded him, not believing that he’d been turned down. He could already feel the sweat trickling down his back and didn’t know how much longer he could hold out.


     Daddy-O popped a handful of sunflower seeds in his mouth. He expertly extracted the seed using only his tongue and let the shells tumble around in his mouth until he could feel the salty bite. “My dude, why are you even talking to me about this; holla at my young boy,” he nodded at Danny.


     “Daddy, you know how this little nigga is; he wouldn’t let his mama go for a short, so you know I ain’t getting a play.”


     “Get yo money right and we won’t have a problem,” Danny told him, and went back to watching the block.


     “Listen,” the young man turned back to Daddy-O. A thin film of sweat had begun to form on his nose. “All I got is ten dollars on me, but I need at least two to get me to the social security building in the morning. Do me this solid, and I swear I’ll get you right when my check comes through.”


     Daddy-O looked over at Danny, who was giving the kid the once-over. He was short and thin with braids that snaked down the back of his neck. Danny had one of those funny faces. It was kind of like he looked old, but young at the same time…if that makes sense.


     There was a time when Danny seemed like he had a bright future ahead of him. Though he wasn’t the smartest of their little unit, he was a natural at sports. Danny played basketball for Cardinal Hayes High School and was one of the better players on the team. His jump shot needed a little fine-tuning, but he had a mean handle. Danny was notorious for embarrassing his opponents with his wicked crossover. Sports was supposed to be Danny’s ticket out, but as most naïve young men did, he chose Hell over Heaven.


     For as talented as Danny was physically, he was borderline retarded mentally. Of course not in a literal sense, but his actions made him the most dimwitted of the crew. While his school chums were content to play the roll of gangstas and watch the game from afar, Danny had to be in the thick of it. It was his fascination with the game that caused him to drop out of school in his senior year to pursue his dreams of being a real nigga, or a real nigga’s sidekick. Danny was a yes-man to the boss, and under the boss is where he would earn his stripes. He didn’t really have the heart of a soldier, but he was connected to some stand-up dudes, which provided him with a veil of protection. The hood knew that if you fucked with Danny, you’d have to fuck with his team.


     “Give it to him, D,” Daddy-O finally said.


     Danny looked like he wanted to say something, but a stern look from Daddy-O hushed him. Dipping his hand into the back of his pants, Danny fished around until he found what he was looking for. Grumbling, he handed the young man a small bag of crack.


     The young man examined the bag and saw that it was mostly flake and powder. “Man, this ain’t nothing but some shake.”


     “Beggars can’t be choosers; take that shit and bounce,” Danny spat.


     “Yo, shorty you be on some bullshit,” the young man said to Danny. There was a hint of anger in his voice, but he knew better than to get stupid. “One day you’re gonna have to come from behind Prince and Daddy-O’s skirts and handle your own business.”


     “Go ahead wit that shit, man,” Daddy-O said, cracking another seed.


     “No disrespect to you, Daddy-O, but shorty got a big mouth. He be coming at niggaz sideways, and it’s only on the strength of y’all that nobody ain’t rocked him yet.”


     “Yo, go head wit all that rocking shit, niggaz know where I be,” Danny said, trying to sound confident. In all truthfulness, he was nervous. He loved the rush of being in the hood with Daddy-O and the team, but didn’t care for the bullshit that came with it. Anybody who’s ever spent a day on the streets knows that the law of the land more often than not is violence. If you weren’t ready to defend your claim, then you needed to be in the house watching UPN.


     The young man’s eyes burned into Danny’s. “Imma see you later,” he said, never taking his eyes off Danny as he backed away.


     “I’ll be right here,” Danny said confidently. His voice was deep and stern, but his legs felt like spaghetti. If the kid had rushed him, Danny would have had no idea what to do. He would fight if forced, but it wasn’t his first course of action. Only when the kid had disappeared down the path did h e finally force himself to relax.


