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Everything that glitters isn’'t always gold, and the man she was once
madly in love with is now a tyrant she no longer recognizes.
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desperate.
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Earth Carlson hustled his way to street royalty at a young age.
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CHAPTER 1
MCCOY TOLIVER
“Why am | here?’ | asked Jamel as soon as | saw him.
He looked at me with a smirk and nodded toward the opposite side of the room. | had
to sguint my eyes to see the man sitting tied to a chair. His head was down, so |
couldn't make out his face, but | knew whoever it was must've been important
because there would be no other reason for Jamel to have me here.
“You see that nigga?’ Jamel asked with alow laugh. “His name is Prince Holland.”
Jamel walked to Prince, around his chair, and nodded for me to approach him. Even
though the room was dark, the closer | got to him, the better my view improved.

“He' s one of the founders of DBB.”

“Bitch ass nigga, understand DBB will take you out for this,” Prince said, lifting his
head.

| expected to see his face black and blue with cuts, but it was completely unscathed.
Prince was cute; he probably had a million and one women vying for his attention,
but | could aso tell he was dangerous. He was what Jamel pretended to be.

“Earth will kill your ass, and everything attached to your name.”

A look of disgust and annoyance on Jamel’s face was unmistakable. But there was



also something else there; it almost looked like fear.

“Nigga, just like | got you, | will get Earth,” Jamel replied with alaugh as he tried to
play off his momentary pause.

The six or seven men he had with him laughed while | stood there waiting. I'd never
been dragged into anything Jamel did. It wasn't like | wasn't aware of hislife outside
our home because | was. | knew he was a monster. | was just never included in
firsthand situations. He grabbed Prince by his long locs and pulled his head back, so
he had to look at him.

“The DBB isn't untouchable, niggas were just too scared to do it.” He smirked down
at Prince. “I’m not.”

“Then untie me and let’ s see who walks out this bitch,” Prince replied.

| bit my bottom lip to keep from laughing because, even though | didn’t know this
man, | had more respect for him than Jamel. He was strong, and even though he was
outnumbered and more than likely would die, he wasn’t afraid.

“Nah, nigga,” Jamel denied, then hit Prince in the face two times.

Prince seemed to eat the blows Jamel delivered. | knew firsthand Jamel’ s hits packed
a punch. I'd been on the receiving end of them one too many times. He let go of
Prince’s head, stepped back, and wiped his hand on a towel he pulled from his back
pocket. Prince licked over his swollen bottom lip, smirked, and then spit the blood in
Jamel’ s direction.

“You hit like my little sister.” Prince chuckled. “When she was two.” He wiped his
bottom lip against his shoulder. “ Step your shit up, little nigga.”



“You think this shit a joke?’ Jamel roared as he pulled his gun from his waist. “I’ll
kill you right now.”

“Do it,” Prince replied with a shrug. “Y ou snatched me up aready. | know how the
game goes. | ain't making it out of here alive.”

“You don’'t run shit.” Jamel pushed his gun under Prince's chin. “I make the
decisions.” Moving quickly, he hit Prince in the middle of the head with the butt of
his gun. His skin split open, and blood poured from the opening. “You're aive until |
say otherwise.”

“Nah.” Prince laughed. “That ain’t how it works, nigga. It's somebody above you, the
real boss. Get me that nigga because you move like you alow man on the totem pole.
Who the fuck isin charge?’ He looked at me and smirked. “Is it you, baby? You run
this nigga? Are you the bitch in charge? Because | know it ain’'t this weak nigga.” |
shook my head, knowing if | opened my mouth, Jamel would be on my head before |
could closeit. “Damn shame. | got more respect for you than | do for him.”

“Stop talkin’ to my bitch,” Jamel said, stepping in front of me so he blocked Prince.
He rolled up his sleeves and shook his head. “| have been wanting to beat your ass for
aminute now.” Jamel moved to the side so he could see me, and | could see him and
Prince. “You better not look away, either. If you do, I'll do to you everything | do to
him, plus more.”

| did what | was told, never taking my eyes off Prince as Jamel hit him. Prince once
again took every hit without flinching. His nose bled, and his eyes swelled, but he
never took his eyes off me. It was like he was waiting for me to help, but what could |
do? | was stuck here, too. Stuck with a man who probably hated me just as much, if
not more, than he hated Prince.

“Stop looking at my bitch!” Jamel roared and grabbed Prince’s face. “What did | tell



you?’ He hit Prince in the face twice. “ Stop looking at her.”

“Shefine,” Prince replied with asmirk. “1’d rather ook at her than your ugly ass.”

“Oh?’ Jamel let go of Prince’s face and walked over to me. He grabbed my hair and
dragged me to where Prince was tied down. “I'll kill this bitch without a second
thought, just like | plan to kill you. So, look at her face long and hard because it’ll be
the last thing you ever see.” He pushed my face into Prince's, making his blood
smear onto me. It was the only time Prince moved. “Nah, bitch, be still!” He pushed
me into Prince some more before pulling me back and throwing me on the floor. “Sit
on your fuckin' kneesin front of that nigga.”

| didn’t move fast enough, which made Jamel punch me in the face and then kick me
in the stomach. | lay on my side in the fetal position. Tears rolled from my eyes, but |
didn’t make a sound because | knew that would egg Jamel on more.

Prince's dark eyes searched mine before he looked up at Jamel. “You a bitch ass
nigga for putting your hands on a woman. That must be the only way your dick gets
hard.”

“The fuck you worried about my dick for, faggot?’ Jamel questioned. He got in
Prince’ s face and smirked. “ That sister you mentioned will know how it tastes before

| put abulletin her head.”

Prince laughed long and hard before shaking his head. “Y eah, keep thinkin’ that shit,”
he said once he got himself together. “Nigga, kill me now, or shut the fuck up.”

“Don't worry, I'm gonna kill your ass, then drop your body at Earth’'s doorstep,”
Jamel said, then left out of the room.

“Ay,” Prince said, making me look up. “Find Earth Carlson and tell him | said to take



care of this shit for me. He's my boy, really my brother. Him and Fire both are.” He
let out a small laugh and shook his head. “He' s a good nigga. Find him; he'll get you
out of this shit with Jamel. That nigga gotta die, shorty. I’ono whether you love him
or not, but if you don't, find Earth. Tell him | sent you?—"

The doors to the room were pushed open, and Jamel and his boys walked back in.
They beat Prince while Jamel snatched me up from the floor and threw me out of the
room. Thelast thing | heard before the door closed behind me was the sound of a gun
being fired.
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CHAPTER 2
EARTH CARLSON
“Let’s make thisshit quick,” | said, walking into the house.

My brother Fire slowly made his way inside behind me. | heard him knocking shit
over as he made his way through the foyer. Usualy, I'd be annoyed, even want to
snatch his ass up, but today, | needed his dramatic flair. | was tired; coming off a
seven-hour flight to having to come here and handle shit we usually wouldn’t have to
was pissing me off. But Prince was missing; he wasn’t answering the phone or at
regular hangouts.

“You can't rush perfection,” Fire said.
| pulled my phone out of my pocket and tried Prince again. Just like the past two
days, his phone rang twice then went to voicemail. | didn't leave a message; there

was no reason. He never checked them.

“l swear this nigga gonna make me go upside his shit,” | said, then stuffed my phone
back in my pocket.

“He probably with a bitch,” Fire said as he looked at a large painting hanging above
the fireplace that sat in the middle of the room. “You know how he gets when he

finds the new love of hislife.”

| sucked my teeth and then grunted. My boy was a hopeless romantic. Every woman



he was with somehow became his life's love after a short time. Eventually, they
became some bitch he used to fuck with. | didn’t doubt he loved them at one point; he
just didn’t know how to stay in love.

“Probably,” | agreed.

“You sure this nigga here?’ Fire questioned as he walked away from the fireplace and
picked up a vase off the end table near the couch. “This shit ugly.” He dropped the
vase on the ground and stepped on the broken pieces before jumping on the couch.
“This shit stiff.”

“It's old people's shit,” | said with a laugh. “These muthafuckas don’t know shit
about comfortable furniture. They don't even care if it's comfortable because they
aren’'t sitting on it.”

“| guess so,” Firereplied as he stepped off the couch. “Let’s find this nigga so we can
collect our money.”

“Cool with me, I’'m tired anyway.”

| pulled my gun from the waist of my pants and waited for Fire to do the same.
Chancy Moore might be rich, but | knew he was a street nigga at heart and hadn’t
forgotten his roots. His camping out at his grandparents house didn’t mean shit. He
knew what time it was, and when we caught him, shit wasn’t going to be easy.

“How much you think this shit gonna get me at the pawnshop off 12 th Street?’ Fire
picked up an old-school camera on atable near the steps. “ Shit, look like it's got some
secretson it.”

“Put that shit back,” | said as | passed him. “We ain't here for that.”



“So, you sayin’ | can't make no money off killin' the nigga that owes us money?’ he
asked, as| made my way up the stairs. “ Earth, nigga, | know you hear me!”

“1 hear you, fool. Take the shit if it means that much to you,” | shot back, knowing
Fire didn't give a damn about the camera but was just trying to get on my damn
nerves.

“1 don’'t want this old ass shit.” Fire threw the camera down the stairs, then smirked at
me. “But that painting in the living room is going with me. | know this girl that likes
old shit like that. I’m going to tell her | bought it on the black market to impress her.”

We made our way upstairs and checked each room we found. For the house to be so
damn big, there was alot of unused space.

Chancy had made his name in the streets a few years back, but a few bad business
deals had him looking for someone to invest in his business. I'd warned him we
wouldn’t play with him when he came to us. On the outside, Elemental Investment
was just an investment company; my hands were in amost every type of business.
We made money in our sleep. When | stepped into a board room, everyone waiting
for me to show up was pleased when | opened my mouth. What most didn’t know
was how we moved behind the scenes.

In the streets, we were known as DBB, the Duffel Bag Boys, and we weren't the ones
to fuck with. We made our money early on, jacking every corner boy with no regret.
We eventually moved to selling the drugs we jacked. We got money by taking and
didn’t care who knew. After a while, we had more money than we knew what to do
with, so we invested in some small businesses to have a cover story about why we
were making money. That brought in more money, and our parents didn't raise
dummies, so we started going to school: me for business management and Fire for
finance. Less than ten years later, we were legit businessmen who were still hood at
heart.



“You mess with hoodrats. Them bitches don’t know shit about pictures,” | retorted,
and Fire laughed. “Now let’s hurry this shit up so I can go home, take a shower, and
go to deep. Unlike yo' ass, I've been ditting in board meetings, impressing
muthafuckas who have no idea |’ m their worst fuckin’ fear.”

“Young, educated, and black,” Fire said, and | nodded. “But hood and with all the
best connections.”

“Ain’t no other way to be.” | laughed. “Now let’skill thisnigga.”

“So fuckin’ pushy, | swear,” Fire replied and then kicked open the only door that was
locked.

| half expected someone to start shooting or at least try to go out like an OG. Instead,
Chancy sat in achair near the window, a blunt in one hand and a glass of liquor in the
other. There was no doubt in my mind it was cognac because that was the only thing
I'd ever seen him drink.

“Took you lil niggas long enough to get here,” he said with a chuckle, then took a
pull of hisblunt. “I’ve been waiting all night.”

“1t’s only ten-thirty. Shut the fuck up,” Fire responded as he looked around the room.
“And you are only six years older than us; stop trying to make it seem like you an OG
in the game.” He mugged Chancy hard. “Talkin’ about | been waiting all night. Bitch,
you dumb for rushing us to kill you.”

“Nah, I’'m not dying,” Chancy smirked. “Not with the information | have.”
“What you know?’ Fire questioned. | stood back, watching their interaction. Chancy

was cocky as fuck right now. He didn’'t look like a nigga worried about dying. If
anything, he looked like he would live through this night and plenty more | ater.



“1 know who snatched Prince,” he answered, and | stepped forward. Prince was like a
brother to us. We' d grown up together. He was my brother without needing the blood
connection. “He hasn’t been answering the phone for you over the last few days, has
he?’

“Who got him?’ Fire made it across the room in less than six steps and pushed his
gun into Chancy’ s temple. “Huh, nigga? If you wannalive, you' Il start talkin’.”

“1 tell you who has him, and y’all let me live,” Chancy said, looking at me. He knew
Fire wouldn’t make a move without my word, or at least he hoped he wouldn't.

“Put the gun down,” | said to Fire. He looked at me with a confused expression, and |
nodded. “Let him talk.”

“It better be some legit information, too,” Fire said, then pushed away from Chancy.

“Jamel snatched him,” Chancy said quickly. | chuckled because this nigga was
stupid. He had no guarantee we' d let him live, and yet he' d run his mouth.

“Goon.”

“Two nights ago, he was leaving the club on Eighth Street, and he didn’t make it
home,” Chancy said. “Word is, Jamel had his boys snatch him up and drag him to an
empty warehouse near the west bottoms. He' s still there.”

Fire stepped back, pulled his phone from his pocket, and was already making calls
before | could tell him. | watched him as he paced in front of Chancy and talked on
the phone. He looked up at me and nodded, and | knew he had a location. “Citrine
and Wednesday said they are going meet us there.”

“Wednesday in a good mood?’ | questioned with a chuckle. Wednesday Long was



never in a good mood. Nigga stayed pissed, which was always a plus for us because
he worked best when he was mad.

“Probably not,” Fire answered with a shrug. “I saw Mondai the other day, and she
said he threatened to beat up her new boyfriend, so we actually might catch him
without a mug on his face.”

“If he an't kill him, then | doubt it,” | off-handedly said, and Fire nodded in
agreement. “You killin’ thisnigga, or am 1?7’

“Hey!” Chancy screamed as he jumped up from his seat. Fire shot him in his knees,
making him fall to the ground.

“Who killed the last one?’ Fire questioned, and | paused to think. The last time we
were together, we'd gone for adrink after | got back in town, and a nigga was talkin’
reckless to our sister Breeze. Without thinking, | pulled his gun out and shot him.

“Me, at the bar,” | answered.

“The nigga was talkin' dlick to Breeze,” Fire said, then nodded. “Alright, so I'm
going with my signature then.” Fire put two more bullets in him, one in each
shoulder. “He can sit there and bleed out. If he's right with the lord, he'll die from
that before the fire gets him.”

After leaving the room, it took Fire afew minutes to get what he needed. As akid, he
always played with fire. At one point, | swore that nigga was going to burn down the
house. All he did was flick his lighter or strike a match. It took our pop threatening to
hang him up by his balls after setting the porch on fire before he finally got it
together.

“How far is the warehouse from here?’ | asked him once we were in the car and



pulling out. Even though Chancy’s grandparents house was in a nice area, it was off
the grid. When someone realized it was on fire, it would be too late.

“It smellslike ass out here,” Wednesday said as he walked past us and headed toward
the warehouse. | knew he wouldn’t be there for any conversation, which | was okay
with. “I hate the damn dirt and worms, and trees, and fuckin’ animals.”

“And therivers, oceans, and lakes,” Fire teased as we walked behind him.

Wednesday stopped walking and turned to face us. “That shit, too,” he said, then
grunted. “I hate the whole earth.”

“World. Say you hate the whole world,” Fire corrected. “Saying earth makes it seem
like you talkin’ about my brother.”

“l hate that nigga, too, for having me out here,” Wednesday replied, then turned
around and headed toward the warehouse door.

| laughed out loud, not giving a fuck if he heard me because | was used to his mean
ass always complaining about shit. He didn't want to deal with it if he couldn’t be in
his house, in the luxury of centra air, heat, and water. Wednesday was OCD and a
big-ass germophobe. He ran the streets as a kid to care for himself and his sisters. He
never looked back once he hooked up with us and started making money.

“Doubt it,” | replied. | turned to Citrine, who walked beside Fire, and tossed him the
bat he'd left in my car. “Y our shit stays with you, not me.”

“1 been lookin’ for my lady,” he replied as he examined his bat. “Y ou were nice to
her, right?’

“Nigga, get a woman,” | replied, then turned back to Wednesday, who mugged us.



“Kick shit in or something to deal with your anger.”

“Fuck you,” he said, then kicked in the warehouse door.

The door was cheap and had wood rot, so it broke off the hinges and dropped to the
ground. We walked inside, again not caring whether someone heard us or not. The
entire warehouse was empty except for one room. Inside, Prince sat tied to a chair
with the back of his head blown off.

“Who did this shit?” Wednesday asked, stepping out of the room. He briefly glanced
at Prince before shutting the door.

“Jamel,” | answered. Tears dropped from my eyes, and | had no intention of wiping
them away. Citrine, Wednesday, and Fire had all seen me at my lowest. Shit, we'd all
seen each other at our lowest, so there was no reason to hide behind some macho shit
now. Our boy was dead, and we had to mourn him. Jamel would die for this shit.
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CHAPTER 3
MCCOY

“Get your ass up!” Jamel yelled as he stood over me. | barely opened my eyes before
he snatched the covers off me. The scalding water hitting my skin made me jump
from my bed. | screamed out in pain, and Jamel’s laugh hit my ears. “Quit all that
screaming. The shit wasn't even hot.”

| wiped my face and prayed it wasn't burned too badly, but | knew my prayer would
fall on deaf ears when | felt my skin pulsate. | kept my eyes on Jamel as he paced in
front of my bed. | hated he was in my condo, had a key, and used it freely. “What are
you doing here?’ | asked as || tried to get myself together.

“Ay, watch your tone before | break your shit,” Jamel replied as he mugged the hell
out of me. | didn’t say anything back. Instead, | looked down at my clothes and skin.
| was starting to blister in certain spots, and even now, after a few minutes, | saw
steam rolling off me.

“What can | do for you, Jamel?’ | questioned instead of saying something | knew
would set him off. I'd learned quickly to play my role when it came to him. He was
one of those men who needed to be in charge. He was a weak-ass nigga who was
trying to be more than what he was. | just hated it took me so long to seeit.

“My cousin Kaleb needs to get off,” he replied, and | stared at him, confused. Jamel
pulled a blunt from his pocket and lit it without taking his eyes off me. “Make that
shit happen.”



“What did he do?’ | asked, knowing whatever it was was more than likely serious.
I’d been around Kaleb afew times, and | got a bad feeling from him each time.

“Don’'t matter what he did or didn’t do.” Jamel pulled his blunt and blew the smoke
in my direction. | knew not to move or react because he would do it again if | did.
“Make that shit go away.”

“lI need to know what I'm making go away,” | replied, and Jamel grunted. He
dropped the pot he was holding on my bed, immediately burning a hole in my sheets,
and walked into my space. | didn’'t move. Not because | was afraid, because, at this
point, | wasn't scared of anything when it came to Jamel. It had more to do with the
pain | was experiencing from being burned by scalding water. The fact the pot was
still hot enough to burn my silk sheetswasn’t lost on me.

“What the fuck did | say?’ Jamel grabbed my face to make me look at him. “Get him
the fuck off!” He took a pull of hisblunt and blew it in my face. “ That’s your fuckin’
job, right? To get niggas off? Do that shit then!”

“Whereishe?’ | asked through clenched teeth.

“Central lock up,” he answered. “Get that nigga bond, pay it, and get him out. When |
come back later, shit better be done.”

“I'll try,” | replied honestly. No matter how much | wanted to lie, | never lied,
especially about getting someone out of jail. Even if they were related to Jamel and
weren't shit in my eyes, | wouldn't lie to them or him.

“Your choiceisto get him out or deal with me,” Jamel said, looking me up and down.
He licked his lips and smirked. “And trust me, baby, as much as I'll enjoy it, and
you'll enjoy it, too, I’'ll break your ass and put you on a corner after I'm done.” He
pushed me away and headed out of the room. “Play with me if you want to!”



After Jamel left, | headed to the bathroom connected to my bedroom and stared at
myself in the mirror. My eyesfilled with tearsas | did so. | was blistered on my arms,
stomach, neck, and parts of my face because of the water Jamel had thrown at me. |
peeled off my clothes, letting the tears fall freely because of the pain. Thiswasn’t the
first time he'd burned me, but this was the worst.

| grabbed the ointment from my medicine cabinet and tried to apply it, but | could
barely move. Against my better judgment, | went back to my room and grabbed my
phone from the end table. | had one person | could call, but | knew she would show

her natural ass when | did.

“I'm about twenty minutes from your condo,” Lynx said as a greeting. “You
hungry?’

“No,” | moaned in pain as | sat on the bed. “I need you to stop and grab me some
stuff from the store, though.”

“What you need? It ain't yo' time of the month, so | know it ain't tampons,” she
replied with asmall laugh.

“Some burn ointment,” | answered in amumble.

“Why?’

“Jamel did his version of a wake-up call,” | answered truthfully. “With a pot of
scalding hot water.”

“How bad, McCoy?’ Lynx questioned. The sharp tone of her voice and the difference
in her breathing signaled she was pissed.

“I’'m fine. | don’t need you doing anything stupid.”



“McCoy, you just said this nigga threw hot water on you, and you don’t want me to
do something stupid?’

“1 just need you to calm down,” | replied softly, hoping to calm her. “Just calm down
for a second and listen to me. | know this is a fucked-up situation. I’'m not dumb to
that fact, but | have to move smart, or it’'ll blow up in my face.

“When | run, and | will run, Lynx, | need to ensure everything istied up in a neat bow
so | don’t have to come back.”

“1 swear on everything | love, McCoy.”

“It's fine.” | looked down at myself and bit into my bottom lip. “I'm fine.” It was
bad, probably worse than | even wanted to admit. But | wasn’t letting Lynx retaliate
and do something stupid because she was upset. We'd worked too hard, way too
fucking hard to do something stupid now. “Just get the ointment, and I’ll take care of
it. Please, Lynx.”

“I’ll betherein abit,” she replied after afew minutes of silence.

| lay on my back, staring at the ceiling, trying not to move. | was hurting badly, but
thiswasn’'t new for me. | mean, yes, the pain was new, but the reason behind the pain
wasn't. The person delivering the pain wasn’t new.

“I swear to fuckin’ God, McCoy. | hate this nigga,” Lynx said, coming into the room.
| opened my eyes to see her staring at me. Her face was void of emotion, but her eyes
told another story. She was pissed. I'd never know how | lucked up to have a best
friend like her, but | did know | never took her for granted.

“Join the club,” | replied. “Help me up.” | put my hand out, and Lynx pulled me up
slowly. | screamed in pain once | was on my feet. “ Shit!”