     “Punk-ass nigga,” Danny said, like he was ’bout that.


     “Yo, why you always acting up?” Daddy-O asked.


     “What you mean, son?” Danny replied, as if he hadn’t just clowned the dude.


     “Every time I turn around your ass is in some shit, and that ain’t what’s up.”


     Danny sucked his teeth. “Yo, son was trying to stunt on me, B. You know I can’t have niggaz coming at my head that way.”


     “Coming at your head?” Daddy-O raised his eyebrow. “Nigga, he was short two dollars!”


     “I’m saying…”


     “Don’t say nothing,” Daddy-O cut him off. “We out here trying to get a dollar and you still on your schoolyard bullshit. You need to respect these streets if you gonna get money in them,” Daddy-O stormed off leaving Danny there to ponder what he had said.


      


     The intense heat from the night before had spilled over to join with the morning sun and punish anyone who didn’t have air conditioning, which amounted to damn near the whole hood being outside. That morning the projects were a kaleidoscope of activity. People were drinking, having water fights, and just trying to sit as still as they could in the heat. Grills were set up in front of several buildings, sending smoke signals to the hungry inhabitants.


     Daddy-O bopped across the courtyard between 875 and 865. He nodded to a few heads as he passed them, but didn’t really stop to chat. It was too damn hot, and being a combination of fat and black made you a target for the sun’s taunting rays. A girl wearing boy shorts and a tank-top sat on the bench enjoying an ice-cream cone. She peeked at Daddy-O from behind her pink sunglasses and drew the tip of her tongue across the top of the ice cream.


     “Umm, hmm,” Daddy-O grumbled, rubbing his large belly. In the way of being attractive, Daddy-O wasn’t much to look at. He was a five-eight brute with gorilla-like arms and a jaw that looked to be carved from stone. Cornrows snaked back over his large head and stopped just behind his ears. Though some joked that he had a face that only a mother could love, Daddy-O had swagger. His gear was always up, and he was swift with the gift of gab, earning him points with the ladies.


     Everybody in the hood knew Daddy-O. He had lived in the Frederick Douglass Houses for over twelve years at that point. He and his mother had moved there when he was seven years old. Daddy-O had lived a number of places in his life, but no place ever felt like Douglass.


     Daddy-O was about to head down the stairs toward 845 when he heard his name being called. He slowed, but didn’t stop walking as he turned around. Shambling from 875 in his direction was a crackhead that they all knew as Shakes. She tried to strut in her faded high-heeled shoes, but it ended up as more of a walk-stumble. She was dressed in a black leotard that looked like it was crushing her small breasts. Shakes had been a’ight back in her day, but she didn’t get the memo that losing eighty pounds and most of your front teeth killed your sex appeal.


     “Daddy-O, let me holla at you for a minute,” she half slurred. Shakes’s eyes were wide and constantly scanning as if she was expecting someone to jump out on her. She stepped next to Daddy-O and whispered in his ear, “You holding?”


     “You know better than that, ma. Go see my little man in the building,” he said, in a pleasant tone. Most of the dealers in the neighborhood saw the crackheads as being something less than human and treated them as such, but not Daddy-O. Having watched his older brother and several of his other relatives succumb to one drug or another, Daddy-O understood it better than most. Cocaine and heroin were the elite of their line. Boy and Girl, as they were sometimes called, were God and Goddess to those foolish enough to be enticed by their lies. They had had the highest addiction rate, and the most cases of relapses. Daddy-O had learned early that a well-known crackhead could be more valuable to you than a member of your team, if you knew how to use them.


     “A’ight, baby, that’s what it is,” she turned to walk away and almost lost her balance. In true crackhead form, she righted herself and tried to strut even harder. “You need to call a sista sometime,” she called over her shoulder.


     Daddy-O shook his head. There wasn’t a damn thing he could call Shakes but what she was, a corpse that didn’t know it was dead yet. Daddy-O continued down the stairs and past the small playground. A group of kids were dancing around in the elephant-shaped sprinkler tossing water on each other. One of them ran up on Daddy-O with a half-filled bowl, but a quick threat of an ass whipping sent the kid back to douse one of his friends with the water. Stopping to exchange greetings with a Puerto Rican girl he knew, Daddy-O disappeared inside the bowels of 845.


      


     The first thing Daddy-O smelled when he stepped off the elevator was piff. Weed itself had a distinct smell, but piff was more like scorched honey. No matter how many windows you opened or how much air freshener you sprayed, if you had a good grade of haze, you couldn’t hide it. Piff, haze, Barney, purp…whatever you chose to call it, was up there as far as top-shelf weed went. It wasn’t as good as official Cali-Chronic or some of the other high-end grades of weed, but far more accessible.


     Daddy-O tapped softly on the door and waited. There was a shuffling of feet and the clink of the peephole as someone tried to peek through it. After getting confirmation from someone, the bolts began to slide free. The rush of smoke that hit Daddy-O in the face was enough to make him dizzy. The entire house reeked of weed and cigarettes. Daddy-O stepped inside the house with the door slamming behind him.


     The young man who had opened the door for Daddy-O was tall and beanpole thin. He wore his hair in cornrows that were pressed against his head beneath his do-rag. When he smiled at Daddy-O, his sharp cheekbones threatened to pierce the skin. Daddy-O had known Sticks for a while, but he still hadn’t gotten used to his cadaverous appearance.


     The coffee table in the middle of the living room was littered with ashtrays and loose PS2 games. Stone, who was Sticks’s fraternal twin, sat on a milk crate tapping away on a joystick. He glanced once at Daddy-O then went back to his game. His opponent was a brown-skinned kid who Daddy-O only knew as Knox.


     Knox was a little older than the rest of them, but still hung around with the young boys when it was convenient. He had a boxed head with beady eyes that seemed to be looking everywhere at once. Knox didn’t have an affiliation with any crew in particular; he just clung to whoever was holding it down. It wasn’t unusual to see Knox making moves with different cats in and around the projects. As long as he stayed out of Diego’s way he was cool. Much like E, Knox had managed to get on Diego’s personal shit list. No one was quite sure what he did to get there, but it was common knowledge that Diego didn’t like him. Whenever he would catch Knox trying to make a move, he would have Manny run him off the block. Everything Knox did had to be done in secret, and that probably explained why he was always skulking around in the shadows. Since Knox had come home from a skid bid, he had taken to spending time with E. Birds of a feather, Daddy-O reasoned. Knox had never done anything to him personally, but he knew that wherever you saw Knox you were more than likely to see E. Daddy-O stepped all the way into the apartment and, as sure as hell was hot, the devil sat at the wooden table against the wall.


    


   





    

     

      CHAPTER 2

     


    


    

     

      

       K

      illa-E sat with his back to Daddy-O, facing the kitchen where there was another man standing over the stove. E was a pale Puerto Rican kid who wore his hair in a buzz cut that never seemed to grow beyond a certain point. He had a tender jaw and a long pointed nose that made you wonder if white wasn’t somewhere in his genetic makeup. He cast his red-rimmed eyes behind him to Daddy-O and smiled. Though the smile was innocent enough, Daddy-O knew that E was more than he appeared to be.


     “What’s good,” E said, extending his hand.


     “Sup,” Daddy-O said, giving him a fist-pound. He knew E through Prince, and though Prince seemed to trust him, there was something about E that never sat right with Daddy-O. Prince said that Daddy-O had never gotten over the fact that E fucked his high school sweetheart, but Daddy-O never admitted to it.


     “What’s good, daddy?” the man standing over the stove smiled at Daddy-O. He was tall, but not too much more than average. His mahogany skin had taken on a milk chocolate glow from the summer temperature and the added heat from the stove. In one hand he clutched a coffee pot with contents that had begun to turn a milky white, while a cigarette burned in the other.