“Your plan better fuckin’ work, too, McCoy,” she said as she helped me into the
bathroom. “If it doesn’'t, I’'m killing him, no questions asked. We can fight about it

then.

“My plan will work,” | weakly argued. Doubt pushed in the back of my mind,
though. 1'd been sitting on this plan for a few months, waiting for the perfect time.
“Now help me get myself together. | need to get down to the police station. Jamel’s
cousinisin lock up.”

“The fuck did he do?’' she questioned, even though | knew she didn’t care. The
conversation was to take my mind off the pain. This was our new normal, and | knew

she hated it, but it was my life.

“No clue,” | answered.
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CHAPTER 4
EARTH

“Somebody is following me,” | said as soon as Fire answered the phone. There was
no time for greetings or anything like that; it was straight business. | glanced in the
rearview mirror to ensure the black Escalade remained behind me. I’d tried ditching it
for the last thirty minutes, but every corner | turned, there it was, not even five
seconds later.

“Where you at?’ The sound of a chair scraping against the floor echoed through the
speakers. | knew Fire was at his office, but | was on the other side of town. He
wouldn't make it in time if something were going to go down. “Huh, Earth? Where
areyou?’

“Moving south,” | vaguely answered. | wasn’t about to make him panic. Fire lived up
to his name in more ways than one. He'd burn down this city without a second
thought if he thought it would help me or Breeze.

“Drop the location,” he replied.

| sucked my teeth and ran my hand over my beard. | wasn't dropping shit. “Look, get
to my house and check over my security camera. Call Nineif you got to.”

“The fuck am | doing all that for?’ Fire questioned. “The fuck you not tellin’ me?’
The call switched to FaceTime, and | chuckled at the look on my twin's face. His locs
covered his face, but | knew just like | knew my name, his left eye was twitching as



he tried to control his anger. “Huh? The fuck you not tellin’ me?’

“Nothing, nigga,” | answered. Truthfully, | was hiding enough. This wasn’'t my first
time seeing this Escalade. I'd noticed it following me for the last two months but
didn’t think twice about it.

Since Prince's death, I'd been moving nonstop. Killing niggas, snatching bags,
making my presence known. | knew, eventually, someone would make a move on
me. | was just waiting so | could kill that nigga too.

| glanced through the mirror again before making a right at the last minute. “One,
two, three.” The Escalade turned and followed me. | chuckled then. Y eah, this nigga
was coming for me, and now whoever it was wasn't hiding it.

“Drop yo’ location, Earth!” Fire barked. “ Stop playin’, nigga, and make it happen.”

“It an't gonna matter.” | reached into the passenger seat and grabbed my duffel bag. |
quickly opened it and stuffed a small knife in my pocket before taking two Glocks
out. Shit wasn’t typically my style, but | planned to make it home tonight. “Call Nine
and have that nigga find out who the fuck been following me.”

“He ain't your brother!” Fire yelled. 1 cut my eyes to him for a quick second to see
him staring at the phone. His dark eyes shined with anger. “Tell me what the fuck to
do.”

When | was about to answer him, another Escalade cut me off. “Fuck!” | yelled as |
sammed on my brakes. | threw my truck in reverse and hit the gas, but the first
Escalade was on my bumper. | thought | was leading them on a wild goose chase the
entire time, but they were two steps ahead of me. “Ain’t this some shit.”

“Where the fuck are you, Earth?’ Fire yelled in a panic. | put my truck in park,



picked up my blunt from the ashtray, lit it, and took a pull. * Earth!”

“l hear you, Fire,” | answered, then picked up the phone. | blew the smoke out and
watched as four more cars blocked me, all the same make, model, and color. It wasn't
just one; that was why when | turned, they were on my ass. They were waiting.

The block was empty. | was going to die, but | was going to go out on my terms.
“Look.” | took another pull of my blunt. “Tell Breeze it's aright. Love, nigga. He
ready. She'll understand what | mean.”

“Nigga, what?’ Fire questioned. He pushed his locs out his face and shook his head.
“Nigga, the fuck are you talkin’ about?’

“Get you awoman, nigga.” | chuckled, then took another hit. “One that’ [l calm your
mean ass down. Money ain’t going to keep your ass from being cold at night in that
big ass house of yours.”

“Earth, man.”

“Chill, Fire,” | said, shaking my head. | pulled my locs into a ponytail. “Tell Mama
she raised a nigga right, | was just hard-headed. Pops, too. Nigga gonna swear this
shit hisfault, and it ain't.” | started checking over my guns. “Lala pregnant.”

“By who?’ Earth questioned.

“Prince,” | answered. “She found out a couple of days ago. She ain’'t taking the news
good, though, ‘ cause she still mourning that nigga. Whatever you do, have her raise

that little girl right. Keep her from the streets but under DBB protection.”

“She’'shaving agirl?’



“Something tellin’ me she is” | turned my truck off and took another pull of my
blunt. “Prince wanted a daughter, and you know that nigga got whatever he wanted.
It's only right his only seed on this earth isa girl.” Out of nowhere, the sky got dark.
God knew to make it rain to clean the blood off the streets. “Fire?’

“I’'m comin’, bro!” Fire yelled. He'd thrown the phone on the seat, so all | could see
was the ceiling of histruck.

“Fire, pick up the phone, little bro,” | said calmly. “Fire!”

“Yeah?' He picked up the phone and looked at the screen. Unshed tears sat at the
brim of his eyelids. They wouldn’t drop, though. Fire had aready lost Prince, and
losing me was going to break my brother, but he was a survivor and would use this

pain to push himself harder. “1’m coming, Earth! | swear, bro! Just drop the location.”

“I"'m good.” | chuckled. “Know | love you, man. It's been an honor to be your big
brother.”

“Earth, dog, | swear after all this shit over, I’'m rockin’ yo’ shit for being emotional.”

“Tell meyou love me, little bro,” | calmly replied.

“l an't tellin’ you shit, Earth! Fuck that shit!”

“Fire.” | chuckled and shook my head. “We the Duffel Bag Boys, right?”’

“Always about money and never scared of shit!” Fire repeated the motto we'd made
up when we were younger.

“Til death and then some,” we said in unison.



“I loveyou, Fire,” | repeated.

“I loveyou, Earth,” hefinaly replied.

| hung up and stepped out of my truck. The doors to all four Escalades opened, and
niggas stepped out. | chuckled and wiped nonexistent dust off my clothes. “Who the
fuck isin charge?’ | called out.

“We can do this shit the easy or hard way, Earth,” one of the niggas in front of me
answered. The fact they all had guns in their hands let me know they knew who the
fuck they were dealing with. “I’ on care. Either way, this shit apaid job. The boss said
to bring you in alive. Leave your phone and keysin the truck.”

| chuckled, then nodded my head. They wanted me to be alive. Good. That meant
whoever was dumb enough not to kill me would die by my hands. | grabbed my
duffel bag from the truck, dropped my keys and phone in the driver’s seat, closed the
door, and headed to the Escalade in front of me. “Tell your boss he just signed his
death certificate,” | said as| climbed into the back seat.

| was gitting in a chair in the middle of a warehouse a while later. | leaned back,
getting comfortable, and waited. | wasn't a nigga that liked to be rushed, and whoever
the fuck had me snatched up wasn't rushing either.

The ride here took almost two hours, and the entire time Marco, the head niggain the
car | wasin, kept checking in. Whoever McCoy was was running a tight ship. He had
Marco nervous as fuck each time the phone rang, and not one of those calls was from
McCoy himself.

“Stand up,” Marco said, walking into the room | was being held in. | mugged the hell
out of him and chuckled. “L ook, you either stand up or | snatch your ass up.”



“You could try,” | replied, then ran my tongue over my teeth. | was itching to knock
hisweak assout. “| dareyou to try.”

“Alright, don't,” Marco said with a dlight chuckle. He mugged me like he knew
something | didn’t, then stepped into the corner of the room, leaned against the wall,
and crossed his arms over his chest. “I hope when McCoy is done with you, | can
knock all your fuckin’ teeth out your mouth.”

“1 got thirty-two of these bitches; I’d love to see you try,” | replied, and Marco
grunted.

The door opened back up, and two niggas stepped inside. | squared my shoulders,
preparing to kill my way out of the room, but stopped at the sight of the third person
walking into the room. She probably wasn't even five-three, shapely as hell, dark,
golden, sun-kissed skin, curly, wavy black hair, oval face, full lips, small nose, and
slanted dark eyes. Dressed in a matte green jogger, black fitted tee, and on her feet
were a pair of sexy ass heels. She was fine as fuck. Her toenails were painted the
same color as her pants, and her jewelry was minimal. She had a black watch, a
necklace with an M, and diamond earringsin her ears.

“Earth.” She said my name, then nodded her head.

“Baby girl, as fine as you are, and trust me, you are fine as fuck”—I looked her up
and down, then licked my lips—"Tell the nigga sending you in here ain't gonna
soften the blow for when | kill him.” | stood and adjusted my pants. “ Send McCoy in
here so we can get this shit together.”

A small smile spread across her sexy ass lips, and | had to hold my groan back at the
sight of her diamond-encrusted fangs. Shorty was checking every box on my list of a
dream woman. Marco and the other men around me laughed softly.



The woman walked toward me, her perfume filling my lungs, and my dick started to
brick up. She ran her hand up my chest, then around my shirt collar, and pulled me
down. Her lips brushed against the shell of my ear. “If | didn't need you, you
wouldn’t be here,” she said softly. She pushed away from me before her words could
sink in.

“Yo' nigga know you bold like this?’ | questioned as | stood up. She walked around
the table and sat down.

“You haven't seen bold yet,” she said. “Sit down so we can talk.” She pointed to the
chair | once sat in.

“Tak?' | roared. “We lost all opportunities to have a civil conversation when yo
nigga had me snatched.” | chuckled and shook my head. “ State what the fuck you
need so | know whose name is gonna be on the headstone after | kill you.” | looked
her up and down. “Shit, you fine enough, I'll probably drop a couple of flowers at
your grave site from timeto time.”

Her small hand extended across the table, and a smile tugged at her lips. “McCoy
Toliver, it's a pleasure to meet you.” Her hand dropped when | didn’t move, and she
stood from her chair. “Damn shame. | thought you had better manners than that.” She
mugged me before turning to Marco, who was still behind me, laughing. “ Show him
to hisroom. I'll talk to him when | get back.”

| couldn’t even front, | was too stunned to speak. She was the reason I'd been
snatched. | wiped my hand over my mouth and smirked. Shit had just gotten
interesting.
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CHAPTER S
MCCOY

“It doesn’'t smell like shit cooking in here,” Jamel said, walking into my condo.
“What the fuck have you been doing all day?’ | hated being here. | hadn’'t laid my
head in the bed to rest since he'd burned me with water a few months ago, but he
didn’'t notice because he was never here. He'd occasionally check in but never laid
his head here. | wasn't complaining about it. Whoever the woman was who was
entertaining him deserved an award.

“l was at the office,” | answered as | closed the notebook | was writing in. It was
notes for my upcoming case, but when Jamel was around, | never left anything
around that he could use against me later. He would take something as simple as a
work notebook, and when | asked for it back, he' d have stipulations.

| stuffed it in my backpack and stood. “What do you want to eat?’

“Not shit now,” he said, dropping into the chair across from me. He pulled a stack of
money from his pocket and dropped it on the table in front of him. “That should
cover therent.”

“It's adready paid,” | said, shaking my head. | never took money from Jamel. Not
because | was too prideful but because he never offered anything without wanting
something in return. If he offered to pay the rent, whatever he wanted in return
wouldn’t be worth it.



“Who paid that shit?’ he questioned with alifted brow. “Y ou had some other niggain
here?’ He stood from his seat, and | knew whatever he was about to be on would
|eave me black and blue.

“No,” | denied, shaking my head. “I paid it.”

“With what money?’ he asked as he approached me. | leaned back in my seat when
he braced his arms on either side of me. “Huh? What money you got ‘ cause the last
time | checked, my nameison all your accounts, and you ain’t pulled shit out.”

“My credit union account,” | answered, and Jamel mugged me hard. While in college,
| opened the account. It had a decent amount of money | used to pay bills and was the
only account Jamel wasn't on. He'd asked me to put his name on it, but luck was
always on my side because the bank was closed every time we went to the bank to
add him to the account.

Quicker than | was expecting, Jamel grabbed me by the throat. He pulled me to him.
My hands went around his wrist, and he stared me down. “Let me find out you are
lying,” he roared in my face. The barrel of his gun was pushed into my temple. Tears
formed in my eyes, but | didn’'t drop my gaze. This was the crazy part of him people
didn't see, but I’d dealt with all the time. “I’ll break your fuckin’ soul out of your
body, then put you on a corner if | find out otherwise. Do you understand me?’

“Yes,” | said through gritted teeth.

“Good girl.” He smiled brightly and then kissed my forehead before letting me go.
“Now, go make me something to eat.”

| left the living room and went into the kitchen. | had food in there because | enjoyed
cooking.



Working quickly, | prepared Jamel’s favorite meal of fish and spaghetti. | did not
think the two went together, but | would sit through the dinner if he liked it, and it
kept him from going off every two seconds. Once | was done, | returned to the living
room to see him going through my notebook.

“The fuck you got information on the DBB for?’ he asked without looking up. My
heart sslammed against my chest, and | licked my suddenly dry lips. “Huh, McCoy?
The fuck you got information on them for?”

“My client,” | answered, trying not to panic. | thought I’d taken that notebook out of
my bag before coming inside, but my mind was in such a whirlwind from my plan

starting, | must’ ve forgotten.

“You got the DBB as your client now?’ Jamel looked at me with so much hatred in
his eyes, | had to take a step back. “Huh? Earth’ s bitch ass got you on his payroll?’

“No,” | said, shaking my head. “My client is stating they set him up.”

“Did they?’ he asked with a smirk. “Huh?’

“Not that | can tell right now,” | answered. “It looked like a dead end on my part.”

“You sure?” he asked, walking toward me. “‘cause, | doubt it that you, out of
everyone, couldn’t find anything.”

“I’ve searched,” | said, trying to figure out a way to explain myself out of this
situation. “I1t’s a dead end. Whoever they paid off isn’t talking.”

“Make them,” Jamel replied. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, dialed a number
then put the phone to his ear and mugged me. “Ay, Boo, get me some information on
the name...” He stopped talking and lifted his brow at me. “What’ s their name?’



“Joseph Evan,” | replied.

Jamel nodded, then put the phone back to his ear. “Y ou heard her? Good. Get me the
information, and if it ain't shit to find out, bring him to me so | can refresh his mind.”
He hung up the phone and headed toward the kitchen. “My food better not be cold.”

Instead of responding, | followed him into the kitchen and fixed his plate as he sat at
the table.

“Needs more seasoning,” Jamel said in between bites. | knew he was lying because
the only thing that could be heard was his smacking and the fork scraping the plate,
but he' d never give me props on cooking a good meal. “ Shit kind of bland.”

“Okay.” | nodded, not caring. He was lucky | didn’t put poison in it.

“This weekend, we are stepping out,” he announced suddenly. “Shit ain’t gonna be
too much of nothing, but we got shit to celebrate.”

“We?' | questioned, and he nodded. Jamel and | hadn’t been out together in months,
He stayed in the clubs, but | was never invited, nor did | want to go.

“Yeah,” he said, nodding. “ The city islit right now.”

“Why?’

“Earth Carlson is dead,” he answered with a laugh. “I finally got that niggal” He
stood from the table and threw his arms wide. “The city is going to bow down to a

niggafor real now! It'sanew fuckin’ king!”

Jamel sat back down and finished eating. Once he was done, he stood, walked to me,
and grabbed me by my ponytail so | would look at him.



“You're hurting me,” | said as | stared into his eyes. | wanted the man I’d once loved
to make an appearance. The one who would hold me while | slept and wipe my tears
when | cried. The one who made me fal in love with him. “Jamel.” Tears dlid out the
corner of my eyes as he gripped my hair tighter. “Please.”

“Give me some pussy,” he said, smirking.

“I’m on my period.”

He reached between my legs and grabbed a handful of the pad | was wearing.
“Useless ass bitch, no wonder your parents didn’t want your ass and you ended up in
the system,” he said in disgust as he let me go and pushed me away from him. “Be
ready to go in afew days.”

“Okay.” | nodded as | wiped away the tears.

“1’m going out of town. Got some business to handle.”

“When are you coming back?’

“Two days,” he answered with a grunt. It took everything in me not to smile at his
words. Two days was more than enough time for me to convince Earth to help me.
“While I'm gone, get your hair done and limit your eating.” He looked me up and

down before smacking my ass and walking away. “You gettin’ too damn fat. Shit
ain't attractive, and | refuse to have afat bitch on my arm.”
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CHAPTER 6
EARTH

I’d been moved from the warehouse to an actual house and had been chilling for a
day with no one coming to check on me. The shit was nice as fuck, though. The
whole vibe of relaxing and getting my mind together was cool.

I’ d explored the entire house, making myself at home since | had afeeling | would be
here for awhile.

“The fuck did | get myself into?’ | asked myself and laughed. | dropped on the bed
and then fell back. My arms spread out, and a smirk appeared at the thought of
McCoy. Thiswas what | got myself into. A fine-ass woman had my ass snatched up,
and | was going along with it. Call anigga crazy, but Shorty had my mind thrown for
aloop. She was bold as fuck. | mean, so bold, | had to give her some respect for her
actions. She'd kidnapped a nigga. | chuckled at the thought. This was some crazy
shit, but | was intrigued as fuck asto why.

| sat up, looked around, and smirked. | could get the fuck out of hereif | wanted, but |
wanted to see what McCoy's fine ass had up her sleeve.

“Might as well make some food,” | said and got off the bed. | expected it to be locked
each time | went to the door, and it never was. | chuckled and shook my head. She
and | were going to have to talk about this whole kidnapping shit because she wasn't
doing it right so far.



The house was big as fuck. Six bedrooms, not including the one | was staying in. |
went downstairs to the kitchen, went straight to the fridge, and grabbed a bowl! of
grapes from the top shelf. | grabbed them, rinsed them off, and sat at the island. After
| finished the grapes, | did the polite thing and washed my bowl, put it away, and then
finished looking around. My mama had raised me to have manners, after all.

Even though I’ d explored the entire house, | still hadn’t stepped foot in her room. At
first, I was giving her some privacy. | grew up with a sister and understood they
didn’t like people being in their personal space, but today, | didn’t give a fuck. | let
out a whistle at the sight of her bedroom. It sat on the opposite end of the hallway
from mine. While my room was all white, this one was matte green and cream. Her
furniture was oversized, which made sense because her room was massive. | pushed
open her closet door, and another whistle escaped my lips. Shorty spent a lot of
money on clothes. Her closet was filled to the brim, but neat as hell, everything in its
place. The bathroom was connected to the closet, and | chuckled at seeing it: marble
floors and walls, an oversized tub, and a walk-in shower. The toilet was even in its
own room. Whoever she was dealing with was sponsoring the fuck out of her
lifestyle, and she wanted him dead. Shit was crazy.

Without anything else to do, since | didn’t have my phone, | stayed chilling in what |
considered my room. It wasn't as big as McCoy'’s, but it was nice as fuck too. The
bedroom was separate from the sitting room, which had a couch, loveseat, wingback
chair, table, fireplace, big ass TV mounted on the wall, and a mini fridge tucked in
the corner. A California king-sized bed, two end tables, a plush rug, with another big
ass TV mounted on the wall was in the bedroom. The bathroom was dope, too, again
al- white, amost identical to McCoy’s, just not as big. It even had a washer and
dryer tucked away in the corner of the linen closet.

“Might as well fuckin’ shower,” | said out loud as | turned on the water. It took a few
seconds for the steam to start, but | stepped back and looked at myself in the mirror
once it did. | was treating this shit like a vacation because it felt like it was. | pulled



off my clothes and threw them in the washing machine. | didn't have shit else to
wear, so after | showered, | wrapped a big ass towel around my waist and went back
into the room.

To my surprise, McCoy’s fine ass was standing against the wall, arms crossed over
her big ass titties with a sexy ass smirk on her face. She wore a long-seeved,
turtleneck shirt, and high-waisted pants, and on her feet were a pair of tall ass heels.
Just like the first time | saw her, they were matte green.

“What's up, shorty?’ | greeted her as | headed to the sitting room. | grabbed a water
bottle from the mini fridge and sat in the wingback chair. The sound of McCoy’s
heels clicking against the hardwood floor caught my attention just as the smell of her
perfume filled my lungs. | took a drink of water, watching her over the bottle's rim as
she came and sat down.

“You okay?' she asked. | would' ve thought she was concerned for my safety in any
other situation.

“Was | not supposed to be?’ | threw back at her. | closed the water bottle and set it on
the table before me. “You ain’t did shit to hurt me.”

“That was never my plan,” she said, and | reared back. This wasn’t the same woman
who stepped to me at the warehouse. Her vibe was off, and as crazy as it sounded, |
wouldn’t say | liked it. “What do you need?’

“Tell mewhy I'm here,” | said. | stretched my legs out in front of me and crossed my
ankles. McCoy looked me up and down, her dark eyes stopping at my dick print. To
fuck with her, | made my shit jump, and she licked her lips. “Ay, shorty, my dick
ain’t on the menu right now. Stop lookin’ at my shit and hold a conversation.”

“1 need your help,” she answered.



“Help?’ | laughed and sat up. | bent my legs, opening them so my dick could hang
but was still covered by the towel, and rested my elbows on the tops of my thighs. |
wiped my hand over my face and shook my head. “ Thisain't how you ask for help.”

“Well, technically, not your help, but your help, nonetheless,” she said, and | stared at
her like she had two heads. “I’ll be in debt to the DBB if you agree to do this.”

“The DBB ain't who you want to owe a debt to,” | said, knowing for a fact whatever
she wanted, | was going to try my hardest to give to her. | didn’'t even know her, but
the look in her dark eyes told me she was desperate, and desperate people were
dangerous to my mental state. Her ass had already snatched me up. If | didn’t do what
she wanted, then it could be one of my people she snatched next, and her being fine
and having sad eyes wouldn’'t mean shit when | had to break her neck.

“l don’t have any other options,” she sighed.

“1t’ s always other options,” | replied, and she shook her head.