     “What it is, Prince,” Daddy-O raised his fist in the air.


     “Trying to get this cookie right for E,” Prince said, lifting the pot to eye level so he could examine the rice-cake-shaped object at the bottom of it. “I’ll be finished in a minute, but in the meantime why don’t you twist that bag of five-six on the table.”


     “Fo sho,” Daddy-O said, sliding into the chair closest to the kitchen and Prince. He began breaking the weed up on a CD case trying not to think on how much E’s presence was offending him. He cut his eyes up from his task and found E looking at him. It wasn’t a malicious look, but a curious one. E knew that Daddy-O didn’t like him, and he had an idea why, but he didn’t know for sure. E got off on being able to read people and therefore play to their egos, but it didn’t work with Daddy-O and it irked him.


     E had lived in the projects longer than Daddy-O, but didn’t have as much street credibility. Daddy-O had been knocking cats on their asses for the last couple of years, while E’s only claim to fame was being a flunky for any Spanish nigga with a team, and a petty-ass con-man. In the mid to late nineties, E had run with a crew of wild ass Spanish niggaz from 106th that had butted heads with the project crews several times over the last few years. Prince had even taken a bullet during the conflict, so Daddy-O never understood how he could get close with E. Even though E wasn’t the kid who shot Prince, he was a part of them. To Daddy-O, E was still the enemy, but he tolerated him on the strength of his friend.


     “I didn’t know this was a full-service kitchen,” Daddy-O said to Prince but kept his eyes on E. “You forget how to cook?” he asked E.


     E’s eyes glazed over in anger, but he kept his voice neutral. “Not at all, but Prince’s whip game is better than mine. I’ll be out of your way in a minute so you can have your boss back.”


     “You got jokes,” Daddy-O gave him a dangerous chuckle. “You better keep in mind that I ain’t Prince, my dude. Ain’t but so much I’m gonna let you slide with.”


     “Oh, I don’t doubt that. And that’s why I wouldn’t deal with you like I’d deal with Prince. Some cats,” E shrugged, “you just can’t reason with.”


     “Yo, why don’t you two niggaz both shut up and light something?” Prince interjected, coming over to the table with the dripping cookie clutched between two tongs. He placed the cookie on a glass plate and cut the tiny fan on so it would dry the mix.


     “Yeah, that shit is looking right,” E said, staring at the cookie. “I can break this shit down and get right at the Hotel.”


     “You still fucking wit them crackers?” Prince asked.


     “Hell yeah, kid. Yo, for what you niggaz get ten for I can get twenty fucking with these cats. One thing I’ve learned about dealing with these white folks is that they don’t mind spending paper on a high, especially if the shit is butter.”


     “You know you ain’t gonna get no bullshit over this side, E,” Prince took the chair that sat in the entrance of the kitchen.


     “Prince, you ain’t gotta say it for me to know it. I know that anything you put in my hand is gonna be proper. That last shit you gave me had the heads bouncing off the walls.”


     “Yeah, Diego be getting that real deal,” Prince said.


     “I ain’t fucking wit that nigga, son. Ya boy be acting like he’s John Gotti or some shit.”


     “Diego is cool,” Prince thought on it. “He’s just funny about who he deals with.”


     “Man, funny is one thing; Diego is paranoid. I tried to pull him to the side the other day to holla at him about some business, and he looked right through me. Then his peoples roll up on me like I’m trying to get at the cat. Ya boy was acting like I was five-O or some shit!”


     “Diego is a man that goes with his gut,” Daddy-O said sarcastically.


     “Don’t wet that shit, E, you got what you need right there,” Prince pointed to the cookie.


     “See, that’s why I fuck with you Prince; you’re a man that knows how to do business. Yo Diego has got access to all the work in the world, but he ain’t gonna be shit because his business sense ain’t right. Yo, Prince, I know me and you can go downtown with our own product and get shit popping.”


     Prince knew that was coming. For the last few months E had been trying to get Prince to make a move with him. He started with the idea of them getting money together in the projects independently, but Prince wasn’t really with it. When that didn’t work he invited Prince to come down to 59th Street where he was selling crack and coke out of a small hotel off of 12th Avenue. Though the offers sounded very lucrative, Prince always declined.


     E probably thought that Prince kept telling him no because he didn’t want to dis Diego, but that was only part of the reason. From 100th Street to at least 110th Street Diego was the man, but he ended up being so sort of by default.


     Back in the late eighties, early nineties, the streets had turned into a battlefield over crack money. The greed had gotten so out of control that you had dudes making sales on other cat’s corners to rope in their customers, totally forgetting the rules of conduct. All of the crews were going at it, trying to become the dominant factors on the west side of Manhattan.


     At this time Diego was the second in command to a man named Sonny, who hailed from 201st and Broadway, but got money on 114th and Saint Nicholas. He was a seasoned cat who spoke little English and would let that thing go in a New York minute. He had a small team around him and held his five-block square with authority, until somebody caught him laid up with a broad and put one in his cabbage. His crew eventually disbanded, but Diego continued to make moves here and there, steering clear of the war, and maintaining most of Sonny’s old contacts.


     In the months that followed, the war started taking heavy casualties. Niggaz was dying, going to jail, or snitching. Either way the numbers on all sides thinned out. Diego had continued to do business with Sonny’s connect, so it was easy for him to get his hands on product, but solidifying his position would prove to be a different story. Though most of the original bosses were either killed or doing time, there was still their protégés and predecessors to deal with. A few backdoor deals and the assassination of several key figures, and the competition thinned out considerably. Before you knew it Diego became the man to see if you wanted good coke.


     Prince was one of the first to come under Diego’s wing when his greedy hand touched Douglass. He started him out pitching but would eventually increase his responsibility. From the beginning Diego saw that Prince was about his money. The fact that he knew damn near the whole projects and brought his own crew to the table made it easier for Diego to move in.


     Diego was the kind of dude that would only let a black man rise so far in his organization. Prince was the boss where his crew was concerned, but when it came to Diego’s organization as a whole he wasn’t that nigga. The executive positions were always reserved for Spanish cats. Diego never said it out loud, but he felt that blacks were mentally inferior. No, both he and E knew that he would never be a boss in that organization, and E often played on that. He thought that if he kept pushing, Prince would come around. He was half right.


     Prince knew he would have to bust a move sooner or later, but he wanted it to be on his terms. He wasn’t willing to cut off his primary source of income unless he found another one that was more beneficial to him. When he left, it would be on his terms.


     “We’ll do something together soon, E,” Prince said.


     E gave him a disbelieving look. “You’ve been saying that since P.S. 75, poppy. You’re out here making a ton of cake for Diego, and he’s the only one seeing real paper. Son, we’re from these projects, so why should we have to settle for scraps off his table?”


     “Diego is out here killing ’em, son. Even the cats from 107th ain’t clicking like the projects these days,” Daddy-O said, reminding them that he was in the room.


     Prince gave him a surprised look. He and E tolerated each other for the sake of him, but there was not a lot of love between them. Having Daddy-O co-sign something E said was unexpected. Maybe it was time to get out from under Diego’s thumb, but how? Diego got the coke for the best prices so they couldn’t outsell him, and he had more soldiers so they couldn’t muscle him out. For as much as he would’ve loved to be seeing more paper, he refused to sacrifice his team to the soup line.


     “I hear you, my nigga,” Prince said simply. E and Daddy-O knew to leave it alone, but the idea still hung in the air.


     E poked at the cookie with his finger to see if it had dried yet. Satisfied, he dropped it in a baggie and wrapped that in a plastic bag. He took the entire package and stuffed it down his pants. “I’m gonna try to flip this like twice before my son’s birthday.”