“Not for me.” The tough girl facade she had when she had me snatched up was gone.
Whatever she needed me for was taking a toll on her. Maybe | was her last option,
but if | was, then the price was going to be steep as fuck. “It’'s either you help me, or
I’ll die.”

“You're being dramatic as fuck, shorty,” | replied with alaugh as | sat back. “What
happen to the boss that stepped to me in the warehouse?’

“1 did what | had to do to get what | wanted,” she said shaking her head. “Now I'm
going to be truthful because | know that you won't do anything you don’t want to,
and | need you to want to do this.”

“Why?' | questioned.



“Because | want to live,” she said, shaking her head. She stood, wiped her hands
down her clothes, and headed toward the door. “ Clothes are on the bed. Get dressed;
we have business to discuss over dinner.”
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MCCOY

“Where are you?’ Jamel questioned with an attitude. | shut the door to my room and
looked around. Nothing was out of place, but it smelled different. | inhaled deeply,
my mouth instantly watering, and | knew Earth had been here. His cologne still
lingered in the air. “McCoy!”

“Work,” | lied as | pulled myself out of my thoughts. “I told you | had to work late
tonight.”

“How long do you plan to be there?’ he asked, and | sighed to hide my frustrations.
Jamel never checked on me while he was out of town on business or even when he
was around. He lived his life, jumping back into my world to remind me he was still
around, and then disappeared again.

“A few more hours,” | replied.

“You set up an appointment to get your nails and shit done?’ he questioned with an
attitude. “I can’'t have you looking frumpy and shit when we go out. Y ou gotta ook
your best.”

“My stylist was booked,” | lied. The truth was, | hadn’t even tried to make an
appointment. | didn’t want to go out, didn’'t want to be on his arm, and knew failing
to get an appointment would make him not want to deal with me.



“Why the fuck didn’t you say something before?’

“l hadn’t spoken to you,” | answered. “I called you three times yesterday, and you
never answered.”

“Because | was busy!” he yelled. “I told your stupid ass | was out-of-town working.
My business picked up because Earth’s bitch ass is dead. Let me make my fuckin’
money!”

“Okay,” | softly replied.

“Get your fuckin’ hair done before | get back in town tomorrow night! If not, I'm
going to knock your fuckin’ head off your shoulders!” Jamel hung up before | could
respond. | tossed my phone on the bed and shook my head. | wasn't going to let him
fuck up my mood. He was out of town, and | would enjoy my little peace until al hell
broke loose.

| made my way to my closet and grabbed something to wear. The dinner invitation
was impromptu, so | wasn't dressing up. This was my house, and while he was my
guest, | wasn't about to go above and beyond to impress him. No matter how fine he
was.

After | grabbed my clothes, | went to the bathroom to shower. Forty-five minutes had
passed before | walked back into my bedroom. | checked myself in the mirror,
ensuring all my scars and bruises were covered before heading out of the room.

Once in the kitchen, | went straight to the fridge. | was hungry, starving to a degree
because | hadn’t stopped moving since | woke up. Plus, the stress of having Earth
snatched last night was still messing with my mental. I’d slept at my office, watching
the cameras at this house and the condo. It would have been my luck that Jamel
popped back up to make sure no other man was there, and if he called, | would have



wanted to be prepared. But he never did, and | spent most of my night watching Earth
walk around my house asif it were his.

My nerves finaly settled, so | was ready to eat. | grabbed the pork chops I'd
marinated before | left the morning before, plus everything to make mashed potatoes
and green beans.

Earth came into the kitchen in the middle of my cooking. He didn’t say aword as he
watched me. | was nervous, but not because Earth could, without hesitation, grab me
and kill me, but from the way his eyes roamed over my body. The appreciation | saw
there made me feel good.

If | listened to Jamel, | would think | was overweight and sloppy, but | was anything
but. Had | gained weight over the last few years? Yes, but that was life. | stayed in
the gym, watched what | ate, and was no bigger than size sixteen.

Once | was done, | pointed to the plates. “Grab those for me, please?’ | requested. |
was prepared for him to argue or even laugh at me, but instead, he grabbed the plates
and silverware out of the drawer while | grabbed the last of the food and followed me
into the dining room.

“Say your grace,” Earth commanded just after | sat. He dropped his head, mumbled a
soft prayer, then lifted his head to stare at me. “Pray.”

| nodded and then did what he asked. When | lifted my head, Earth’'s eyes were still
on me. Once pleased, he picked up his silverware and cut his pork chop. The sound of
him moaning as he ate made me squeeze my legs together. “Y o, this shit is good.”

“Thank you,” | replied.

“Welcome.” He continued to eat, and | let out a small laugh.



Even though Jamel ate my cooking when he was around, he always complained about
it, so to hear a compliment made me smile.

We ate in silence for a while before Earth finally spoke up. “Alright, so what do you
need meto do?’

“Nothing,” | said between bites of my food. Earth stared at me with a blank
expression on hisface. “I need your family, the DBB, to think you' re dead.”

“Why?’

“So they’ Il kill the person they think is responsible for killing you.”

“You trying to start awar?’ He laughed. “’ Cause that’s all you're going to do is start
afuckin’ war, shorty. My family, the DBB, will kill any and every niggathey think is
responsible for my death.”

“l know,” | agreed. “I need them to.”

“Why?" he questioned. “If you know the kind of niggas you are dealing with, then
why fuck with us?’

“Because ho one is crazy enough to go after my fiancé.”

“Who is your nigga?’ Earth leaned back, crossed his arms over his chest, and waited.
My heart beat against my chest so hard, | knew he could hear it. When | didn’t open
my mouth, he stood up, planted his hands on the table, and stared down at me. “Open

your fuckin’ mouth. Who is your nigga?’

“Jamel Holden,” | answered softly.



A dark look swept across his face, and | swore the room got cold for a second before
Earth started to laugh. “You serious?’ | nodded. “ Shorty, you didn’t have to kidnap
me for that to happen.”
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| let out a small laugh and left the kitchen. This girl was fucking crazy. She'd
kidnapped me so my family would kill her nigga. | didn't do domestic shit. If she
didn’t want to marry that nigga, she needed to talk to her family, not bring my ass
into their shit. | respected the hustle; | just disagreed with how she went about it.

Midway up the stairs, | stopped walking. This was his house, and she brought me
here? Y eah, Shorty might have been fine and even had a few screws loose, but she
had me fucked up.

| pulled my gun from my waist and went back downstairs. The fact that her security
searched my bag but still left my gun was comical. These niggas obvioudly didn't
respect her as much as she thoughts or they were shitty at their job. She wasn't in the
kitchen or dining room, so | went looking for her. The living room and the library
were empty. | was about to give up, but then | remembered an office on this floor, so
| made my way that way.

| pushed open the office door, and she was sitting behind the desk, headphones on,
typing away at the laptop. She was chilling like she hadn’t just dropped a bomb in my
fucking lap. “Ay!” | sammed my hand on her desk to get her attention.

“You don't have to yell,” she sighed as she pulled her headphones off. When she
looked up at me, | had to step back. McCoy was too fucking fine. Her dark eyes bore
into me, and for a second, a nigga’'s heart stopped. She was back in her boss bitch



persona, but it wastoo late. I’d already seen that she could be soft and planned to use
that to my advantage. “What can | help you with, Earth?’

“You got me in this nigga's house, knowing our family got beef?’ | questioned with
an attitude. She was fine—cool, | got that—and yeah, my dick was bricking up more
and more with each passing second she stared at me, but she had me completely
fucked up.

“Thisismy house,” she countered.

“You just said you got a fuckin’ fiancé. Now you tryin’ to tell me he doesn’t lay his
head here?’ | questioned with a grunt. McCoy shook her head, and | huffed. Wasn’'t
no fucking way she was with this nigga, and they didn’t live together. “ Stop fuckin’

tryin’ to play with my mind, McCoy.”

“He doesn't live here,” she denied. “This is my house. He' s never even stepped foot
on the property.”

“But he'syour nigga?’ | laughed. “How does that shit work?’

“It'salong story,” she sighed.

“Give me the cliff note version of it,” | replied, and she shook her head. “L ook, you
got me here, and you need my help. Y ou gotta open your fucking mouth.”

“What do you want to know?’ she questioned apprehensively, and | stepped back.
Her eyes told a story her mouth wouldn’t. Something was going on, something way
deeper than a woman wanting to get away from a nigga.

“Why the fuck do you need my help when you got niggas?’ | asked. “You had five
Escalades full of niggas and a bunch more in a warehouse. That doesn’t look like



someone that needs my help.”

“Looks can be deceiving,” she said, and | grunted. “| already told you that.”

“What the fuck does that mean?’

“They were loaned to me,” she answered, and | laughed. How the fuck did she get
niggas on loan?

“What do you do that niggas can pay you in street niggas?’ | asked her once | got
myself together.

“A lawyer,” she answered, and | nodded in understanding. I'd never met a lawyer
who wasn't crooked, and even though she was fine, | couldn't put shit past her,
especially since she had me snatched up using loaners. “L ook, | was desperate.”

“That shit is obvious.”

“But I'm smart.” She smirked, and | nodded. “I mean, | got you snatched up without
any problems.”

“That’s because | chose not to kill them niggas,” | said. “You ain't notice not one
shot was fired? That’ s because | |et them take me. Don't get the shit twisted.”

“Why did you?’ she asked. She leaned back in her seat and watched me closaly.
“Everything | learned about you says you're a killer. I’ ve watched you kill a handful
of people over the last few weeks, yet you let them take you. Why?’

“Because | was intrigued.” | shrugged at my honest answer. “Nobody has ever been
bold enough to snatch up aDBB.” | smirked at her. “| wanted to see who had a death
wish.”



“l don’'t,” she denied. “Which iswhy | had you snatched,” | grunted. That shit didn’t
make sense. She had my ass snatched because she didn’t have a death wish? Maybe
she wasn't as bright as | thought she was. A degree didn't mean she had common
sense. From the looks of it, she didn’t. “Look, you don’'t have to believe me.”

“lI don't.” | laughed. “The shit you just said made no sense. You too fine to be this
damn nave.”

“I’m not na?ve.” McCoy rolled her pretty ass eyes, and | shrugged.

“Prove me wrong then * cause this shit seems like you are. Y ou got me snatched using
some loaner street niggas, which means you are going to have to have them niggas
killed ‘ cause they have no loyalty to you and will eventually use that shit to come
after you.”

“They won't,” she denied.

“And why not?’

“Because | know where al their bodies are buried. | have a deal with them; they do
my footwork, and | keep them out of jail. A service for a service,” she said, looking
smug. | couldn’'t help but nod in appreciation because the shit was clever. A street
nigga aways needed a lawyer, and having one on retainer was brilliant, no matter
how the debt was paid on their end.

“Why not have them niggas kill him then?’

“Because it can’'t be connected to me,” she answered.

“Why not?’ | needed to know where her head was at. This plan didn’'t feel like it was
aspur of the moment, but at the same time, there were scattered pieces to this puzzle.



“Because disloyalty equals death in our world,” she answered. “We both know that.”

“We don’'t know shit.” | shook my head. “Niggas around me are loyal.”

“You sure?” She questioned me like she knew something | didn't. “Because
everybody has a price.”

“DBB issolid.”

“How do you think | knew where you were?’ she asked, and | reared back. | had a
weak nigga in my fold? They’'d die as soon as this shit was over. “Everybody,
including DBB, has aprice. | found the right price and got the information | needed.”
“Why?’

“Why what?’

“Why come after me?’ | asked her again. There were a million niggas with the heart
of akiller who were looking to make a name for themselves.

“Because you hate Jamel asmuch as | do.”
“You'd hate the nigga responsible for killing your closest friend, too,” | said, and
McCoy nodded. “So, you asking me for help could have gone a different way. One

business meeting would have been all you needed.”

“1 needed this to look legit,” she said, shaking her head. “If not, this marriage will
happen, and | can't let it.”

“Why?" | asked, and McCoy sighed. “Don’'t make it seem like I’'m annoying you.” |
sat across from her and shook my head. “Why the fuck is your family making you



marry that nigga? What is it he has that’s keeping you locked down? Y ou loved him
at one point or something?’

“At one point in time, | thought | did,” she answered, and | nodded. “But that was a
long time ago. And | don’t have any family. It'sjust me.”

“What do you mean, it's just you?’ | questioned. “You tellin me you ain't got
nobody in your corner?’

“Not that’s biologically related to me,” she denied, shaking her head. “I have two
friends, and that’ s it.”

“How that nigga get his hooks in you, then?’ | asked, trying to wrap my mind around
this shit. Something was off. She was being too vague about shit. This went deeper
than just not wanting to marry his ass. “At one point, you had to love him.”

“At one point,” she replied. “But not anymore.”

“What, that nigga cheat on you or something?’ | asked with a laugh. “Look, | don’t
do domestic shit. If you're just trying to scare this nigga because he got another bitch,

then let me go. | don’t have time for the games.”

“If he has another woman, | would gladly pay her to take him off my hands,” McCoy
said, and | grunted because | could tell she waslying.

“How old are you, McCoy?’

“Thirty-five.”

| laughed. “Y ou slow or something?’



“No,” she huffed.

“Y ou better not be because if my assis helping you and you turn out to be slow, I'ma
be pissed.”

“So, you'll help me?’ she asked with asmall smile.

“l an't got no choice, do |7’ | countered. “I’'m here until my family does what the
fuck they do.”

“Right,” McCoy agreed.

“Alright, cool,” | said, then stood.

| woke up the next morning, pissed off. Not because | had a bad night due to
discomfort; the bed was comfortable. It had more to do with McCoy.

Snatching me up was smart as fuck, honestly. It was shit | would have done if | was
her. But her ass was hiding something, more than likely something serious as fuck,
too, because she was guarded as hell. | mean, yeah, | got it, | was a stranger in her
damn house, but | didn’t ask to be here. She forcefully invited my ass here.

After | pissed, brushed my teeth, and showered again, | got dressed. That was another
thing that got to me. The closet was full of clothes, shit I’d rock, and in my size.
McCoy planned for me to be here for a while. With no phone or computer, | could
not contact my family and let them know | was okay. For now, all | could do was
bide my time.

“Yeah?' | called out at the sound of a knock at the room door. McCoy pushed the
door open, a small smile on her face when she saw me. Today, she wore a long-
sleeved, high-neck matte green dress. It didn’t look thick but shit. It was the summer,



and | knew she'd be hot by the end of the day in that shit. On her feet was a pair of
matching sandals. Her wild curls were pulled up into a ponytail at the top of her head,
and she didn’t have an ounce of makeup on, except for lip gloss. She was fine with a
bare face and a ssimple-ass ouitfit on.

“Food is on the counter if you're hungry,” she said, and | nodded. “I’ll be back in a
few hours. | have a million and one apps, so you should be able to find something to
watch. If | don’t have it, order it. There' s a phone on the table downstairs. Press one
for me.”

“The fuck you mean, press one for you?’ | questioned with a grunt.

“You'll see.” She shrugged with asmirk. “I’ll be back later.”

| watched her go, surprised the same woman who had just walked in here was not the
same woman | talked with last night. Don’t get me wrong, it was McCoy, but her

vibe was different. She had her boss vibe going. Shit was sexy, but | couldn’t front. |
liked the unguarded side | saw last night better.
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CHAPTER 9
MCCOY

“1 thought you said you would be gone for two days,” | said as soon as Jamel entered
my office. He was an attractive man. Not as tall as | liked, standing at only 510, he
had a decent amount of muscle mass, a chubby face, small lips, and a bare face like
he' d never been able to grow facia hair. He also had a head full of locs, which was
another thing I'd never been attracted to. | loved a man with short hair, preferably
waves. To put it mildly, he wasn't Earth, nowhere near him in the looks department.
He shrugged his massive shoulders and looked around like he’d never been in my
office.

“Surprise,” he finally said, and | rolled my eyes. “I went by the condo, and you
weren't there.” He picked up a picture of me from college. | was standing in front of
my dorm, my two best friends on either side of me, a big ass smile on our faces.
Jamel looked at it, then peeked over his black-framed glasses to look at me. “I
should’ ve picked Coral instead of you.”

Cora was a sore subject for me. She and | had been friends since our first day in
undergrad. Coral was intelligent and ready to tackle every obstacle in front of her,
and she did. But she was also stubborn as hell. When | met Jamel, she had said he
was bad news and would be my downfall. We agreed Jamel wouldn't be discussed to
keep our friendship intact. For the most part, it worked, but when she and Lynx found
out he was hitting me, she said she couldn’t watch her friend slowly die in front of
her and left. | hadn’t talked to her in over ayear, and | missed my friend.



“She was fine, had a good head on her shoulders, and didn’t back talk like your stupid
ass does.” He shook his head as if | was his biggest disappointment. “She wasn't a
fuck up likeyou.”

“I"'m not afuck up,” | sighed. “But thisisn’t the time nor place for this conversation.”

“You not awhat?’ He let out a humorless laugh. “McCoy, look at you! Who the fuck
would want you, huh?’ He walked over to my desk and pulled me from my seat.
“You ain't shit to look at. You not that fuckin’ smart, so | know the only way you got
them degreesis’ cause you fucked afew of your professors.”

My phone ringing made both of us glance at it. No name was saved, but | knew the
number was for the phone I’ d gotten Earth. “I need to take this.”

“Answer the phone,” Jamel said dismissively as he let me go and walked around my
desk. He sat in the chair across from me and pulled his phone from his pocket.

“It' s business.”

“I"'m yo' nigga. Answer the fuckin’ phone and talk to whoever you gonna talk to
about whatever boring ass shit they need to discuss.” | picked up my phone, pushed
away from my desk, and rounded it. Jamel grabbed the phone from my hand and
swiped it to answer it.

“McCoy Holden's phone,” he answered. | reached for the phone, but he smacked my
hand. | was irritated for two reasons. one, he'd taken my phone, and two, he'd used
his last name instead of mine. “Hello?’ | reached for the phone again, and he turned,
giving me his back so | couldn’t take it. “Hello?’ He stopped moving and turned and
looked at me with a deadly look. “Ay, nigga, | don’t know who the fuck thisis, but
understand something; this my fuckin’ woman. I'll fuck this bitch with you on the
phone so you can hear her scream my fuckin’ name. Speak the fuck up.”



“Jamel!” | yelled and reached for my phone again. He moved quickly, grabbed my
ponytail, and pulled me back so | couldn’t get it. “Let me go!”

“Shut the fuck up!” he yelled at me. “Who the fuck is on the phone, huh?’

“l don’'t know!” | said through gritted teeth. “Y ou answered it, remember?’

“Why the fuck they ain’'t say shit?’ He dropped the phone on the chair, face up. | saw
the timer counting the seconds, indicating Earth was still there and listening. “How
the fuck you know it was business, huh?’ He pulled me closer to him and smacked
me in the face. | felt my lip split instantly, and | sucked it into my mouth to keep
blood from getting on my clothes.

“It's my business phone,” | answered. “Anyone who calls is a client or potential
client.”

Jamel mugged me, then ran his tongue over his teeth a few times before nodding.
“Cool, but let me find out you're lying and I'll slice yo' fuckin neck.” He let me go,
pushing me into the other empty chair. “I’ll be at the condo tomorrow; we'll leave for
the party from there.” He fixed his clothes. “Get your fuckin’ hair done and make
sure that lip doesn’'t look disgusting when | see you.” He mugged me one last time
and then left the room.

Once he was gone, | got up, grabbed the phone off the chair, and returned to my desk.
| dropped into my seat and ran my hand over my face. “Fuck!” | yelled and slammed
my hands on my desk in frustration. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Tears filled my eyes, and |
let them fall with no shame. | wasn’t crying because | was hurt; | was crying because
| was pissed. | swore |I'd never be in this situation, yet here | was, being controlled by
aman | once loved.

| dropped my head on the desk and cried, letting everything out because | had no



plansto do it again.

“Pick up the phone, McCoy,” Earth’s deep voice called out. The phone wasn't even
on speakerphone, and | could hear him loud and clear, so | knew he'd heard
everything that happened.

“1 thought you hung up,” | said, not lifting my head from the desk.

“Nah,” he replied, sounding angry. | didn’t have time to deal with his attitude right
now. One man being upset with me was enough. “ That nigga hit you?’

“Grabbed my ponytail.” | reached up and touched the spot | knew would be sore
later.

“He put his hands on you before?’

“l try to spend the least amount of time with him as | can.” It didn't answer his
guestion, but | didn’t want Earth to see me as weak.

“Alright.” He then sucked his teeth.

“Thank you for not saying anything.” | lifted my head off the desk and wiped my
face. | hadn't worn makeup today and was glad because it would have been ruined.
“1f you had, there was no doubt he would’ ve known it was you.”

“Yep,” hesaid.

| picked up my headphones off my desk and put one in my ear, pausing afew seconds
to allow them to connect to my phone before getting up from my desk. | went to the
bathroom connected to my office and looked at myself in the mirror. Just like | knew
it would be, my bottom lip was busted, and my face was red. | had bruises, afat lip,



and a sore head. | sighed and shook my head before taking down my hair and running
my hand through it. I’d always loved my hair, but having Jamel use it to control my
movements made me want to cut it. After fixing my hair and doing a ssimple bun
style, | returned to my office and sat at my desk.

“Why’d you give me this kiddy ass phone?’ Earth asked. I’d forgotten he was on the
phone.

“Because you need to be able to get in contact with me while you're at my house,” |
answered, knowing if the shoe were on the other foot, | would be mad as hell the only
connection | had to the outside world was a phone that was programmed with four
numbers | had no control of putting in.

“Shorty, you gave me one of those kiddie phones, though.” Earth laughed. His deep
voice vibrated through the headphones in my ear and caused goosebumps to form on
my skin. “Like, legit, | only press one, two, three, or four. And if you said one is you,
then who the fuck is two, three and four?’

“Me,” | replied, and he grunted. “Two is my direct office line at work, three is my
direct line to my office at the house, and four is to my condo, but never call that one
unlessyou're sure I’'m dead.”

“The fuck | gotta call you for if you at home?’ he questioned. The way he said home
as if it were our shared residence sounded good. | shook my head at the thought. |
was reading too much into shit that wasn't there. “Huh, Coy?”

“Sometimes | get stuck on a case and lock myself in my office,” | answered as |
nibbled into my lip. “It'sabad habit | have.”