     “What’s up with little E?” Prince asked.


     “That nigga chilling. I was trying to take him to the game the other day, but his mom is on some bullshit. Word, I think that nigga she fuck with be putting shit in her head. Imma fuck him up one day.”


     “Leave that dude alone, E. I think you just wanna fight him because he’s fucking your son’s mother,” Prince said.


     “I don’t give a fuck about that bitch,” E said defensively. “She could fuck the whole hood and I wouldn’t care. I’m just worried about my seed. Yo, little E told me that son be in there play wrestling with him and shit!”


     “So what, do you expect him not to like the kid because his father’s an asshole?” Prince asked.


     “Fuck that,” E continued. “That’s my seed and ain’t gonna be no nigga laying hands on him but me.”


     Not able to hold his tongue any longer, Daddy-O added his two cents. “Listen to the proud father. Not too long ago you was talking about making her get a paternity test.”


     Prince shot Daddy-O a look, but he ignored him, keeping his eyes on E’s face as it melted into a pool of shit. Daddy-O had touched on a very touchy subject in E’s life. Everybody knew what E never seemed to pick up on, that his baby mama was a jump off. For the most part she was faithful to E in their relationship, but she had also had quite a few moments of weakness. E had very pale skin and his son’s mother was almost yellow, so when little E came sliding out of the birth canal looking like a chocolate brownie, it raised a few eyebrows. Though E never entertained any of the rumors, he knew they were out there.


     “I hear you, son. I guess today must be clown E day?” E said trying to act as if he wasn’t infuriated by the statement.


     “Come on, E, you know Daddy-O was just fucking wit you, right?” Prince said, trying to defuse the situation. Both the men were his close friends, so he was uncomfortable being tossed into the middle.


     E glared at Daddy-O for a few seconds, letting the anger slowly bleed from his eyes. “I don’t know, Prince, sometimes Daddy-O doesn’t sound like he’s joking.”


     “It’s all love, fam,” Daddy-O said, less than sincerely. Ignoring E for the moment, Daddy-O put a flame to the end of the blunt and inhaled. The haze was sweet, rolling across his tongue like wisps of cotton candy. The backs of his eyes stung from the smoke, but he held it. Only when it swirled in his chest like storm clouds, threatening to make his heart skip, did he exhale.


     “Yo, can I smoke wit y’all niggaz?” Stone called over from the couch. He had to strain a bit to get up from the milk crate. Unlike his brother who was rail thin, Stone was bulky. He was almost as wide as Daddy-O, but not as tall.


     “I don’t see you burning nothing,” Prince nodded to the blunt that was tucked behind Stone’s ear.


     “You know I pay like I weigh,” Stone said, plucking the blunt from behind his ear and placing it between his lips.


     “If that was the case your ass would be broke,” Daddy-O teased him.


     “You don’t look like you’ve missed too many meals,” Stone poked him in the gut. “White boy, let me get a light,” Stone slapped E on the back way harder than he had to. E just glared at him and handed Stone a book of matches. “Good looking, my nigga.”


     “Stone, why you play so much?” Prince asked, clearly not feeling the way the younger man had played E.


     “Come on, Prince, me and Killa-E play like that all the time.”


     “Niggaz don’t always wanna play, Stone, be easy.” Prince’s voice was soft, but Stone didn’t miss the order beneath the surface. “Oh, did y’all take care of that thing?” Prince distracted everyone from the confrontation to help Stone save face.


     Stone’s face was suddenly pleasant again. “Yeah, that shit went off real smooth, yo.”


     “Nigga, stop lying,” Sticks called from the door. “Prince, you know Stone had to go overboard with it.”


     “What done happened now?” Prince asked, taking the blunt that had somehow skipped E.


     “Yo, this nigga made son walk home naked!” Sticks went on to recount what he and his brother had subjected the kid to, exaggerating a bit for effect.