“Not while I’'m here,” he grumbled. “I'll be damned if I'm bored ’cause you're
working. You invited me, so you' re going to keep me entertained.”



“I invited you?’ | repeated with alaugh. “Isthat what you gonnacall it?’

“Fuck yeah,” he replied with a small laugh. “I’ll be damned if | admit you kidnapped
my ass. That shit is going to be our little secret until well past both our deaths.”

“If you say so.” | smiled. | looked up to see my computer alert me that | was due for a
meeting with a new client. “Look, | gottago.”

“Ah, for real?’ Earth sucked histeeth. “Cool. I'll seeyou later.”

“Later,” | replied, then hung up the phone.

“Coy!” Earth pushed open my office door and strolled in with a stack of menus. He
dropped into the chair across from my desk and kicked his feet up. It amazed me that
even though this wasn't his house, he walked around like he owned it. “What you
tryin’ to eat tonight?’

“I"'m not hungry,” | replied without taking my eyes off my computer screen. | had to
be in court tomorrow at eight and wanted to refresh my memory on some essential
information.

“1t’s damn near ten at night, and you have been sitting in here for the last three hours.
| get you gotta work, but that shit is dead.” He reached up and turned off my screen. |
cut my eyes at him, and he stared at me with murder in his. As soon as | came home,
| went straight to my office and continued to work. “ That nigga hit you.”

“1 told you | wasn't hungry.” | turned my screen back on and continued to ook over
the evidence. This was a cut-and-dry case, but | never went into anything cocky. That

was how people lost, and | hated to lose. “1 ate earlier at work.”

“You also said that nigga didn’'t hit you, and obviously, you lied,” he grunted, then



pulled out the phone I’d given him. | let out a small laugh and shook my head. The
fact he was carrying the phone like it was a regular phone killed me. He cut his eyes
at me, and | held up my hands in surrender. He put the phone back in his pocket and
mugged me. “Ain’t shit funny.”

“You and the phone are,” | replied, and he stood up.

“Bring your ass,” he said, extending his hand.

“I"'mworking,” | weakly protested.

“1’on give a fuck about none of that shit,” he said, waving me off. | started to protest
but stopped when he cut his eyes at me. “We got some shit to talk about because one
of us doesn’t know the rules to this shit.”

“Rules?’ | asked as | shut down my computer.

“Rules,” he repeated with ashrug. “Y o' ass got too many secrets, and that shit gonna
get mekilledif | letit.”

“l doubt it,” | said, shaking my head.

“How the fuck do you know?’ he grunted. “Y ou ever did some shit like this before?’

“No,” | answered as we walked out of my office.

“Alright then. Let’s get some rules agreed on, then.”

“1t’ s not necessary,” | said without thinking.

“| say otherwise.” He laughed. We made our way to the living room and sat on the



couch. I tucked my feet under me, and Earth stretched his long legs out and rested his
feet on the table. His socks were stark white, but | still didn’'t like his feet on my
table. “If my feet on your shit bother you, speak up.”

“It bothers me,” | said. Earth nodded, then moved his feet off the table. “ Thank you.”
“See, rules,” he said, pointing to his feet. “Look, this your shit. | gotta follow your
rules. I'm not denying that, but we also gotta have some trust between us.” He
shrugged. “This shit ain’t gonna work otherwise.”

“What do you have in mind?’ | sighed and ran my hands over my face.

“You gotta start with the truth,” he said. | looked at him, waiting for him to ask me
what he wanted to know. “| ain’t gonna beg you for your words, though.”

“1 don’'t know whereto start,” | finally said.

“Shit, tell me anything,” he said with a shrug. “What do you like to do? What is your
favorite color? What made you become alawyer?’
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CHAPTER 10
EARTH

The entire time McCoy spoke, my eyes never left her lips. She could be telling me
anything, and as long as those juicy muthafuckas kept moving, | would happily listen.
| chuckled and wiped my hand over my beard. Shit was crazy as fuck right now. This
damn girl was holding me against my will, yet | was sitting across from her,
imagining her lips around my dick and trying to get to know her. | knew the shit was
fucked up. She'd kidnapped me to get away from her nigga, and | found myself
wanting her. But shit, if that nigga didn't know what to do with her, that was his
problem. At the same time, it didn’t matter because he' d be dead shortly.

“You ain't got nothing to say?’ | questioned, and she just stared at me. | sat forward,
elbows resting on my thighs. “You're a lawyer, | know that, but what else are you
about? ' Cause | know that ain’t the only thing you want to be known for.” She lifted
her brow in surprise, and | chuckled. | wasn’t a dumb nigga. | might not have known
of her, but | knew women like her. She had ambition, that shit was obvious, but she'd
fucked up by linking with aweak niggawho couldn’t keep his hands to himself.

“1 want to expand my business. Have firms in different parts of the country,” McCoy
said with a smirk. “1 want little black girls who came up in the system just like | did
to know that whatever the punk ass kids in her group home had to say or whatever
niggatried to beat into her isn’t the truth. That she’ sworth it.”

“You grew up in the system?’ | asked, dlightly surprised, and she nodded. Now her
comment about being alone made sense. “Tell me about that.”



“Nothing to tell.” She shrugged. “I never knew my parents and was never adopted.
After | graduated high school, | went to college on an academic scholarship and
worked. | met Jamel my senior year, and we got into arelationship fairly quickly.”

“He paid for you to go to law school ?’

“No,” she replied with a laugh. “School loans and a lot of slegpless nights due to
working paid for law school.

“Jamel was always in the streets. He never hid that from me, but he never let our two
worlds collide until after | passed the bar. Then something in him changed. He got
meaner and asked me to represent a few of his boys, and | did because their cases
were simple. Back then, | needed the money. | had bills to pay, and my loans weren’t
going to pay for themselves.”

“S0, you learned the game?’ | asked, and she nodded. “Represent the hood niggas,
collect money, and still ook out for your nigga?”’

“Something like that,” she replied, and | nodded. “I didn’t look at it like that at first,
but as the years passed, | realized that's exactly what | was doing. | have a Rolodex
full of killers, drug dealers, and God knows what else, but | can’t use them.”

“Why not?’

“Because | don’'t know who is connected to Jamel and who isn’t,” she said, then ran
her hands over her hair. She winced a little like her head was sore, and | ran my
tongue over my teeth. She was sitting here with afat lip, aching head, and more than
likely bruises hidden under her clothes, and that nigga was living his life like
everything was fantastic. It wasn't, and it never would be.

“Y et you took the chance with the group that snatched me up.”



“I was lucky,” she replied.

“They won't be, though,” | said, and she looked at me like she already knew what |
would say. “They came after me. Do you think for one second the DBB is going to let
them live? They’d be out of the country by now if they were smart.” | ran my hands
over my face and sighed. “ Shit, you had to know that too.”

“1 did,” she replied with a nod. | never took her for a dumb ass. She knew the game
probably better than her nigga, which was why | was sitting on her couch right now.
But there was still a piece of me that questioned her. Don’'t get me wrong; | didn’t
trust McCoy for one second. | knew | was a pawn in her game, but she seemed legit
for the most part. Even though she’'d just admitted she set them niggas up to die. “It
doesn’'t make me feel any better about my decision, though.”

“Look, they knew when they agreed to do it. It's kill or be killed in this world, and
they made a stupid decision that would lead to their death,” | said and meant it. It was
wild that | comforted her as if | wasn't locked up. But being around her did that to
me. | was protective of her and her feelings. “Don’'t feel bad because they made their
own choice. If anything, the shit was smart.”

“Thank you.”

“No reason to thank me for speaking the truth. If anything, | owe your ass an
apology.” | shook my head.

“An apology?’ she questioned, and | nodded. “For what?’
“’Cause | should ve been killed that nigga along time ago,” | answered with a shrug.
“Me and Jamel been beefing for years, but he’'d gotten cocky lately. Stepping into
places he knew he wasn’t welcome and making noise with folks he didn’t want beef
with.



“A few months ago, my boy Prince was killed. The streets talk too damn much at
times, but I’ ve been listening, and they were saying Jamel was responsible for it. I'm
not sure how, but | vowed to take that nigga out for it. | was biding my time, making
sure shit couldn’t be linked to me. If | hadn’t been waiting, then you wouldn’t be in
the shit you are in now. And you can front all you want. | know that nigga putting his
hands on you.” She opened her mouth to deny it, and | mugged her. | hated liars and
wanted McCoy not to lie to my face.

The thought that | was dlightly responsible for her being with this nigga fucked with
my brain. | mean, | knew they had a past, but shit, if I’d killed his ass along time ago
like I knew | was supposed to, then, as | said, | wouldn’t be sitting here. And more
importantly, neither would she.

“When thisisover, I'll forever be indebted to you,” she said, giving me a small smile.

“Nah, Coy, | don’'t want you in my debt after this,” | said, standing. As crazy as it
sounded, | didn’'t want her to be in debt to me. | wanted her heart. | knew the moment
she stepped her fine ass into the warehouse and mugged me like | was a little nigga.

A few hours later, | snuck into McCoy’s room and grabbed her phone off the end
table next to her bed. | swiped the screen and shook my head. This damn girl didn’'t
even have a lock on her phone. How she planned and executed a whole plan to
kidnap my ass and didn’'t get caught was beyond me. Jamel was a weak nigga, so |
knew he was going through her shit whenever she wasn’t around. The sound of the
water turning off made me stop and wait.

| knew dropping the bomb on her that | wanted her for the rest of our lives and
beyond would be too much for her to handle right now. So, | had other plans. | was
going to kill that nigga Jamel and have McCoy fall in love with me at the same time.
The last thing he would see was me proposing and McCoy accepting it before | put a
bullet between his eyes. Me wanting her wasn't in her game plan, but | learned along



time ago it didn’t matter what we planned; life would do what it was supposed to do,
no matter what.

| stuffed the little phone in my pocket and left her room. | dialed my brother's number
once | was back in my room.

“Who the fuck isit, and what the fuck do you want?’ Fire roared into the phone.

“Damn, nigga, just say hello.” | chuckled as | sat on the edge of the bed. “I thought
you' d be happy to hear from me.”

“Bitch, you' re supposed to be dead!” Fire replied, making me laugh harder. “Why the
fuck would | expect you to be calling me for?’

Cause yo' big bro islike a cat and got nine lives,” | replied with a grunt. “Now tell
me what the fuck the word on the street is.”

“Nigga, how about you tell me where you are so | can come get you!”

“I'm chillin’,” | said, knowing Fire would be annoyed with my answer. “Just tell me
what you know.”

“You bitch ass nigga.” Fire chuckled. “ Apparently, | don’'t know shit because you're
supposed to be dead. At least that’s what the fuck Jamel’ s bitch assis saying.”

“’Cause nigga thinks | am,” | said, and Fire sucked his teeth. “I got snatched up, but
not by him.”

“By who then?’ Fire questioned. “’ Cause that nigga tellin’ folks he got your head on
aspike sitting in his basement.”



“Obvioudly, that shitisalie.” | laughed and shook my head. “ That nigga doesn’'t even
know where I’'m at.”

“Where are you?”’

“Under his fuckin’ nose, and he doesn't redlize it,” | answered. “Listen, | need you
ready to move. Jamel’s bitch ass might not have snatched me, but he definitely gotta
die for the shit he has been doing.”

“Tell me what you need me to do,” Fire said. My brother was aways on go-mode. It
was never a question of whether he had my back, just like | aways had his. Being
brothers made our bond strong, but being twins made it unbreakable.

“Be on dert. Any and every nigga that steps to DBB gotta go, no questions asked.” |
ran my hand over my mouth. “And contact Shaka. Tell her | need her to do a
romantic dinner.”

“Romantic dinner?’ Fire screeched. “Nigga, we out here trying to plan your funeral,
and you worried about a romantic dinner? The fuck kind of shit are you into right
now?’

“Don’'t worry about it.” | laughed. “Just ask her to be ready when | need her. Can you
do that?’

“Yeah, nigga, | can do that,” he said, then sucked his teeth. “What about Mama and
Daddy? What do you want meto tell them?”’

“They gonna have a daughter-in-law,” | answered. | heard McCoy’s bedroom door
open, and her voice echoed down the hallway. “I'll call you later. Don’t call this
number back, though.”



“Why the fuck not?’
“’Cause I'm spending time with my future wife, nigga, and we don’'t want to be
interrupted.” | hung up before Fire could respond and powered the phone down. |
didn’t trust Fire not to call back just because | told him not to. McCoy walked past
my room on another phone. Her face was twisted like she didn’t believe the shit the
person on the line was telling her. Our eyes locked for a brief second before she
disappeared down the hallway. | stuffed the phone under the pillows and followed
her.

“Jamel, I'm at work,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t know how long | will be. A
couple more hours, | think.”

| sat across from her on the couch. The little ass shorts she had on looked good as
fuck on her, but it was the bruises and scars | saw that pissed me off. She'd been
through the wringer with this nigga. Her body was the battlefield, and the wounds
were proof she was a survivor.

“Are you at home?’ she asked, and | heard that nigga say no. Typical fuck boy shit.
He was rushing her to get to the house, and he wasn't even there.

| tapped her shoulder, and she pulled the phone from her ear and put it on mute. “Get
the fuck off the phone with that nigga,” | said, mugging the phone. “He only checking

in on you ' cause he doing shit he ain’t supposed to do.”

“I know,” she sighed. “But | also know if | piss him off, he'll show up at my office
and show his ass when he realizes I’ m not there.”

“Let him,” | argued. “That nigga a bitch.”

“1 know that too,” she said with a small laugh. “Just let me handle this so | can sleep



peacefully tonight.”

“Doyou,” | said, nodding even though | disagreed. | planned to call Fire back as soon
as she went to sleep. | wasn't about to hide in this house like she wanted me to.

“Thank you,” she replied, then took the phone off mute. “Jamel, I'm leaving now,
okay? | can take everything home and work from there. Are you hungry? Do you
want me to cook something?’

“Fuck nah,” he replied. “Y0’' ass can’'t even cook for real. Just take your ass home.
I’ll be by tomorrow to pick you up so we can go out.” He hung up the phone, and
McCoy dropped it on the table in front of her.

“Y'al going out tomorrow?’ | asked, intrigued.

“He wants to go out,” she said, nodding. “To celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?’

“Your death,” she answered, and | smirked. Nigga just didn’t know this was about to
be hislast party.
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CHAPTER 11
MCCOY

“I’m not going to argue with you, Jamel,” | said as he yelled into the phone. | looked
up from my computer to see my secretary walk into my office. She handed me two
files and just as quickly as she came, she was gone.

“It ain’t afuckin’ argument, bitch!” he barked into the phone, and | sighed. | wasn’t
in the mood for him to be screaming and yelling. | had a headache, and | was tired.
Plus, he was out of town. How he was hours away and still getting on my nerves was
beyond me. “Sigh the fuck again and see if | don’t black your fuckin’ eye! Who the
fuck do you think you are, McCoy? Have | not shown you I’m not the nigga to play
with?’

“Jamel.” My voice was calm because | couldn’t handle this today. | knew anything |
said would set him off. “I don’t even know what the problem is.”

“The problem is my cousin has been looking for you and your bitch ass hasn’t been
around! Two of my boys arein jail right now!”

“Who'sin jail?’ | asked, even though | already knew. I’d gotten the call. His cousin
Leon had been calling my phone nonstop for the last twenty-four hours and 1'd been
ignoring him. His family would no longer have access to me.

“Leon’slittle brothers!” Jamel yelled. “He called me saying they got locked up with a
couple of pounds on them. Make that shit disappear.”



“I"ll seewhat | can do.”

“Not good enough!” Jamel yelled. “They better not sit another night in jail, or I'll
come see you personally.”

“I can’t make something like that disappear overnight. A few poundsis different from
the few grams they’ ve been caught with before. I’ll have to look into the cops who
arrested them and see what | can find. And if they're dirty or in need of some money,
then we can make something happen.”

“That sounds like some bullshit,” he growled. “You know what? You're fuckin’
useless. I’'ll handle this shit myself.”

“Okay,” | sighed.

“Okay?’ He laughed even though | could tell he didn’t find anything funny. “Y eah,
okay then. Get the fuck off my phone, McCoy.”

| hung up, not needing any more reason to talk. | had a million other things to worry
about and his family was nowhere on my list.

For the rest of the day, | worked, getting ready to go to court in afew weeks. When it
was amost closing time, | called a small staff meeting to make sure none of the
junior partners or associates needed help with anything. At the last minute, | decided
to have one of my junior partners look into Leon’s little brother’ s case.

| ended up leaving my office at almost midnight. | was tired and didn’t want to do
anything but take a hot shower and crawl into the bed. Tonight, Earth would have to

entertain himsalf. | wasn't even in the mood to talk to him.

| pressed the unlock button on my key fob, waited for the lights to flash, then opened



the back door. | tossed my computer bag, jacket, and heels into the backseat and
closed the door. | rounded the car, and just when | was about to open the driver's
door, | felt ahand grab me by the back of my neck and | was slammed into the car.

“You thought | was fuckin’ playin’” with you?’ Jamel growled into my ear. He pulled
me back and slammed me into the door again. | felt the air leave my lungs and | got
lightheaded. “Y ou got me out here lookin’ fuckin’ stupid! My family in jail and you
think this shit ajoke!”

“Jamel.” | moaned in pain. He grabbed my ponytail and rammed my head into the
window. The sound of the glass cracking rang in my ears at the same time as | felt
blood run from my forehead.

“Nah, don’'t say my fuckin’ name now!” he yelled, then let me go. | had to grab onto
the car to keep from falling. “You were smart as fuck on the phone, with that okay
bullshit.” His fist smashed into the back of my head, and | fell into the car door. “Y ou
keep tryin’ me, McCoy, like I won't kill your ass!” He wrapped his forearm around
my neck and sgueezed. “Bitch, you mean nothing to me! | won’'t even drop a fuckin’
tear at your funeral.” He bit into my neck hard, then pulled away and spit. | knew he
broke skin and probably took a chunk of skin too. “Get my fuckin’ family off and

stop playing.”

“I"'mworking onit,” | tried to say, but he was still choking me. | scratched at his arm,
hoping he’'d let me go. “Jamel, please.”

“That’s right, bitch, cry,” he taunted. “Remember who the fuck | am before you ever
try to get smart again.” He let me go but | didn't have a chance to regain my
composure before he started punching me asif | were anigga in the streets. The only
thing | could do was drop to my knees and cover my head. It felt like an eternity
before he stopped punching me. He grabbed my head, pulled it back so | could look
at him, and punched me again. He only stopped because he was winded. My eyes



were swollen, and | felt my nose bleeding. | lifted my hand to wipe my nose, but he
smacked my hand away with his free hand. “Leave that shit.” | closed my eyes and let
out a deep breath to try to not think about the pain | felt. The sound of his zipper
being pulled down made me open my eyes in horror. There was no way he thought
for asecond | was going to have sex with him after what he’ d done.

“Jamel.” | moaned and tried to shake my head.

“Shut the fuck up,” he said, then pulled out his dick. To my disgust, he was hard. He
started jacking his dick off in my face. When he threw his head back and groaned in
pleasure, | had to cover my mouth with my hand to keep from crying out. “Fuck!” He
looked at me and smiled. “Move your hand and open your mouth.”

“No,” | said, shaking my head.

“Bitch!” He smashed my head into the car door, damn near knocking me out, but |
wouldn’t move my hand. “Fuck it, I'll nut on your face then. It’sthe only place | ever
liked leaving it anyway.” He stroked himself a few more times, then nutted on my
face, hair, and clothes. Once he got himself together, he stuffed his dick back into his
pants, zipped them, then bent down so we were eye to eye. “The next time you try
that shit with me again, I'll kill you. I’m done playin’ games with your ass, McCoy.”
He roughly patted my leg, then got up and walked away.

| waited until he pulled off and | knew he wasn’'t coming back to get me. My entire
body hurt all the way from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet. | knew he
was expecting me to go back to the condo, but | knew | wouldn’t make it there. My
eyes were swelling so much, | could barely see. My house was half the distance from
the condo to my office and | knew | could make it there. If | didn't and | crashed,
then so beit, but | wasn’'t going anywhere Jamel had access to.

The drive to the house took longer than expected because | had to keep pulling over



because | was getting lightheaded. | pulled into the garage, parked, shut off the car,
and got out. | didn’t even care about my work laptop or anything else. | needed to
shower and get Jamel’ s nut off me.

“Ay, you said you' d be home earlier than now,” Earth said, coming out of his room.
My back was to him so he couldn’t see my face, but | knew even from behind, |
looked a damn mess.

“Not right now, Earth,” | replied and kept walking.

“What the fuck happened to you?’ he asked. My steps were slow because my body
was hurting, so he caught up to me within a few strides. He grabbed my arm, and |
hissed in pain, which made him let go of me and shake his head. “That bitch ass
niggadid thisto you?’

“I'm fine,” | said, then tried to sidestep him. | didn’t make it two steps before
stumbling. Earth grabbed me around my waist and picked me up. | wanted to protest
but | was in too much pain to do anything. “Earth, I'm fine.”
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CHAPTER 12

EARTH

| didn't say shit as | carried McCoy into her room, then the bathroom. | was too
pissed to, and | knew the last thing she needed was for me to go off. She’'d aready
gotten her ass beat and me going off wouldn’t do shit but more than likely trigger her.
| sat her on the counter and stared down at her. Her eyes were swollen, her lip busted,
and her nose looked like it was broken. | let out a sigh and shook my head. Moving
quickly, | ran her bath water, chuckling at the sight of Breeze's body wash sitting on
the rim of her tub. As the water filled, | went back to her. “I'm gonna take your
clothes off.”

“No.” She moaned and shook her head. “My body hurts too much to move.”

“Look, if you get in the tub with them on, they’ll feel heavy and be hell to get off,
trust me,” | said as | took off her Crocs and tossed them in the corner.

“Thisis my favorite suit,” she mumbled as | unbuttoned her jacket.

“I’ll buy you another one,” | grunted. | helped her straighten her arm, then pulled her
sleevesto get the jacket off.

“Thisis atwo-thousand-dollar suit.”

“That’s chump change,” | replied, then checked the label. | wasn't surprised to see



the Mahogany Fashion logo on the tag. McCoy didn’t know it, but after thiswas over,
I’d have Mahogany personally call her and get her a whole new wardrobe designed
exclusively for her.

| took off her silk button-down shirt that was stained with blood and what looked like
nut, then helped her off the counter. She stood in front of me with her head down,
more than likely embarrassed. She dropped her skirt, but | had to kneel in front of her
to help her peel her stockings then panties off. Her body was littered with bruises and
scars.

“The water, Earth,” she said softly, and | looked over my shoulder at the tub.

| got up, shut the water off, then let alittle out so it wouldn’t overflow when she got
in. Once the water was set, | went back to McCoy, picked her up, and walked her
back to the tub. | gently sat her in the water, then grabbed her body wash and loofah.
| washed her body, making sure | didn’t press too hard and cause more pain. | moved
around to the other side of the tub so | could clean her face. | didn’t know what |
expected, but seeing McCoy sitting there with her arms wrapped around her legs,
silently crying wasn't it. She had a fresh towel sitting on the edge of the tub that |
used to clean her face. The entire time | worked, she never said a word or looked at
me.

“l gotta wash your hair,” | said, and she nodded. From years of practice because of
Breeze, | knew how to take a ponytail holder off. Her curlsfell to her shoulders. “Can
you bend your head back?”’

“No,” she whispered.
| looked at her tub and how much space she had and knew | was going to have to

make her lay back. It would be the only way | could wash her hair without hurting
her, but | knew that would require McCoy to trust me.



“I need you to lay back,” | finally said. McCoy turned her head slowly to look at me
and | knew from that small action, it hurt. “It’s the only way | can wash your hair and
get that nigga' s nut off you without causing you pain.”

“Physically, I’'min so much pain I'm almost numb,” she replied, then turned her head
back.

“Lay back, Coy,” | requested. She let out a deep breath, then unwrapped her arms
from around her legs. | helped her lay back. | cupped the back of her head to keep her
from completely submerging and washed her hair. The entire time, McCoy stared at
the ceiling and continued to cry. After | was finished with her hair, | washed her body
again in the shower, helped her put on body cream, and dressed in an oversized tee
she' d bought for me.

| ended up making her some soup and spoon-fed her before taking her back to my
room and laying her on the bed. | took a quick shower, needing a minute to myself to
try to get hold of my anger. Jamel’s bitch ass had beat her down, nutted on her face,
then left her to fend for herself.

After | finished showering, | put on lotion and deodorant and threw on a pair of
pajama pants and a wife beater. The room was dark, but | could see McCoy was still
in the same spot I’d left her in. She' d stopped crying when | was feeding her, but her
breathing was still ragged as if she would start up again at any moment. | grabbed one
of the bags of ice I’d stored in the mini-fridge before | got in the shower and climbed
into the bed.

“Chill out, it'sjust me,” | said when | felt her tense. | moved her as gently as | could
so | could get behind her and rest my back against the headboard. | put the ice pack

on her eyes, then closed my eyes and leaned my head against the headboard.

“He wanted to kill me today. I could tell. Even before he said the words, | could tell.



His hits were harder, more direct, and intentional on where they landed. When he
looked at me, his eyes were void of all emotion. There was a moment when | didn’t
think I'd make it,” she softly said. “And it's a piece of me that didn’t want to. If this
ismy life, I'd rather die.”

“I know,” | replied because | believed her. No person deserved the treatment she was
getting. | looked down at her and shook my head. “I got you from here on out,
McCoy. That nigga will never be able to do this shit again. On me, you won't suffer
like thisagain.”

The next week, the only thing McCoy did was sleep for the most part. | had to help
her get to the bathroom, shower, and handle her hygiene. She called her office and
told them she had the flu and would be out for at least two weeks. They must’ ve been
used to her calling out because her secretary told her she'd handle everything and
make sure all her cases were covered.

On day eleven, she was finally moving on her own. The swelling in her face was
starting to go down and her movements weren't as stiff as before. | decided to cook
something simple, so | ended up making chicken Caesar salad. After | finished
cleaning up the kitchen, | took our bowlsto my room and handed her one.

“1 saw this shit on the net so if it’s nasty, blame them and not me,” | said, sitting next
to her. McCoy scooped some onto her fork and took a bite. Her eyes got big, and she
nodded her head.

“Thisis good,” she said, covering her mouth with her hand so | couldn’t see the food
in her mouth. “1”ve seen this but never made it.” She took another bite. “Thank you.”

“You're welcome,” | said, then started eating. | had to admit the shit was good; way
better than the soup I’ d been warming up.



“No, | owe you athank you,” she said, then wiped her mouth with her napkin and set
her bowl in the bed. “Y ou’ ve been taking care of me for almost two weeks. Thisisn’t
how | expected this to happen.”

“What did you think would happen?’ | asked with alaugh.

“Honestly?” she said, and | nodded. “I didn't expect you to be here this long. |
thought 1’ d snatch you and not even twenty-four hours later, the DBB would go after
Jamel and his boys.”

“That ain't how we move,” | said, shaking my head. “Going right after who we think
is involved is sloppy. I’'m a businessman, so is my brother and my closest homies.
They are going to look over everything. Nine is going to hack every camera and
security system, Fireis going to kick in doors, and Citrine is probably grabbing every
niggathat looks at him wrong. The only thing they haven’t done iskill anyone yet.”

“Why?’
“Because starting a war with the wrong nigga won't get them the answers they want,
and since my body hasn’'t been produced, it's always a chance I'm still alive and

they’ d rather find me battered and bruised than dead.”

“S0, there’'s a chance they won't kill Jamel?” She looked defeated, like all her work
was for nothing.

“Oh, nah, they are definitely going to get that nigga, but they want to make sure they
get everyone involved too.” | took another bite of my food. “Understand everybody

involved isgonnadie.

“Okay,” she said, nodding.



We finished our food in silence. | could tell McCoy didn’t like what | told her, but |
wasn't a nigga who would lie to her. In any other circumstances, | would Kkill
everyone involved, but McCoy had been through enough. She didn’'t deserve to die
because she' d run out of other options, and she felt like | was her only saving grace.

“Let me get your bowl,” | said, standing. She handed me her bowl and | stacked it on
mine. “You tired?’

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m going to go work in my office.”

“Nah, stay right here,” | said, then left the room. | took our dishes to the kitchen,
washed them then came back to my room. | didn’'t say a word to McCoy as | went to
the end table next to the bed and picked up my gun.

“What' s that for?’ she asked, scooting back into the bed. Her eyes went from the gun
to me, then back to the gun.

“You need to learn how to useit,” | said. | put my hand out for her to take. “Get up.”

“l don’'t like guns,” she said, shaking her head.

“Don’'t matter whether you like them or not. If that nigga comes to you like he did
last time, | want you to be able to protect yourself.” | removed the clip and bullet
from the chamber. “I just want you to get used to the feel and know the basicsisall.”

McCoy hesitated for a second then nodded her head. She slowly got out of bed and
stood next to me. “Show me.” | handed her the gun. “It’slighter than | expected.”

“'Cause you probably watch all of them movies and them niggas act like agun is a
hundred pounds. A heavy gun doesn’t do you no good when shit gets real. Y ou gotta
be able to grab your shit and move. Less than three pounds of weight isin your hand,



but it’'ll stop anigga slife with about seven pounds of pressure.”

“Show me,” she said with a determined ook on her face.

“Alright,” | said, then stepped behind her. | lifted her arms and showed her how to
hold the gun properly. “Don’t twist that shit like you see in movies. Keep your arms
straight, but not too tight. Squeeze the trigger; don’'t pull back on it. Thisis a Glock
19, so all you gotta do is aim, squeeze, and wait for that niggato fall.”

“Can | squeeze thetrigger?’ She looked up at me and | nodded.

“Ain’t no bullet in it, so you cool,” | said, and she turned back to look at where she
was pointing the gun. The gun clicked every time she pulled it and | stood there with
my arms around her, letting her get used to it. “I’ma put the clip and bullet back in
but don’t pull the trigger. Even though I’ ma make sure the safety is on, still don't pull
that shit.”

“Okay,” she agreed. | grabbed the clip and bullet and put it back in the gun. Before |
put it back in her hands, | made sure the safety was on.

“Put your finger on the trigger but don’t squeeze,” | said once behind her again. “The
next time that nigga steps to you wrong, pull this gun out, flip the safety.” | tapped
where the safety was on the gun. “And squeeze the trigger. | don’'t give afuck who is
around, your life matters. Y ou matter. That nigga doesn’'t. Don’t let him take shit else
from you, you understand me?’

“Won't you need your gun?’ she asked without looking at me.
“Don’'t worry about me,” | said. She didn’t know it, but | could see the tears falling

from her eyes. “I got a million niggas behind me, and because you are riding with me
from here on out, that means so do you.”



McCoy dropped her arms and turned to look at me with a surprised look on her face.
“After al this, you aren’'t going to kill me?’

“Nah.” | laughed and shook my head. “I get why you did what you did. You are
fighting for your life. I’'m not gonna be the nigga to take it from you once you finally
get it.”

“Thank you, Earth,” she said, then hugged me.

“You got it, Coy,” | said, then kissed the top of her head. “Now let’s see if you can
throw hands just in case that nigga try to sneak you again and you can’t get to that

gun.
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CHAPTER 13
MCCOY

“You had a gym down here the whole time?’ Earth asked, looking around my home
gym.

“Yeah.” | laughed as | slowed down my speed on the treadmill to alight jog. “I don’t
useit often, but it's here.”

“1 been working out in the room since | got here,” he said, shaking his head. “If I'd
known this was down here, we would’ ve been sparring down here.”

“1 don’t think what we' ve been doing can be considered sparring.” | wiped my face
with the small hand towel | had hung on the handrail.

“What you call it then?’ He sat on the floor near the machine | was running on and
started to stretch. “'Cause, in my opinion, that’s what we been doing.” His naturally
low eyes swept over my body before returning to my eyes.

“Learning to throw a punch,” | answered, and he grunted.

“Y ou knew how to do that, you just had to learn how to do it correctly.” Once he was
done stretching, he got into the push-up position. “All | did was show you.”

“Who taught you to fight? Y our daddy?’ | asked as he did pushups.



“Nah.” He grunted. He moved effortlessly up and down. “1 was hardheaded, so he put
me in boxing classes as a kid to try and get a hold of my anger and quick temper.”

“Did it work?’ | asked with a dlight laugh.

“Nope.” He laughed and shook his head. “If anything, it made me feel unstoppable. |
was knocking niggas almost ten years my senior out.”

“So you were good?’ | increased my speed as we talked. If he could work out, then
so could 1.

“Until I met Nine.” He laughed. “That nigga walked into the gym one day, beat the
black off my ass, and walked right out the gym. | trained for months after that, hoping
he would come back.”

“Did he?’

“Fuck yeah. He smirked. “And he beat my ass again.”

“What?’ | had to jump off the treadmill to keep from falling because | was laughing
so hard. “He beat you up twice?’

Earth stopped doing push-ups and sat on the floor. “That nigga beat my ass ten more
times. Each time we stepped into the ring, he knocked me on my ass.” He shook his
head and smiled. “I didn’t learn until almost eight months into us sparring on and off
that my pop had trained and paid him to show up and fuck me up.”

“Why did he do that?’

“To humble my ass.” He shrugged. “I told you | thought | was unstoppable back then
and my pop knew the only way | would chill the fuck out was to have somebody go



upside my head. He knew Nine would be that nigga.”

“How?’

“Nine is a computer genius. Nigga can hack into anything at any given moment, but
the nigga has zero people skills. At times, | think he is autistic.”

“Really?’ | felt like a parrot for asking the same two questions, but | didn’'t care.
Earth’ s life was interesting, and he a\ways had a good story to tell.

“Yeah, but | know now heisn’'t.” Earth got back in the push-up position, then nodded
at the treadmill. “ Start your run back up.” I’d damn near forgotten about the machine.
Luckily, I had one that stopped spinning if it didn’t feel pressure after thirty seconds,
so all | had to do was step back on and the belt started rolling. Once | was back at my
speed, Earth nodded and continued doing his push-ups. “Anyway, Nine is just a solo
ass nigga. He looks out for his family and works.”

“He doesn’'t have a girlfriend?’

“Nah,” he replied. “I know at one point he was serious about someone, but he never
brought her around.”

“Why?’

“No clue,” he said, shaking hishead. “And | didn’'t ask. | respect his boundaries when
It comes to his personal life.”

“So how did y’al become friends after he beat you up all those times?’ | couldn’t
help but giggle when | heard Earth suck his teeth.

“Like | said, he could hack into anything. Back in the day, | was ajack boy; both me



and Fire were. We stole everything that wasn't bolted to the ground, but we wanted to
level up and cars were the next best options.” He stopped doing push-ups and stood.
“Keep running.” | nodded. “Anyway, we didn’t want to deal with the everyday cars;
we wanted the expensive stuff. Like | said, Nine could hack anything, including car
security systems. He and his little Blackberry phone made us alot of money.”

“ S0, he went from beating you up to being your partner in crime?’

“Yep.” He laughed. “Made money as teens, flipped it, and started our own
businesses. Nine owns a couple of security companies and moves money on the stock
market for us.”

“And you?’

“I own an investment company and a few rental properties,” | answered and
shrugged. “Nothing too major.”

“1 knew that, you know?’ | said, smiling.

“Knew what?’

“That you owned your own business,” | answered, laughing. “1 did my research
before having your grabbed.”

“Then what you ask for?”

“To see what you would tell me.” | slowed down on the treadmill. “People tend to
pretend they are something they aren’t, especially when it comes to men. As soon as
they realize it's a good chance | make more money than them, they tend to embellish
what they do.”



“l ain't oneto lie, Coy.” He laughed. “You can make all the money you want, and I'd
never be jealous of that shit.”

My phone rang, pulling my attention from our conversation. Alexa read off the
number and | sighed. It was Jamel’s cousin, Leon. If he was calling me, that meant
someone else wasin jail and they expected me to get them out.

“Not someone you want to talk to?’ Earth said once the phone stopped ringing.

“No,” | said, shaking my head. “They aren’t even worth the headache | would get
talking to them.

“Cool,” Earth said, nodding. “Let’s get back to our workout.” He tapped the treadmill
control panel and stopped it. “Y ou know how to jump rope?’

“Yes,” | answered as | got off the treadmill.

“Show me,” he said as he handed me one of the jump ropes | had hanging on the
wall. “Whoever loses has to cook dinner.”

“Deal,” | agreed.

“And just so you know, | like my steak medium well, broccoli soft with extra butter,
and my potato with all the fixings.”

“Me too!” | laughed as | started jumping. Earth smirked, shook his head, and
followed suit. “I’m ten seconds ahead of you.”

“Alexa, start the timer,” he said with alaugh.
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CHAPTER 14
EARTH

“Guess how many,” | said to McCoy, walking into her office. McCoy looked up from
her computer, confused as hell. The swelling in her face was amost gone but her
bruises were still visible. It would probably take a few more weeks for them to be
completely gone. “Guess.”

“Why?" she asked, giggling. | put the jar full of marbles | was carrying on her desk
and stepped back. “What’ s this?’

“Figure out how many marbles are in the jar.” | sat down in the chair across from her
desk and stretched my long legs out in front of me.

“What do | get if | guess how many?’ she asked, then smirked.

“What you want?’ | replied and she shrugged. “Alright, so how about this? If you
guess right, we can do whatever you want. | won’t complain one time.”

“And if | don’t?’ she countered, then lifted her brow.

“You gotta let me go,” | said, and she shook her head. Truth was, no matter what she
guessed, | was going to let her think she won. McCoy needed control right now,
especialy since | knew | wouldn’t be in this bitch too much longer. | knew how my
family moved; they weren’'t going to let Jamel walk around alive too much longer.
Enough time had passed. Don’t get me wrong, | was ready to go home, but | wanted



McCoy by myself. But to do that, | had to make sure she completely trusted me.

1 I Ca?—”

“Thisis about trust, McCoy. Right now, in this instance, we gonnatrust each other or
not.” | stood and took a small sticky note off her desk, along with a pen. “How about
this, I'll write down how many marbles are in the jar and set it upside down right
here.” | wrote the amount on the note and set it down. “That way you know I’m not
lying when you say your number.”

“Okay.” McCoy got up from her seat, walked around her desk, and picked up the jar.
“All I have to do is guess the correct answer?’ she asked, glancing over at me. |
nodded and she sighed. “Did you use all the marblesin the living room?”’

“Y eah, plus the bedroom,” | answered, and she nodded.

“1t’ stwo hundred and ninety-six marbles,” she said, and | laughed.

“How did you know?’ | dropped back in my seat, ran my hand over my face, then
shook my head.

“Because | have three hundred marbles in the house, but only two hundred and
ninety-six are in thisjar.” She set the jar down, rounded her desk, and opened the top
drawer. “ The other four are right here.” She pulled out the remaining marbles and set
them on her desk.

“Why you have four marbles down here?’ | was intrigued as fuck by her reply.
“It’s the number of cases I've lost,” she answered with a shrug. | sat forward, rested

my elbows on the tops of my knees, and tented my hands in front of my mouth. “The
first case | ever had, | won, then the second, third, and so on and so forth. As a joke,



my co-worker when | was a public defender got me a marble every time | won a case
and would drop it in that jar.” She nodded at the jar and smiled. “We agreed we
couldn’t quit and start our own practice until wefilled our jars.”

“Y ou have your own practice, so that means you won, right?’

“Yep.” She laughed.

“Is she till apublic defender?’

“Nope.”

“What she doing now?’

“Doesn’'t matter,” McCoy said as she stood. “It was a different time and a different
life.”

“Where are you going?’ | asked, watching her step around her desk. | put my hand
out, touching her stomach to stop her from walking. McCoy looked at my hand, then

at me.

“To get the popcorn and juice,” she answered. | stood and looked down at her. “We
are going to have a movie night. | get to pick the movies, though.”

“Ah, man. Please don’t pick nothing girly,” | said, shaking my head.

“You said you wouldn’'t complain.” She laughed.

“You right.” | threw my arm over her shoulder, and we left her office. “Just don’t
pick nothing sappy.”



“How do you fedl about scary movies?’ She looked at me with so much hope in her
eyes, even if | wanted to, | wouldn’t have been able to tell her no.

“How scary?’ | asked with a sigh. No lie, | wasn’t even a movie buff, so her asking
me to watch something scary or sappy wouldn’'t have mattered because it was a good
chance I’ d never seen nor heard of it.

“Nothing too bad,” she answered, and | knew her ass was lying. “We can watch The
Exorcist or one of the Saw movies.”

“How about we binge something instead?’ | offered and she rolled her eyes. “I’on
watch much TV so | know it’ s gotta be some shit neither of us has ever seen.”

“Fine. I’ve been meaning to watch The Last of Us. It's a zombie show.”

“Cool.” | laughed. | pulled her close, dropped a kiss on her forehead, then let her go
when we got to the kitchen. “I’ll get the popcorn and juice; you go turn on the TV
and get everything ready.”

“The fuck isyou squinting for?’ | asked, watching her. We'd finished The Last of Us
and were about to start watching The Walking Dead . She said to appreciate the first
one, | had to watch the show that changed how people viewed the zombie apocalypse.

| relaxed in my spot and ran my hands over my face. | realy needed to shave but |
only let Corinthian touch my face and hair. | would look like a wild man until | was
out of here. “You can't see?’

“l see well enough.” She looked over her shoulder and answered me. McCoy was
stretched out on the side of me. Her head was close to my feet, but she was so damn
short, her feet barely hit the middie of my stomach. She had on matte green silk
pajama pants and a black wife beater. | could tell from the way her ass and titties



moved that she didn’t have on any panties or bra. | had to adjust my dick in my pants
every so often so she couldn’t see my shit bricking up.

“Well enough?’ | laughed. “Coy, yo' ass can't see?” She rolled her eyes, and |
laughed harder. “I thought | was trippin’ the other day when you was squinting. |
didn’t know whether it was because your eyes were still swollen or you couldn’t see.”
She turned back to the TV, but not before | saw her eyes filling with tears. | grabbed
her by her ankle and pulled her to me. | wasn't rough or trying to hurt her, but | didn’t
like that she was trying to hide her feelings from me. “Come here.” | started tickling
her.

“Stop, Earth!” She laughed and tried to pull away from me. Somehow, | managed to
grab her around her waist and drag her into my lap. | wrapped my arms around her

and held her close. “Why you ain’t been wearing yo' glasses?’

“1 don't like wearing them,” she answered, still laughing. “They make me look like a
nerd.”

“You wear contacts?’ | started tickling her again.

11 NO! ”

“Coy, you wakin’ around here blind as afuckin’ bat. | bet yo’ ass run into shit all the
time on the low ’ cause you can’t see.”

“I"'m clumsy!” She screamed and tried to get away from me, but | was stronger and
wasn't letting up. “I fall at least two or three times aweek.”

“The fuck your grown ass be fallin’ for?’ | asked as | stopped tickling her. | didn’t let
her up out of my lap, though. | liked how she felt close to me.



“l don't know.” She laughed. “It's not as bad when | wear my glasses, but when |
don’t, it’'s dangerous.”

“Yo asscan't see!” | laughed harder.

“It'snot funny.” She mushed my head, and | fell over, still laughing.

“Where are your glasses now?’ | questioned as | tried to get myself together.

“Over there on the end table. | probably haven't worn them in two months.”

“Why not?’ | wiped my hand over my face and shook my head. “If you can’'t see,
then wear them muthafuckas. | bet you got that whole sexy nerd vibe goin’ on when
you put them on.” | got up, sat her on the bed, then grabbed the cat-eyed, cheetah-
print glasses and brought them over to her. “Put these things on, Coy. Y ou probably
can’'t even see mefor rea right now.”

“l can,” she weakly argued but took the glasses from me and put them on. “There,
you happy?’

“Fuck yeah, blind ass woman,” | replied, then sat next to her. | was right. She was
already fine as fuck without the glasses, but now seeing her in them, | was for rea
stuck. | adjusted my dick in my pants. “Now let’s watch this damn show you swear is
the best thing in the world.” | dropped back onto the bed and pulled her close. “If this
shit is boring, I'm picking the next show we binge.” | looked over at her. “I hope you
like car shows.”

“l don’t,” she said, shaking her head. “We can watch 1000-Lb. Sisters if you don't
like this.”

“What the fuck isthat shit?’ | reared back and stared at her like she was crazy.