     “Get the fuck outta here,” Daddy-O looked at the twins.


     “That’s my word, kid, butt ass,” Sticks said. “Yo, I wish I could’ve seen his girl’s face when he walked in wit a newspaper wrapped around his ass.”


     “Yo, y’all some foul niggaz,” Prince said. Tears were running down his cheek from laughing so hard.


     “Man, that nigga is stupid; there ain’t no way in hell I would’ve walked home naked!” E slapped the table laughing.


     “You’d have did whatever the fuck I told you to do if I had that bulldog behind your ear, white boy,” Stone told him.


     “Fuck outta here,” E tried to laugh it off. In the back of his mind he knew that Stone believed what he said. Sticks and Stone were the youngest of the crew, but by far the cruelest. While Sticks was the twisted one, Stone was just brutal. A fine pair they made.


     “Prince, I’m ’bout to dip,” E said, getting up from the table. “Give me this walk to the elevator,” he gave everybody in the room dap, and motioned for his man to follow.


     “A’ight,” Prince said, coming around through the kitchen. He and E walked down the hall in relative silence. When it was just the two of them E was cool, but when they got around Daddy-O and Stone he tensed up. He knew that E didn’t like Daddy-O and was just flat afraid of Stone, but he couldn’t really help him with it. You either had to take a stand or be someone’s meat, simple as that.


     For the most part E was a good nigga. Much like Danny, he wasn’t really cut out for the streets, but fate had put him there anyway. E was one of the smartest cats he knew and the dude could’ve been just about anything in life that he wanted, but he let his dick lead him down the wrong road. E had first started hustling to keep up with his baby mama’s taste, but once that rush of power that came from the hustle ran through him, it was a done deal. He had had his little run, but now that it was over he found himself in limbo. The Latinos didn’t want him and the blacks didn’t trust him.


     “Good looking out again on hooking this shit up for me, Prince,” E said.


     “That ain’t nothing, my nigga,” Prince patted him on the back. “Mable said that shit is pure fire, so you shouldn’t have no problems with it. I’m ’bout to cook a quick fifty more so these niggaz will be good for a minute.”


     “Prince, let me ask you something. About how much money do you think Diego makes off these projects on a daily basis?”


     “Come on, E…”


     “You know what, don’t even answer that,” E cut him off. “Just think about the figure, double it, and subtract what you’re getting now from it,” E stepped on the elevator and smiled at Prince. Before the doors had completely closed he had some parting words. “When you come up with that number you tell me how long it will take you to see a million dollars getting one percent of the pie.”


      


     A few yards south another scene was about to unfold. Gene was a young foot soldier who had only been working for the organization for a few months. He was sixteen with his eyes on the prize and seeing decent money in the projects. He was a quiet kid who never came up short, and Prince could count on him more often than he couldn’t to do the right thing.


     Gene was sitting on a parked car in the lot, killing time. Business was slow so he figured there wouldn’t be any harm in taking a short smoke break. He had scored some boss haze from the Spanish cats down the way and was eager to go to the head on the blunt. Good haze wasn’t something you could share with a lot of heads on a blunt and still appreciate. He had taken two good pulls off the blunt when he heard a clicking and felt something cold against his neck.


     “That smells like some killa shit,” the gunman whispered into Gene’s ear. He stepped around so that the young man could see him, but his face was hidden by a mask.


     “True indeed,” another masked man said, stepping around Gene’s left side to stand in front of him. “Set that out,” the man ordered, jamming a .38 into Gene’s gut. Scared shitless by the thought of being shot, Gene did as he was told.


     “What y’all niggaz want?” Gene asked in a shaky voice.


     “Don’t get cute, son. You know just what we want,” the first gunman said, stepping around to where Gene could see him. As he spoke, Gene noticed a faint glint coming from the man’s lower teeth. Gene’s face remained the same, but he made a mental note of it.
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