“Oh, we'll watch that first. You'll loveit, | swear.” McCoy picked up the remote and
turned the channel. She looked over at me with a serious expression. “After this, we
can watch Naked and Afraid .”

“Alright, so check it,” | said as | continued to fix breakfast. McCoy looked up from
the bag she was packing and waited. “You know that nigga gonna try you, right?
Like, legit try your ass and | need you to be prepared.”

“Prepared?’ she questioned and | nodded. “For what?’

“You got my gun?’ | asked. | wasn't about to answer her question because there was
no reason to. She knew what the fuck | was talking about and was intentionally
playing dumb. “Nah, put your head up. Don’'t put that shit down for nobody else
under no fuckin’ circumstances from here on out.” She lifted her head and stared at
me. | waited a beat before nodding and going back to cooking. “Better. Now, where
iIsthe gun?’

“Upstairs,” she answered, and | grunted.

“Whileyou are eating, I'll grab it and put it in your bag,” | nodded, then went back to
cooking. | knew the gun was on the nightstand where | left it, but | wanted to see if
she would admit it. Even with us practicing damn near every day, | still saw the
hesitation whenever | brought up her carrying it. | needed her to be comfortable
around guns especially once Jamel was out of the picture and she was riding with me,

“Now, like | was saying; he's gonna try you. It's been a few weeks, and from what
you'’ ve told me about his weak ass, he' s gonna show face if he hasn’t already.”

“He has,” she mumbled, and it took everything in me not to spaz. | slammed the
spatula down on the countertop and stared at McCoy. | hated she was hiding shit from
me, but | wouldn’t show my ass because | didn’t want her to think | would ever take



my anger out on her.

“Laila, my secretary, told me he's been there a few times over the last three days,
looking for me. Shetold him | was out of town for work and should be back today.”

“Yeah, he gonna show face, then,” | said once | got myself together. | started fixing
her plate and thinking of how | was going to handle this shit. Once she was gone, |
was going to have to check in with Fire again. He'd been looking for Jamel but his
stupid ass had been MIA. “If it ain’t to do nothing else, it's gonna be to intimidate

you.

“And that’s when you want me to make it go ra-ta-ta?’ she asked, trying to make me
laugh.

“If he steps to you wrong, then yeah,” | answered, then set her plate in front of her.
I’d been up for afew hours, worked out, and sat around until my nerves started to get
the best of me. | hated to admit it, but | was nervous about her going back to work. |
couldn’t get to her if she needed me.

Her house was locked down. The windows, doors, and even her garage didn’t open
until she disarmed it. If push came to shove, I’'d break a window if | needed to get
out, but I’d need somebody waiting for me because cops responded quick in this
neighborhood. “But if not, play that shit off. Be cool with him and let him play that
shit like it ain’t no beef.”

“I know,” | sighed. | could tell she hated to admit that she knew the drill when it
came to dealing with showing her face after getting her ass kicked. “I’ ve been down
thisroad before.”

“And it’ll be your last fuckin’ time,” | said, then sat next to her at the table. “Now eat
your food. Shit ain’t gonna be hot forever.”



“I'll clean up before | leave.” She picked up her fork and dug into her food. I'd
probably gone overboard with the eggs, bacon, hot links, pancakes and cheese grits,
but none of the food would go to waste.

“l got it,” | said in between bites. “You just eat, get your mind right for work, and let
me handle the shit here at home.”

“l can doit, it's not a big deal.” She laughed but | wasn’t trying to hear shit she was
saying. | wanted our meal to be enjoyable and her trying to keep herself busy instead
of eating and going to the office wouldn’'t do shit but make my irritation worse and
I’d end up changing my mind about her going to work.

“Let me handle this, Coy,” | said, shaking my head. “Now eat.”
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CHAPTER 15
MCCOY

I’d been back to work for almost a week, and the first day back, | had to be in court.
When | got back to my office, | had a message from Jamel saying we were going out
at the end of the week. At first, | wanted to say no, but then | remembered what Earth
told me over breakfast the morning | went back to work. Jamel acted as if he hadn’t
beaten me, and everything was cool, so | played along. His telling me he would be at
the condo later this week to take me out was a surprise.

I’d missed his party celebrating his supposedly killing Earth. Why he was going out
again was beyond me. | wasn't going to ask any questions because | didn’t care.

“You look decent, | guess,” Jamel said. | looked up from the mirror in the bathroom
to see him standing near the doorway. He wore black jeans with rips in the knees, a
white shirt that fit his body, showing his little muscle, and a pair of black and white
Jordans. In my opinion, Jamel didn’t dress like a grown-ass man should; he dressed
like a young nigga with little to no fashion sense but knew labels caught people's
attention. And there was no doubt everything he had on from his underwear to his
socks and T-shirt were all name brands.

“Thank you,” | said, knowing his words weren’t meant as a compliment.

“How much longer do you need?’ He looked at his watch and then up at me as if he
had an attitude. “I got shit to do.”



“I'm ready,” | replied, standing. He looked at me up and down before nodding. |
paired black leather pants with a fitted, long-sleeved matte green shirt. 1'd picked it
because it covered al of my scars but aso gave off a sexy vibe. My hair was pulled
into atop knot just in case Jamel got handsy later and wanted to grab on it.

“Hurry the fuck up,” he said, then walked out of the bathroom. | followed him,
grabbed my small clutch, phone, and keys, and put on my Mahogany fashion stilettos
that matched my outfit perfectly. “Follow mein your car.”

| didn’t argue with him about not riding together. Instead, | nodded, and we left the
condo. The ride to the garage was quiet. He was on his phone and would look up at
me occasionally, but he never said anything.

Once in my car, | pulled out my phone and brought the cameras up. Earth sat on the
bed, watching My 600-Lb. Life, looking asif he didn’'t have a care in the world. His
seeming so peaceful and comfortable in my house made me smile. As if he knew |
was watching him, he pulled out his phone and called me.

“Hello?’ | answered.

“Where are you going with that nigga tonight?’ he asked. When | got off work, |
went home and sat in his bed. Earth calmed me with just his presence. We talked
while | straightened my hair.

“He wants to go to The Basement,” | answered, knowing it was a prime DBB spot.

“That nigga got a death wish, for real.” Earth laughed. “He' s gonna endanger your
life by taking you somewhere that ain't safe?”’

“He doesn’'t care about my safety, Earth,” | sighed.



“Another reason for that nigga to die,” he replied. “Look, be careful out there,
aright? And don’'t take the gun inside, either. The only people security will let carry
is DBB. If shit starts to move weird, find Constine. He usually works at the bar. Tell
him | sent you. He won't question shit, and he will get you to Fire.”

“Your brother doesn’'t know about me,” | replied as | turned.

“Fire knows how | am,” Earth vaguely said. “Just do what | said to do.”

“Earth, you don’t?—"

“Do what I’'m asking you, Coy,” he interrupted me. “I don’t ask for shit else while
you got me locked up in here, do |7

“No,” | answered. A piece of me felt guilty for having him locked in my house,
especialy since we'd been talking and getting to know each other. But | was
desperate for my plan to work, and | knew my guilt would eventually fade away.

“Then do what I’ m asking now. If some shit happens, find Fire.”

“Okay,” | agreed, knowing | wouldn’t. The last thing | needed was to be linked to any
of the DBB.

“Alright, cool,” he said, sounding relieved. “Look, I'm about to go to sleep. Call me
when you leave the club.”

For the rest of the drive, | followed Jamel as he sped to the club. At one point, | think
he was going over a hundred miles per hour, but | wasn’t going to rush. | arrived
probably ten minutes after him and took my time walking into the club. | knew this
was DBB territory, but | walked in with my head high and shoulders back.



On the way up, | stopped by the bar and ordered adrink | had no intention of drinking
to know what Constine looked like. | found Jamel in the VIP section with a woman
sitting on his lap and another standing behind him, rubbing his shoulders.

“What the fuck took you so long?’ he asked as | sat down across from him. The fact
he wasn't even hiding this other woman should’ ve pissed me off, but it didn’t.

“Traffic,” | answered, and he stared me down asif | wasn't shit.

“Do you think this is a game?’ he sneered as he sat forward. He slapped me across
the face before | could even think to react. The vein in his forehead pulsated wildly.
“Play with me if you want to, and I'll kill you!” He jerked me close to him. “Unless
you want a replay of what happened last time we saw each other, you might want to
calm the fuck down.” Jamel let me go and pushed me away. “ Get the fuck outta here
before | forget I’m in agood mood, bitch.”

| wiped the corner of my mouth, not surprised to see blood on my fingertip. Jamel
stared at me, hiseyeswild, and | could tell he got off on shit like this.

“One last thing,” he said to my back. | stopped walking but didn’'t turn around. The
sound of awoman giggling, then Jamel’ s footsteps as he came toward me, rang in my
ear. “Thisis your engagement ring.” He grabbed my hand, twisted it behind my back,
and pushed a ring onto my finger. “You'll wear it from here on out. It's a family
heirloom.” He let my hand go and then kissed my shoulder. “Now take your ass
home. I’ m tired of looking at your fuckin’ face.”

“That was quick,” Earth said as soon as | entered the house. The living room was
dark, but I knew the layout of my house, so | didn't see the point of turning on any

light. “What happened?’

“He got in a mood as soon as | walked into the VIP suite and showed his ass,” |



answered as | sat on the couch. My eyes had adjusted to the dark so | could see his
outline, but nothing else. “I was probably there for five minutes before he put me

out.

The light came on, and | had to shield my eyes to allow them to adjust. | heard Earth
walk toward me; his large hand moved my hand from over my eyes. “The fuck
happened to your face?’ he asked, and | dropped my eyes. “Nah, look at me.” When
my eyes settled on him again, he bit his bottom lip and sighed. “This is why he sent
you home so fast, huh?’ Earth let go of my wrist and gently grabbed my chin to move
my face from side to side. “Alright.” He nodded, then let me go. “Go take a shower.”

13 Earth_”

“McCoy, please do what | asked you to do,” he said. | could tell he was struggling to
keep his temper together, and instead of arguing, | nodded and did what he asked.

After | got out of the shower, | went looking for Earth. | found him sitting on the
couch, head back, eyes closed, and gun in his hand. “Come here, Coy,” he said
without opening his eyes. As | approached him, Earth reached over and turned the
light off next to him. | tried to move past him to sit on the couch, but he grabbed me
with his free hand and pulled me into his lap. He buried his face in my neck, and we
sat in the dark, listening to each other breathe. Tears| didn’t know | was holding back
fell from my eyes, and | let them with no shame. | was so tired mentally, physically,
and emotionally. Jamel was killing something in me that | didn’t know if I’d ever be
able to get back.

“I’'mtired, Earth,” | said softly.
“1 know,” he replied with adlight nod. “But | swear this shit ain’t permanent.” He let

out a breath that tickled my skin and wrapped his arms around my waist. That small
gesture made me fedl safe, and for the first time in my life, | realized I'd never felt



that with anyone but Earth.

“1 want to go lay down,” | said, believing him.

Earth stood, easily picked me up, and walked to my room. He placed me on my feet,
and we got into bed. Earth sat up, leaning against the headboard. | got into his lap,
rested my head on his chest, and he covered us up.

“That nigga brought you there to embarrass you,” he said after a while. “It's a weak
nigga move.”

“1 figured that,” | responded. | lifted my head and looked at Earth. “1 meant what |
said earlier.”

“1 know,” he replied with a nod.

“1 just don’t know how to get out of this.”

“Yeah, you do. That's why you got me involved. | don't know how you decided to
come for me, but I’'m glad you did.”

| wanted to tell him about the night Prince died. His best friend knew he wouldn’t
leave that warehouse alive but decided | was worth saving. | wasn't sure if it was
because of his hatred for Jamel or because he saw something in me | didn’t see in
myself, but I’ d forever be indebted to Prince.

“Tell me about yourself,” | said, resting my head on his chest. Over the last few
weeks of us getting to know each other, | usually did the majority of the talking.
Earth always asked questions, never giving me a chance to do anything but answer
before he asked something else.



“My favorite color is white, but | think you already know that.” He chuckled. “I’on
like fish, but Fire does. | got a shit load of cousins, my family is big as fuck. My
mama has six siblings, and they all have at least three kids. My pop got five siblings,
and they all got at least four.”

“What’sit like growing up with family?’

“Loud,” he answered, making me laugh. “Even as adults, we are around each other al
the time, and the shit be loud as fuck. None of us have kids yet.”

“None of you?’

“Well, Shakais pregnant, but ain’t nobody running behind a kid yet,” he replied, and
| could feel him shake his head. “1 know our parents will give us the side eye once
she has her baby.”

“Who's your favorite cousin?’ | asked.

“Shaka,” he grunted. “I’d never tell her big head ass that, but she’s legit my favorite.
She's a chef, funny as fuck, you'd like her. I'maintroduce y'al when all of thisis

over.
“Why? She needs a lawyer?’

“Fuck nah.” He laughed, then stopped and sucked his teeth. “Shit, knowing Shaka,
she might. But it would help if you had strong women around you after al this is
over. Shaka has been in your shoes before. Her ex had a hands problem, but her new

niggatook care of that before we found out.”

“She’s lucky,” | mumbled.



“Why do you think that?’
“’Cause she has people in her corner. Even when she felt alone, she wasn’t. And she
had a man step up and protect her,” | replied. “Not everyone has that.”

| expected Earth to respond, but he didn’t. | looked up to see him staring at the ceiling
with his bottom lip in his mouth. He shook his head and then sighed. “Tell me about

you.

“l don't like fish, either,” | said after thinking about what he told me. “My favorite
color is matte green.”

“l figured that shit out,” he said, pointing around my room. “Tell me something
nobody knows.”

“I'm scared | won't survive this,” | answered honestly. “I’'m scared | bit off more
than | can chew, and thisis going to blow up in my face and get us both killed. Y our
family will mourn you, and I'll be laid to rest by my best friend, but eventually, I'll
be forgotten. I'm afraid?—"

My words were cut off by Earth lifting my chin to look at him. He crashed his mouth
into mine, cutting off the air going to my lungs, and | gladly let him. | wrapped my
arms around his neck at the same time he pushed his tongue into my mouth, and | felt
myself moan in pleasure. He kissed like he'd been doing it for years. He led, and |
followed without hesitation.

“1 got you, Coy,” he said when we finally separated. “ Them fears ain’t gonna become
reality.” Earth rested his forehead against mine and exhaled. “All | need you to do is

let melead. | swear on everything | love, I'll protect you.”

“Okay,” | finally agreed. “Okay.”



Earth kissed me again, his hands dliding up my shirt, and | moaned in pleasure. For
the last few years, al I’d experienced was pain, and even though his hands were
rough, his touch was gentle. | lifted, shifting my body so | could straddle his lap. Our
kiss never broke; it was like | wanted to breathe in al of him, and the only way |
could was to keep our lips connected.

Earth wrapped his hand around my neck and slightly pulled back. “1f | fuck you, ain’t
no going back,” he said lowly. | nodded, and he chuckled. “Y ou don’t know what the
fuck you just signed up for, Coy. But don’'t worry, I’'ll show your ass better than | can
tell you.”

Earth let go of my neck, grabbed my waist, and lifted me off his lap. | wanted to
protest, but before | could open my mouth, he ripped my shorts off and threw them on
the floor. | stood before him, my pussy directly in his face. He ran his hands up and
down my legs and kissed my thighs.

13 Earth_”

“Stop talkin’, baby,” he interrupted. He moved the pillows from behind him and then
laid back. “ Sit on my face.”

“What?’

“This your throne from here on out.” He licked his lips and then turned his head to
kiss my left ankle. “Whenever you feel any way except like the queen you are, thisis
where you'll sit. If | gotta remind you every fuckin’ day of who you are, then so be
it.” He turned his head and kissed my other ankle. “Now bring your pretty ass pussy
down here so | can worship you like I'm supposed to.” | hesitated briefly, and that
was all it took for Earth to let out a small laugh. “Oh, you think I'm joking?’ He
looked up at me and smirked. “Cool, hold on to that headboard ’cause I'ma make
your fuckin’ knees buckle.”



He lifted and latched onto my pussy. | grabbed onto the headboard and dropped my
head. Earth buried his face in my pussy, spread my lips with his tongue, and pushed
onto my clit with the tip of his tongue. “ Shit, Earth!” | moaned as he pulled my clit
into his mouth. My knees started to buckle, but he slapped my ass and shook his
head.

“Stand the fuck up,” he growled, then went back to sucking my clit.

“1-1-1-1 can't,” | whined as | rode his face. Every time my legs started to give out on
me, Earth would smack my ass to get me to stand up. Even though | had a problem
with men putting their hands on me, there was something about the way Earth
spanked me that caused pleasure to ripple through my body.

“You can do whatever the fuck you think you can, plus more,” Earth replied. He fell
back on the bed, then pressed his thumb into my clit. My body shook with pleasure,
and my legs started to shake. “Coy, look at me.” | looked down at him and bit into
my bottom lip. “You afuckin’ queen, baby. Y ou’re unstoppable. Now come the fuck
down here and sit on your damn throne so | can worship you.”

| lowered my body until | was resting on my knees. Earth wrapped his arms around
my thighs, and his mouth latched onto my pussy again. He licked, sucked, and
nibbled on my pussy asif he were on death row, and | was his last meal.

“Earth!” | moaned as | ran one hand along his waves and the other held tight to the
headboard. “Fuck, baby!”

“Let that shit out,” Earth prompted as he softly kissed my pussy. His goatee brushed
against my clit as he kissed around my pussy. “| aready told you, baby, thisis your
throne. You run this shit.” He flattened his tongue and licked up my pussy, making
my body shake. “Pretty ass pussy, just glistening and crying for me.” He brushed
against my clit with hisindex finger. “Cry for me.” He had me so wet | could feel my



pussy dripping. “There you go, come on. Cry for me.”

“Earth!” 1 moaned as | felt my orgasm starting to take over. “ Shit!”

“Let her cry, Coy. That's al I'm asking, baby,” he said, then pulled my pussy back
into his mouth. His tongue moved against my clit in fast circles. My hips moved in
the same direction and rhythm. When my orgasm hit, | threw my head back and cried
out.

“Shit!” | screamed as | continued to rock against his mouth. Earth didn’t stop just
because | came; he started to suck on my clit harder as if one orgasm wasn’t enough.
| pushed his head away from me and tried to stand. “Earth!”

“Move your fuckin’ hand, Coy,” he growled as | pushed against his head. “Real talk,
you fuckin’ with my meal, and I’ on like that.”

“l can’'t.” | panted and shook my head. Even though | was saying no, my body was
saying yes and was still rocking.

“Yes, the fuck you can, baby,” he said and kissed my pussy lips. “You can do
whatever you set your mind to.” He spread my pussy lips and stuck two fingersinside
me. “Now you got two options. dick or some more tongue. Y ou can pick.”

“Dick!” | moaned.

“Good fuckin' choice,” he answered with a chuckle, then pulled his fingers from me.
He kissed my pussy three more times before smacking my ass, then lifted me by the
waist. My body lowered to the bed, my back resting against the bottom half. “Take
this shit off and let me see you.” Earth pulled my shirt over my head and threw it on
the floor. He stared down at me for a few seconds before shaking his head. “ That
nigga tried to destroy you because you're a work of art.” His hands gently caressed



my body, only stopping to pinch my nipples. His words, soft touch, and look in his
eyes made tearsfill my eyes. I’d never been worshiped this way.

No one had ever catered to me.
Earth pushed my legs open with his and rested his body on top of mine. His dick
pressed against my pussy, and in one smooth motion, he pushed inside of me.

“Earth!” | moaned and arched off the bed.

“You're beautiful, smart, amazing.” He buried his face in my neck and groaned.
“You deserve everything your heart desires, plus shit you can’'t even imagine.”

“Earth!” | cried out as another orgasm started to build. “ Shit!”

“It'salright,” he coached me. “I got you. Just let that shit out.” Earth started to move
faster, pushing his dick into spots | didn’t even know | had. My body started to shake,
and my eyes rolled into the back of my head. “Earth!” | clawed at his back and bit

into his shoulder.

“l got you. Let it go, baby.”
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CHAPTER 16
EARTH

“You think you can get me out?’ | asked Nine, and he grunted. “For real, nigga, this
shit is annoying.”

“No, what’s annoying is your punk ass brother who thinks everything is a damn joke.
Between him and Krude, | feel like | have been sitting in the middle of a damn
comedy show.”

“You need to laugh, nigga,” Krude said, patting him on the back. | watched them
through the front door and shook my head. “It ain't my fault you don’t know good
jokes when you hear them.”

“You're the damn joke, Krude,” Nine replied, and | laughed.

“Get some pussy already.” Krude sighed and shook his head. “And hurry the fuck up,
| gotta pee!”

“Nigga, rush me again.” Nine looked up from his phone and mugged Krude. “1 swear
on everything | love, I’ll shoot your ass.”

“Shoot me then, nigga, ’'cause I’'m going to rush you until we in the house!” Krude
yelled, throwing his handsin the air. “I’m an open target! Blast the fuck off!”

“Krude!” | hit the door to get his attention, and he looked at me with a smirk on his



face. “Leave that nigga alone before | break your damn jaw, nigga.”
“How the fuck you gonna do that if you locked in that bitch?’ he questioned as he
dropped his arms. “Nigga, you are in there.” He pointed to the house. “I’m out here!”

He pointed to his surroundings. “We are not the same!”

The alarm disengaging echoed through the house, and | unlocked the doors. “What
the fuck you say?’ | questioned as | stepped out of the house. “Repeat it for me.”

“Nigga, I’'m not scared of you!” Krude laughed. “I’ [l say that shit again!” He took off
running, pushing me aside to get in the house. “After | pee. The baby is killing my
bladder!” He made it about six steps in before turning around and facing me. “Where
the fuck is the bathroom?’

“Down the hallway to theright,” | answered with a laugh.

“Appreciate it!” he replied, then disappeared into the house.

“1 swear | hate taking that nigga places,” Nine said, shaking his head.

“Yet you do every time,” | said, then dapped him and Fire up.

“1"m gonna stop one day,” Nine grunted, making me laugh harder.

We made our way into the house.

“Alright, bitch ass nigga, who the fuck we gotta kill for this shit?’ Fire questioned as
he looked around McCoy’s house. “I mean, this ain't a bad look when it comes to

being locked away, but that’ s beside the point. They gotta answer for this shit.”

“l got this shit on lock,” | answered with a laugh as | sat. Krude made himself



comfortable on the other couch with a fruit bowl and started flipping through the
apps. Nine stood off to the side, shaking his head, and Fire sat across from me,
already in go mode. “I need y'al for something else.”

“What's that?’ Fire questioned. His locs hung over his face like a curtain, but | could
see the dlight smirk on his face.

“Jamel finaly started showing his face again,” | said, and Fire nodded. “I wanna
snatch his ass and make him suffer.” He' d been waiting for the go since Prince was
killed.

“What you got in mind?’ Fire asked, rearing back. “I can have somebody snatch him
up tonight with no questions asked.”

“Nah,” | said, shaking my head. “I want that nigga to sweat. A one-hit kind of move
won't do it. | want this shit to be torture.”

“Why?” Nine asked. “You been putting the brakes on anyone going after him since
Prince was killed. What the fuck are you waiting on?’

“Her,” | answered, nodding at McCoy as she walked through the front door. Her steps
faltered at the sight of Fire, Krude, and Nine in her house, but she squared her
shoulders and stared me down. The boss in her wouldn't let them see her as weak,
and | loved that. | knew this shit would be a surprise to her. | had plans for her,
especially after seeing that bruise on her face last night and putting my dick in her.
This shit was now beyond him killing my boy—he' d touched my wife.

“Well, shit,” Fire said lowly, causing meto chuckle. “I get it now, nigga.”

“What's good, fam?’ Krude said to her, then popped a grape into his mouth. “Y o’
spot nice.”



“Thank you,” McCoy replied, then turned to look a me. Her dark brown eyes
sparkled with questions, and | shook my head. My friends and family didn’t move
like most niggas. They didn’t take minutes, hours, days, or weeks to figure out if they
fucked with you. It took seconds. They moved off energy, and even though | knew
McCoy was silently questioning me, they watched her to see how she moved. Her
energy in those brief seconds determined how they moved, and since they were all
relaxed, | knew she was good. “ Earth?’

“That’s Krude,” | said, nodding to Krude, who threw his hand up but kept watching
The Lion King Il as if he wasn’'t a grown- ass man. “Beside you is Nine.” Nine
nodded with a smirk on his face. “And that’s Fire. The one who would' ve killed
everybody without a second thought.” Fire stood, walked over to her, and put his
hand out.

“Not one thought, shorty,” he said, shaking her hand. “Y ou got the right brother.”

“The fuck you mean, got the right brother?” Krude asked as he paused the TV and
turned to face us. “ She went looking for you or something?’

“She had me snatched,” | answered, knowing Krude would have a field day with the
information. “In broad daylight.”

“Get the fuck outta here! | was just joking about that shit earlier!” he yelled. “She's
little as fuck, niggal How did she get your big ass?’ He dlid off the couch, laughing
the entire time. “1 swear on everything, I'm callin’ the fam! Y ou are never living this
shit down!”

“It'scool.” | shrugged. “Ay, come here, Coy. Let me holla at you.”

“Make yourself at home,” McCoy said to the fellas, and they all nodded.



“Legit, we are, but don't worry, | won't break shit!” Krude yelled as we made our
way to the kitchen.

“Tak to me,” | said, leaning against the counter and crossing my arms over my chest.

“How did they get into my house?’ she asked, setting her purse on the counter.

“Nine,” | answered with a shrug. She already knew that he was good with computers
so there was no need to explain any further.

“And your brother?’

“Fire goeswhere | go.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I mean, how is he handling al this?’

“Fire cool.” | wiped my hands over my mouth. | liked the fact that she was worried
about my family.

“Why are they here?’ She washed her hands at the sink and then started grabbing
food from the fridge to start cooking. | noticed she used cooking to escape when she
was about to overthink a situation. “We had an agreement. You stay hidden, your
family does what they need to do, and once Jamel isdead, I'll et you go.”

“Change of plans,” | said, shaking my head. McCoy’s eyes locked on me, and | saw
the tears forming. “We're still going to kill that nigga, but this hiding shit is dead. We
are doing this shit my way.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “We have aplan.”

“We got anew one.”



“No!” She slammed her hand on the counter. “We have to do this my way!”

“Nah, that's not happening, Coy,” | told her. | got that she needed this control, but this
shit was moving too slow for me. Jamel was putting his hands on her without a
second thought, and in public, which let me know this nigga didn’'t give a fuck. The
last thing | would ever be able to live with was him killing her, and | was locked in
her house with no way out.

“Damn it, Earth!”

| walked over to her, closing the space between us, and pulled her close. “Chill, and
let me handle this,” | said into her ear. “I wouldn't do shit to have you out here
looking crazy and won't shit be linked back to you. You wanted a killer in your
corner, and you got it. Now, let me do what | do.”

McCoy turned around and stared up at me. Tears pooled in her eyes, and when she
blinked, they slowly fell. “I’'m scared,” she softly replied, and | nodded.

A big piece of me wanted to scream at the top of my lungs that she didn’t have shit to
fear, but | knew that wouldn’t do shit. McCoy needed action; she'd never had a nigga
In her corner who was legit just there for her. | didn’t want anything from her but her
heart, but | knew | had to prove that.

“You asked meto trust you in the beginning of all thisand now it’s my turn to ask the
same of you,” | said, wiping her tears. “You’ve been through enough and now that
shit is over. I'm not gonna lie to you and say | knew from jump you were ready to
leave Jamel, but | see that shit now. Y ou’ve made the first step and now it’s on me to
finish it. | won't move without you knowing first, okay?” She nodded, and |
chuckled. “Nah, Coy, open your mouth. Is that cool 7’

“Yes,” she said, nodding.



“Cool.” | dropped a kiss on her lips and let her go. “Let me go talk to these niggas
real quick, then I’ll be back.”

“Oh, we're about to get put out,” Krude said as soon as | walked into the living room.
“I've seen that ook before. I’ ve had that 1ook before.”

“Nigga, what?’ Fire questioned, looking up from his phone. He took one look at me,
laughed, and stood up. “Never mind, you're right.”

“1 know,” Krude said without looking up from the TV. “Let me hear my song real
fast, then we can head out.”

“Your song?’ Nine questioned. “It'safuckin’ Disney movie!”

“ Deception! Disgrace! ” Krude started singing, ignoring Nine. He turned the TV up
as loud as possible and dropped the remote on the couch. “ Evil as plain as the scar on
hisface! ”

“l swear | hate this nigga,” Nine said, shaking his head. “I’'m calling Ex and tellin’
him to get another DeCorte to keep me company so he knows | haven't killed his
damn cousin yet.”

Fire started to laugh and headed toward the door.
“ He asked for trouble the moment he came! Deception! An outrage! Disgrace! For
shame! Y ou know these outsider types. Evil as plain as the scar on his face. See you

later, agitator! ” Krude walked out of the living room, singing at the top of hislungs.

“That niggaiswild,” Fire said as he dapped me up. We pulled each other into a hug
and then let go. “Let me know what you need me to do.”



“I will.” | dapped him up again, loving that even though | knew my brother wasn't
100 percent sure what | was doing, he didn’t hesitate to back me up.

“She'sfine, though,” Fire said, nodding toward the kitchen. “1 knew you had taste.”

“Get the fuck out, nigga,” | said, pushing him toward the door as we laughed.

“Cal Mama and tell her you're good,” Fire said once we were at the door. “She has
been stressing and shit, and you know how that fucks with her sickle cell.”

“I’ll call her tonight,” | said.

“Nah, go see her,” Fire said, shaking his head. “Bring her with you, too, so she knows
this wasn't no bullshit and Shorty legit. She gonna have to deal with Mama and
Breeze.”

“Tomorrow.”

“Alright,” Fire agreed. “Call me so we can get this shit together.”

“In the AM. | gotta handle this shit with her.”

“Ohyeah, | heard her yellin’ at yo' ass.” Firelaughed. “Youin trouble.”

“Fuck you, nigga,” | said, then closed the glass door in his face before he could
respond.

Fire laughed and flipped me off before walking to Nine' struck and getting in. | didn’t
move from my spot until they pulled off, and the alarm system alerted me it had been
re-engaged.



Laughing, | went back to the kitchen to find it empty. The oven was on, and | smelled
something cooking, but | didn’'t open it to see what it was. | flipped off the light and
headed to McCoy’s office, only to find it empty. Surprised, | made my way to her
room. Her phone rang from the bathroom, but | didn’'t attempt to move. The shower
was cut off just as| sat on the end of the bed and waited for her to come out.

“No, Lynx.” She sighed as she grabbed the jar of body butter off the end table next to
her bed. “I can’'t do lunch tomorrow. | need to handle something here.” She dropped
her towel, and | bit into my bottom lip to keep from groaning. Her body was perfect.
She had thick thighs, a fat ass, big ass titties, more than likely a G cup, and her
stomach had a little pudge just like | loved. Even the scars and bruises couldn’t take
away from how bad she was.

When | grunted, her eyes locked on me through the mirror. | stood, not giving a fuck
that she was on the phone. Her best friend was about to hear her get dicked the fuck
down.

“Lynx, I’'m not hiding anything from you,” McCoy said as | stepped behind her. |
pressed my body against her, my back to her front, and buried my face in her neck. |
knew she could feel how hard my dick was, and when she pushed her ass back some,
| chuckled. | backed up, then lowered to the ground and turned her around. | kissed
each scar on her front before turning her around again and kissing all the wounds and
bruises on her back. | stood and wrapped my arms around her as | bit into her neck.
My fingers found her pussy, and she was so damn hot and wet, | groaned when |
stuck them inside of her. McCoy’s breath hitched as | pressed into her clit. “Nothing
Iswrong.”

“You better not fuckin’ scream til | tell you to,” | said into her ear, then kissed it.
McCoy nodded as | pulled my fingers from her pussy and stuck them in her mouth. |
watched her through the mirror as she sucked her juices off my fingers. “Get the fuck
off the phone unless you want your best friend to hear you get the best dick you've



ever had.”

“Let me call you back, Lynx,” she said, then hung up without letting her reply.

| stepped back, pushed her forward, and smacked her ass. | dropped my shorts and
boxer briefs and lined myself up. | thought her pussy was hot on my fingers, but
feeling it on the tip of my dick, upped it to another level.

“Fuck!” McCoy yelled as | sslammed into her. She dropped her phone on the dresser
and gripped its edge. “Oh, my fuckin’ goodness! Damn it, Earth!”

“Shut that shit up!” | groaned as | grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled it so that
she had to look at me through the mirror. “I told yo' ass not to scream until | told you
to!” | pushed into her harder, knocking into her body with so much force, the mirror
slammed into the wall.

“Earth!” she moaned.

Her pussy clamped down on my dick so hard, | had to stop moving for a second or |
was going to nut. | stared at her through the mirror. The bruise on her face was
starting to form, and the shit pissed me off. “I’'ma kill that nigga myself, you
understand me?’ | pulled out of McCoy and slapped my dick against her pussy. She
was dripping wet; my dick was coated with her cream. | slammed back into her,
making her scream again. “Y eah, this pussy is mine. Fuck that nigga Jamel. Matter of
fact, fuck his entire family. Y ou belong to me, McCoy, do you understand?’

“Yes!” She moaned as she threw her ass back.

“Say it then!” | grabbed her leg, lifted it, and set it on the dresser to give me better
access to her pussy. “ Say this shit ismine! Say you belong to me!”



“I"myours!”

“Nah,” | taunted as | cupped her pussy and pressed into her clit. “ Scream that shit for
the world to hear!” | slammed harder into her pussy. “Say | belong to Earth Marcel
Carlson! The head of DBB! I'm his fuckin’ woman now! | run the nigga that runs
DBB!”

“l belong to Earth Marcel Carlson.” She sobbed as | fucked her. | wasn't letting up.
She was going to scream my fucking name because she was mine.

“What the fuck else, McCoy?’ | smacked her ass, and she hissed in pleasure. “Huh,
baby? What the fuck else did | tell you to say? Declare that shit!”

“1 belong to Earth Marcel Carlson! The head of DBB. I’'m his fuckin’” woman now! |
run the nigga that runs DBB!” Her head dropped forward, and her body started to
shake. Her pussy milked my dick, and | loved that shit. | was home; her pussy was
my place of solitude. “ Shit!”

“Y eah, baby, let this pussy cry for me!”

“I'm cummin’, Earth!” She moaned, and | pulled out of her. | grabbed her other leg,
lifted her body so she was doing a handstand on the dresser, and buried my face in
her pussy. The taste of her was better than | ever expected. Her pussy would forever
be my favorite meal. “Earth!” She came hard, squirting into my mouth, and | drank
her juices like | was dying from thirst.

| didn’t give her a chance to get herself together before | lowered her to the ground
and slammed my dick back into her. “Fuck!” | groaned and shook my head. She felt

tighter and wetter since cumming. “Where do you want this nut, baby?’

“Inside mel” she moaned. “Cum inside me.”



Her words were like music to my ears. My nuts tightened, and my body got hot. Even
though I’d fucked raw in the past, I'd never nutted in a woman, not even last night.
But | didn’t want my nut anywhere else but inside McCoy.

“Earth!” McCoy moaned. “Cum, baby!” She slammed her hand onto the dresser.
“Shit! I’'m cummin’ again.”

“Let that pussy cry for me, Coy,” | said as| bit into her back. “Let her cry again, and
I’ll cum.”

“Shit!” she moaned as her body started to shake. | let her orgasm take over her body,
then | pushed my dick fully into her and nutted, making sure she got every drop of
me.

| pulled my dick out of her, hating | wasn't still in her warmth, then grabbed her
hand. “Take this fuck nigga' s ring off.” | stared down at her hand. | wasn’'t going to
do it for her. If she was going to ride with me, then she was going to declare that shit.

Without hesitation, she pulled the ring off her finger and dropped it on the dresser.
When she looked up at me, | grabbed her around the neck and pulled her close. My
lips hovered over hers, and | chuckled. “You're mine for real, Coy. | don’'t give a
fuck about shit else. You belong to me.” | crashed my mouth into hers, kissing her
with all the passion I'd just fucked her with.
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CHAPTER 17
MCCOY

“Let me get your keys.” Earth had his hand out, waiting before | could respond.
“Legit, baby, come on.”

“Where are you going?’ | asked as | dug into my purse. | was trying my hardest not
to spaz out. He' d asked me to trust him and let him lead, and | was trying to do just
that.

“We are going to see my mama,” he answered as | dropped the keys into his hand. |
reared back, surprised, but didn't say anything. “You thought | was playing last
night?’

“ About?’

Earth stepped into my space and pulled me by the bottom of my shirt to him so |
could close the little space we had between us. *Y ou belong to me, Coy. What's mine
is yours, and that includes my family. Me being locked up here for weeks and not
talking to my mamais probably killing her. That’s gotta be fixed ASAP.”

“I"'m sorry,” | replied, shaking my head. “I didn’t think this all the way through.”

“It's cool.” He dropped a kiss on my lips. “Mama might be a little standoffish, but
she will understand why you did what you did once we tell her.”



“You sure?’ | questioned him, not believing his family would be so understanding.
Y es, his brother and friends seemed to be yesterday, but his mother and father would
be a different story. Even though he was grown, it was their job to protect him.

“It'll be cool.” He laughed and kissed me again. | wanted to climb up his body to
keep this feeling, but | didn’t. He pulled back, wiped the corner of his mouth, and
smiled. “Bring your fine ass on so you can see I’m aman of my word.”

Earth drove my truck to his parents house, less than ten minutes from mine. The
house was precisely the type of home | pictured for his parents. wrought-iron fence
with along driveway that led to a beautiful three-story house. Earth parked in front of
the back garage he said his parents had built a few years ago so they didn't block their
driveway when he and his siblings came over.

A tall man with skin the color of melted chocolate, dark eyes, along nose, full lips, a
goatee, and a mean expression on his face came out the back door, a big gun in his
hand. Earth chuckled, then shut the truck off. The windows were blacked out so we
could see, but no one could see in. “That’s my pop,” Earth said, leaning back in his
seat and shaking his head. “Y oung Carlson looks mean, but nigga is a teddy bear to
every woman in the family.”

“You sure?’ | questioned him, not believing what he was saying.

“Yep, watch this shit.” Earth kissed me again, then got out of the truck. | watched as
his daddy stared at his son for a few seconds, then dropped his head and visibly took
a deep breath. Earth walked over to his father and hugged him. His shoulders shook
as he cried and patted his son’s back. He spoke into Earth's ear, and he nodded before
stepping back. Y oung looked over his shoulder, and Earth nodded before running his
hand over his face, then turning to face me. He walked back over to the car and
opened the door. “Get out, Coy.”



After | got out, Earth closed the door, took my hand, and walked me over to his
daddy. Up close, | saw the resemblance between father and son, but something told
me Earth looked like his mother.

“You're the woman who stole my son?’ Young asked, and | nodded. “Was it for a
good reason?’

“Yes, sir,” | answered with a nod.

Y oung nodded his head, not needing any more information. “Alright, well, come on.
His mama is in the house sleep, so y'al might as well get this over with. She's
probably gonna cuss alot, so be prepared.”

“She been feeling aright?’ Earth asked, and his daddy nodded. “Y ou sure?’

“She good,” he answered with a laugh. “ She sat up al night on the phone with your
sister. You know how Breeze is. She throws herself into work when she's stressed,
and your mama ain’t want her up alone, so they sat on FaceTime al night.”

“I’m sorry, Pop.” Earth sighed.

“No reason to be sorry,” he replied. We walked into the living room, and | realized |
was right. Earth may have had some of his father’s features, but he was his mama’'s
twin.

Earth didn’'t let my hand go as he kneeled next to his mama and rested his forehead
against the side of her face. “Mama, open your eyes,” he said softly. The gentleness
in his voice made tears fill my eyes. There was no doubt in my mind this was an
action Earth did a lot with her. His mama stirred for a second, and Earth chuckled.
“Come on now, old woman, open your eyes.”



“Earth, move.” She groaned and tried to push him away.

“Mama, Pop in your kitchen trying to cook.” Earth chuckled, then stood up.

His mama's eyes popped open, and she looked around. “Y oung, if your black assisin
my kitch—" She stopped talking and jumped up from the couch. “Earth!” She threw
her arms around Earth and let out a small cry. “ Thank you, God!”

“You missed a nigga, huh?’ Earth laughed as he hugged his mama. “I was gone a
week.”

“Earth, | thought you were dead!” she fussed as she pulled back from him. Her small
hands went to his face, and she stared at him. “Do you know what that was like? Why
the fuck would you do that?’

“I can explain,” he replied with a smirk. She let his face go and hit him in the arm.
Earth let my hand go and rubbed the spot she hit. “Damn, | forgot how hard you hit!”

“1 should beat your ass for scaring me like that!” she fussed as she hit him again.
“I"ve been worried sick, and you're standing here, talking about | hit hard?’ She
threw her hands in the air and shook her head. “Y oung, give me your damn belt!” She
turned to her husband and put her hand out. Her husband laughed and started to take
his belt off.

“Damn, it's like that, Pop?’ Earth questioned him.

“That’s my wife, Earth. You' d do the same shit,” his daddy replied as he handed his
wife the belt.

“Now explain to me why | shouldn’t beat your ass!” his mama said, turning to face
him with the belt in her hand.



“Because—" Earth started to say, then stopped talking when he felt my hand on his
back.

“Because what?’ his mama questioned. She pushed past him and stared at me with a
surprised look. For a brief second, | wondered what she saw when she looked at me.
Earth had told me not to wear any makeup to allow my skin to breathe, but | knew
my lip was swollen and my cheek was bruised. “Baby girl, what happened to you?’
She dropped the belt, pushed Earth entirely out of the way, and cupped my facein her
hands.

“Mama, thisis McCoy Toliver,” Earth said, but she waved him off. “Coy, thisis my
mama.”

“Earth, what happened to this baby?’

“lain't doit,” Earth replied.

“1 know you aren’t stupid,” she said, waving him off. “Come on, Coy, let’s go talk.”

“Yes, maam,” | said, nodding. My eyes went to Earth, and he nodded before his
mama pulled me out of the living room.
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CHAPTER 18
EARTH
“She’ s in good hands with your mama,” Pop said, and | nodded.

“l aready know,” | replied, running my hand over my face. | needed a shave and
haircut. “1 need y’all to keep an eye on her while | go do some shit.”

“Take your brother with you.” Pop handed me the gun in his hand, and | nodded.
“Don’t do shit that can be linked back to y’all.”

“Never,” | said, shaking my head. | dapped him up, pulled him into a quick hug, and
went to find Mama and McCoy.

“Breeze will be here in a little while,” 1 heard Mama say as | pushed open her
bedroom door. McCoy sat on the edge of the bed while Mama paced in front of her. |
knew how my mama was. She didn’'t give a fuck about pissing anybody off, but she
was loyal to a fucking tee. That was why | knew bringing McCoy here was the
smartest thing to do.

“Coy?’ | called out, and she looked up at me and smiled. “Come here, baby.” She got
up from the bed and walked over to me. | pulled her to me and kissed her lips. “I

gotta make arun, go pick up Fire, and make some shit happen.”

“Areyou going to kill him today?’ she asked, getting straight to the point.



“Nah.” | laughed and shook my head. “I want to make that nigga suffer. I’ma take
down his whole crew, then come for that nigga.” There was no reason to beat around
the bush and play like she didn’t know what the fuck | was going to be on. “After |
get back, we are going out to dinner. Dress in something sexy.”

11 ”

“I'll call Shaka and Mahogany,” Mama interjected before Coy could turn me down. |
nodded, then dropped another kiss on McCoy before leaving.

“Fire outside,” Pop said when | returned to the living room. He was sitting on the
couch, smoking a blunt and watching SportsCenter. “He got Domo and West with

him.

“Appreciate it, Pop.”

My brother stood, leaning against McCoy’s truck while Domo and West Donovan
talked. Domo was a cool nigga, goofy just like the rest of Fire's crew, but he had a
little bit more of a serious side, especially since he'd gotten with Aurora Cooper.
West Rollin was just as crazy as Fire. Nigga was trigger-happy and had a mean streak
amilelong.

“If weain't killin’, I’on need to be here,” West said as | dapped him up. “I ain't had
pussy, and I’ m short-tempered.”

“Soren still ignoring your ass?’ | asked with alaugh. Soren was his friend who didn’t
give that nigga the time of day. She hooped professionaly in the WNBA with
Krude's cousin. She was good as hell, too. She was one of those women who played
ball with the fellas growing up, so her game was different. | had nothing but respect
for her and loved seeing her shine.



“Shewon't give a nigga the time of day even after she saw me drop all my hoes afew
weeks ago,” West answered, and | laughed. “1 swear as soon as her season is over,
I’m snatching her ass up, and | don’t give a fuck who got something to say about it.”

“This nigga was kidnapped by his woman, so he can’'t say shit.” Fire laughed, and |
mushed his head. “Don’t be mad at me’ cause you got snatched.”

“Fuck you, nigga,” | replied, then dapped up Domo, who was laughing. “The
principal let you out to play, nigga?’

“Plum put my ass out as soon as she saw this nigga name pop up on my phone.”
Domo shrugged. “ Said I’ m stressing her out or some shit like that.”

“Tell mewhat’s going on whileweride,” | said, unlocking McCoy’ s truck.

We climbed in and drove to the city and into Jamel’s neighborhood. Domo broke
down his issues with his woman on the drive over, and | listened. They’d been
through some shit, and their relationship was pretty new, so | knew my boy was
going through it. But he loved Aurora and wasn’t about to let shit change that.

“What’s the plan?’ Fire asked as we sat in front of one of Jamel’s trap houses. |
didn’t need his drugs or money, but | was going to take shit on the principle. He
couldn’t keep his hands off McCoy, then | was going to give that nigga something to
stress over. “We just going in there, snatching and knockin’ them niggas off?’

“Yep,” | answered with anod. It wasn't dark, so the block was active. Niggas sat on
porches, talking and smoking. Bitches walked up and down, trying to get niggas
attention, and kids played.

“It's kids over there,” Fire said, nodding toward a small group of kids three houses
down.



“They know how to scatter,” West said as he checked over his gun. “But just in case,
I’ [l shoot once into the ground to get them moving.”

Nothing else needed to be said as we got out of the car. West let off a round into the
ground near us, and just like we expected, everyone scattered. | kicked the front door
of the trap house in, and without a care as to who was there, started shooting. | killed
the first two niggas | saw sitting on the couch while Fire killed the two standing in the
back. We moved through the house. Each room had at least two people in it that we
killed, but we all paused at the last room. A baby crib sat in the middle of the room,
and a little boy no older than one sat in the middle of the crib. He was filthy and
stunk.

“This nigga had a kid in here?’ Fire asked, picking the little boy up. He didn’t even
cry; he stared at Fire, then smiled, showing a few teeth in his mouth. Fire looked at
me and shook his head. “I’m not leaving him, man.”

“The fuck you gonna do with a kid, Fire?’ | rebutted, knowing it didn’'t matter. My
brother wasn't letting the little boy go. Fire stared at me with a twisted expression on
hisface. “Y ou know what, take him. Grab whatever you think you gonna need.”

“1’on want none of this shit,” Fire said, kicking at boxes in the corner of the room. A
little boy identical to the baby in his arms crawled out from behind them when they
fell. “It's two of y'all?’ Fire stuffed his gun in his pants and picked up the other little
boy. “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”

“You got the money?’ | asked Domo, who nodded. He looked over at Fire, then back
at me, and | shook my head. “He ain’t gonna leave them here.”

“This nigga pulled two kids out of thin air and Krude walking around, talkin’ about
he pregnant by Megan. Plum giving me a baby for sure now,” Domo replied.



We made our way out with the money, drugs, and two babies. | knew no one would
say shit to the police if they came, but for good measure, | made sure the block saw
my face. This might have been Jamel’s neighborhood, but niggas knew not to fuck
with me. Plus, | wanted Jamel to know I'd done this shit and for the streets to see he
was a fucking liar. He'd told them he'd killed me; now he was going to have to
explain me taking out one of histrap houses.

“Nigga, let’s go. | gotta get these babies in some water! They stink!” Fire yelled from
the passenger seat. | nodded, got in, and pulled off, ensuring | took my time leaving.

“He stole a baby, Young!” Mama yelled as she paced in front of Fire and me. The
babies were bathed and fed and now sleeping on a palet on the floor next to the

couch. “Oh no. Not just one but two!”

“They were in atrap house, Mama,” Fire said as he patted the boys on their backs so
they wouldn’t wake up. “1 wasn't about to leave them.”

“Did you find a birth certificate?” Mama questioned, and we shook our heads. “Did
you look for one?’

“Nope,” Fire answered with asmirk. “I can get that shitif | need it.”

“If you need it?" She stared a Fire like he had two heads. “How the hell do you
expect to raise two kids without one? Or a social ?’

“I’ll get that shit made, too,” Fire replied with agrunt. “It ain’t hard if you know the
right people, and | know the right people.”

“Fire!”

“Mama.” He cut her off and shook his head as he stood. “They are my boys now.



You're either going to accept and love them like they came from my nuts, or we're
out. It's ssimple. You ain't gotta agree with how they got here, but | wouldn’t be the
man | amif | left them there.”

Mama and Fire stared at each other for a second before she nodded and pulled Fire
into a hug. “Name them, and it better be something good, too.”

“Ocean and Lake,” Fire said, hugging Mama back. “We aready got the other
elements. We might as well finish it off.”

“Whatever!” she said, pushing away from him. “Get into contact with whoever you
need to get in contact with and get the paperwork together. The last thing you need is
to get caught up with two kidsthat aren’'t yours.”

“Yes, maam.” He laughed. “Now start loving on them babies ' cause | bet they need
it.”

“Let them sleep,” Mama said, staring down at them. “| bet thisisthe first timein their
short lives they’ ve dlept on afull belly and in a clean diaper.”

“No doubt,” Fire agreed, then clapped his hands. “Well, let's start shopping then
"cause | don’'t know what kids need, and they gonna need alot of shit.”

| left Mama and Fire talking in the living room and searched for McCoy. | told her to
be ready to go when | returned, but | hadn’t gotten a chance to do the same. | found
her in my room, fast asleep. | took a quick shower, dressed in ball shorts and a wife
beater, and climbed in the bed with her.

“You're back?" she asked without opening her eyes.

“Yeah, Coy,” | answered as| pulled her close.



“Y ou okay?’

“Now | am,” | answered honestly as | buried my face in her neck. “Ay, | gotta ask
you something.” She rolled over and stared at me. “Does Jamel have any kids you
know of ?’

“No, why?’

“There were two babies at the trap house we went to,” | said as McCoy sat up. “We
didn’t leave them; they’ re downstairs.”

“Okay,” she said, nodding.
“You wanna go see them?’ | asked, trying to figure out where her head was. There
was a chance her nigga had kids on her. Even though they had a fucked-up

relationship, | knew shit had to hurt to some degree.

“No,” she denied, shaking her head. She stretched her arms over her head, making her
shirt lift and pushing her titties up. | licked my lips.

“Why not?’

“1 always knew Jamel wasn't shit, | can't deny that, but they aren't his kids.” She
shook her head.

“How do you know that?’ | reared back to get a good look at her face. “Nigga’s nuts
didn’t drop something?’

“They did but got pushed back up there when he was ten.”

“What?’ | laughed.



“He said he had an accident when he was younger. He was riding his bike and slipped
somehow and dropped onto the middle bar instead of the seat and fucked himself up.”
She shrugged like it was no big deal. “He can’t have kids, so those babies aren’t his.”

“Man, that’s crazy.” | continued to laugh. “But get up, we ' bout to head home.”
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CHAPTER 19
MCCOY

“Nah, Shaka, this shit is perfect,” Earth said to his cousin. The beautiful woman stood
next to the stove, cutting peppers. Every so often, she’d look up at me and smile. Her
big belly prohibited her from moving too fast, but she worked at a speed that made
me want to sit here and watch her work her magic. She was efficient with her knives
and time, and | loved watching a black woman work in the kitchen. | spent hours
watching cooking shows and doing just that on social media. “Like | ain’t gonna ask
you for nothing else, watch.”

“No.” She shook her head and pointed the sharp knife at him. “Y ou’re going to buy
me an amazing baby shower gift.”

“Man, what you want?’ Earth sucked his teeth. Even though he tried to pretend he
was annoyed, | could tell from the dlight smirk on his face he'd give his cousin
whatever she asked for. “Whatever it is, it comes from my whole group, too.”

“No, it's not,” Shaka replied. “Auntie, Uncle Young, and Breeze aready gave me
their gifts. It'sjust you and Fire left.”

“I’ll drop a stack in your account tomorrow.” Earth laughed, and she rolled her eyes.
“For real, | don’'t have time to shop.”

“Make it two,” she countered, and Earth reared back in his seat. Shaka crossed her
arms over her chest and stared down her cousin.



“I’ll seewhat | can do,” he replied, and she giggled. | could tell from their banter they
were close. The stories he told me over the past few days were only a glimpse into
their relationship. Seeing their banter in person was cute.

“You good?’ she asked him when he started rubbing his knees. “Have you been
stressed?’ Shaka's eyes bounced from me to Earth with evident concern. | bit my
bottom lip, trying to figure out what was happening.

“This crazy ass girl kidnapped me. What do you think?’ Earth grunted. Shaka nodded
and let out a deep breath. Earth noticed her hesitation and shook his head. “I’'m cool,
Shaka. Stop trippin’ and tell me how you are going to protect my honor from her
kidnapping me and shit.”

“That was just foreplay, is all,” Shaka said, waving him off. Earth sucked his teeth,
and it took everything in me to keep from laughing out loud. “No, but serioudly, you
okay? No flare-ups or anything?’

“Nah, just a little stiff,” Earth denied. “You actin’ like you worried about a nigga.
Y ou must’ ve missed me, huh?’

“Hell nah,” Shaka denied and rolled her eyes.

“Lies.” Earth laughed. “Just admit that shit.”

“You got me over here cooking while I’'m eight months pregnant, knowing how
Keefeis, and you asking meif | missed your black ass? Double them two stacks.”

“Leave me out of this, baby,” Keefe said from the corner. He hadn’t said much since
they arrived, but | could tell he’d been paying attention to their conversation just like
| was from how he would grunt every so often. “You know, just like | do, you
weren't going to tell Earth no. Especially since talking to Breeze earlier, and she



mentioned his new girlfriend.”

“Speaking of a new girlfriend,” Shaka said, smiling. Her dark eyes sparkled with
excitement as she stared at me. “Tell me about yourself.”

“Not much to tell.” | shrugged. “I’'m alawyer.”

“Oh yeah, we need one of those in this family.” Shakalaughed. “ Any siblings?’

“Not that | know of,” | said, shaking my head. | hesitated for a second, then glanced
over at Earth. His family had welcomed me, knowing what I’'d done. Yet | was
holding back from them. Whenever someone asked me about my personal life, I'd
give one or two-word answers. They deserved more than that. “I was put up for
adoption when | was a kid, grew up in the system. For all | know, | could have a
bunch of siblings out there, or | could be the last of my lineage.”

“How’ d you get your name?’

“1t was the last name of the cop who found me.”

“Found you?’ Earth asked. I'd never gone into detail about what | knew about my
past, except with Lynx, and even she didn’t know the whole story. “Y ou weren't born
in a hospital ?’

“No,” | said, shaking my head. “I was dumped outside of a police station. My
umbilical cord was still attached and wrapped in a Lincoln University t-shirt. The
police believe | was dumped there by a college student who didn’t know what else to
do.”

“How did you get those bruises?’ she said, pointing at my face. “I know it wasn’t
Earth, so who wasit?’ | opened my mouth, but no words came out. “Y ou know what,



don't say anything. | have a friend that will handle that for you. She's a little hot-
headed, but she has good aim. I'll introduce you two; we can do lunch this week.”
She nodded asiif it were decided, and | had no choice.

“You're not introducing her to Paxton,” Earth said, shaking his head. “ She ain’'t ready
for all that.”

“We will see about all that,” Shaka said, waving him off. She turned, mouthed that
she would call me later with details, then went back to cooking.

“Come here, Coy,” Earth said, pulling my chair close to him. He buried his face in
my neck and took a deep breath.

“You okay?’ | ran my hand over his smooth cheek. Most women might have loved a
full beard on aman, but | preferred Earth to have a goatee.

“Yeah,” he answered. “Y ou good? My family ain’t too much, are they?’

“No,” | answered with a small laugh. “They are everything | thought a big family
would belike. It'salot of moving pieces but nothing | can’'t handle.”

“You sure?’ He lifted his head and looked at me with a serious expression. “Fire and
Shaka are alot to handle sometimes, even for me.

“They arefine,” | said, smiling.

Earth looked over at Shaka, who was finishing up the food. “Just say the word, and
I’ll put her out.”

“She’'sfine.” | laughed, and Earth grunted.



“Alright, come on,” he said, then stood. | was alittle apprehensive but simultaneously
curious about what he had up his sleeve. | stood up; Earth took my hand and pulled
me out of the kitchen. “ Shaka, make sure you lock up. Keefe, it was good seeing you,
my guy. Hit me up thisweek. | got some shit | wanna discuss.”

We went to his bedroom, and he closed and locked the door. “Alright, so you know
where most of everything is, right?’ Earth said after he started to strip.

After we left his parents house, Earth took me home and told me to pack for at least
two weeks. | didn’t think twice about his request as | threw clothes into suitcases. My
work laptop went everywhere with me, so | wasn't worried about work. His house
was different from mine; size-wise, it was close, but the feel was more of a home
instead of a placeto lay your head.

“No.” | laughed, and he grunted. “I’ ve been to the kitchen, the room you said | could
use as an office, in here, the living room and garage.”

“The important rooms,” he replied as he walked to the closet in the corner of his
room. He returned with a towel in his hand, dressed in white swimming shorts, and
looked at me with a blank expression. “Why are you still dressed?’

“Because you didn’t tell me what we were doing.”

“Oh, we are getting in the hot tub.” He dropped the towel on the bed as he walked
past it. “Come on, my body is getting stiff, and | need to relax.”

“Then get in without me,” | suggested, and he grunted. “What’ s the noise about?’
“1 want you to get in with me,” he answered. Earth moved quickly to strip me out of

my shirt and shorts. | stood in front of him in my boy shorts and bra, covered in
bruises and scars, yet Earth looked at me asif | was perfect. “Come on.”



The hot tub sat in the corner of his balcony, overlooking his backyard. His yard was
beautiful, with flowers surrounding his property, a large saltwater pool he said he
used year-round as we pulled up, and a basketball court in the corner. The garage he
parked my car in wasn't attached to the house, but he said a three-car garage was
connected. He planned to park my truck in there once | decided which of hiscars1’d
be driving.

Earth sat in the corner, his arms stretched out, his head back, eyes closed. | wanted to
let him relax, but he wasn't having it. As soon as | stepped into the water, he reached
for me and pulled meinto hislap.

“If you're stiff, | shouldn’t bein your lap,” | said, trying to get up.

“Man, be still,” he said softly. “You're coal. | like having you close.”

“You'll get tired of me,” | mumbled softly, and he lifted his head to look at me. The
scowl on his face made me bite into my bottom lip. Before Jamel, | could never be
described as atimid woman. It had taken him years of mental and then physical abuse
to beat me down to the unsure person who was sitting in Earth’ s lap.

“Let’s have this conversation right now so we ain’t gotta have it again, cool?’ he
asked, and | nodded. “Alright. | get that nigga fucked up your head, but I’'m not. | got
thirty years on this earth, and the entire time | have been here, | have been a real
nigga. I'd never play games with you or your mind. It’s not in me to do that shit. You
are too fuckin’ special for that shit. But | need you never to underestimate yourself
again. You're not allowed to down yourself. | don't play when it comes to my
woman. I'll protect you, no matter what, even if that means | gotta protect you from
yourself. Y ou got me?’

“Yeah.”



“Nah, man, | don’t think you do,” he said, kissing me. The second his lips touched
mine, | melted. Earth kissed me so passionately, | had no choice but to believe his
words. He wasn't Jamel; hell, Jamel could never be compared to Earth on his best
day, and | had to remember that.

“Okay,” | said once we pulled apart. My pussy was throbbing, and | could feel how
hard his dick was through his shorts.

“Raise up alittle,” heinstructed. | lifted my body alittle, and he pulled my boy shorts
off and dropped them over the side of the hot tub. “Y ou the type of woman niggas
spend their childhood dreaming about, and when they become men, they search for.”
He ran his hands up and down my sides. Every scar, bruise, and tender spot on my
body seemed to scream for his attention, but Earth never took his eyes off mine.
“Yeah, the way we met was a little crazy, but shit was meant to happen. You were
supposed to be sent to me. I'on know if it was my guardian angel or Prince sent you,
but | know both of them niggas knew | needed you to give me peace.”

“How do you know it was your guardian angel and not mine?’ | asked as | ran my
finger aong hisjaw. | wanted to yell Prince was his guardian angel, or more so, mine,
because he sent me to him.

“Well, whoever it was, they knew what the fuck they were doing,” he said with a
laugh. “But the shit doesn’t matter now. Yours or mine or hell, even my mama's, I'm
gonna protect you from here on out.”

Earth had always controlled our kisses in the past, but this time, | wanted to lead. |
pushed my tongue into his mouth, and surprisingly, Earth let me take control. He
pulled my body closer to him, and | straddled his lap. | wasn’'t sure when his shorts
had come off, but the feel of his dick pushing against my pussy had me ready to
explode.



Earth broke our kiss, reached between us, and stuck his fingers into me. Even if we
weren't in the water, | knew | was soaking wet. | leaned my head against his shoulder
and moaned. “You're it for me, Coy. That nigga Jamel’s bitch ass didn’t know what
to do with you, so he beat you to keep you from growing. That's some weak nigga
shit. "Cause my grown ass ain’t ever going to put my hands on you to hurt you.”

| bit into his shoulder as my orgasm pushed forward. “Shit, Earth,” | moaned. Tears
filled my eyes, and | happily let them fall. His words hit parts of my heart | knew he
was aiming for. He constantly reminded me he was here to protect me.

“Let that shit out, baby.” He chuckled and pushed his thumb against my clit and
kissed my neck. “Your body has been starving for affection and attention. I’'m just
giving it what it needs. Nut, it’s cool. | don’t have plans to stop any time soon.”

“Your family is downstairs,” | weakly argued.

“Girl, Shaka has been fuckin’. How do you think she got pregnant?” He laughed.
“She knew what time it was when we |eft the kitchen and | told her to lock up.”

“Okay,” | whined as my orgasm washed over me. My pussy clenched against his
fingers, and my body shook. “ Shit.”

“That’sone,” he said, kissing my shoulder. “ Give me three more.”

“l want dick,” | said as| continued to ride his hand.

“You gonna get some, | swear, baby.” He kissed my shoulder again, then bit it.
Goosebumps rose on my skin, and | shuddered. “But before al that, | need you to tell

me you heard what | was saying to you.”

“1 heard you!”



“What did | say, baby?’ he questioned as he leaned back. My head dropped, and | bit
into my bottom lip as | rode his hand. This man was going to make me kill him with
al these damn questions every time we had sex. | didn’t give a damn as to what he
was talking about. “Huh, baby? What | say?’

“Jamel doesn’t mean shit.” It wasthe first thing | could think of.

“He doesn’'t.” Earth spread his legs, which made me open my legs more. | watched as
he stroked his dick with hisfree hand. “But it's more important shit | told you.”

“Umm.”

“You are what niggas dream of,” he said with alaugh as he lined his dick up to my
opening. “You hear me? You are that bitch, and | ain't saying that shit to be
disrespectful either.”

“Ohh shit.” | moaned as he filled me up. My pussy burned for a hot second as it got
adjusted to his size.

“Fuck!” He grunted as he rested his forehead against mine. “Listen to me, Coy. You
listenin’, baby?’

“Yes,” | answered, even though | wasn’t. His words were going in one ear and out
another.

“You are beautiful.” He grunted as he started pumping into me. “Smart, brave, the
strongest woman |’ ve ever met. That nigga doesn’t matter. He isn’t on your level and
couldn’t handle watching you grow. You are more than he could ever be, and his
bitch ass knew that.”

| rocked my hips, catching the rhythm Earth was working. “Okay, Earth.” | nearly



cried. His words and his movements were doing too much to my system. “Okay,
baby.”

“Nah, ain’t no okay,” he said, shaking his head. “Tell me what the fuck you know,
Coy!” He sdammed into me, making my head fal back. Earth cupped my head,
bringing his mouth to my ear. “Tell me, baby.”

“1I"'m beautiful, smart, brave, and strong.” | moaned.

“What else?’ He grunted as he pushed into me harder and harder with each stroke.
“What else, Coy?” My body slammed into his, making my clit brush against his

pelvic bone, which gave me added pleasure.

“He doesn’t matter. He wasn’'t on my level. He couldn’t handle watching me grow.” |
moaned and rested my head on his shoulder. “ Shit, Earth!”

“That’ s right, beautiful,” he growled into my ear. “From here on out, you ain’'t alone.

You got a nigga that’ll ride for you, you understand that?’ | nodded in response.
“Nah, baby, let me hear that sexy ass voice. Tell me you understand, and you got

me.

“1 have you, Earth!” | panted. “| have you.”

“Hell yeah, baby, you got me.” He sped up his movements. “Now cum on this dick so
| can feed you and show you the kind of nigga you got in your corner.”

My orgasm rushed through my body asif it was waiting on permission from him.

“Shit!” | screamed.

“That was just two.” He chuckled as he continued to pump into me. “Now, on to your



next lesson.” Earth leaned back to ook at me. His low eyes searched my face before
he smirked. “Repeat after me. My body is a sacred place. The only man worthy of
ever touching it is the man who honors, loves, and respects it and my mind.” With
our bodies still connected, Earth stood, walked us into his room, and lay down. He
hovered over me, his bottom lip between his teeth, his dark eyes filled with more
emotion than | knew what to do with. “And the only man that’ll ever be is Earth
Marcel Carlson. Can’'t no other man love me like he does.”

“You don't love me,” | mumbled. | could feel the tears filling my eyes. “You can’t
love me.”

“Bullshit, Coy.” He chuckled and shook his head. “I loved you from the moment |
laid eyes on you. | knew it when you said my name for the first time. | knew it when |
let you keep me locked up in your house for a week. | knew it when | was ready to
kill that nigga when he put his hands on you. | knew it when you came back to the
house and looked at me. | knew it when you looked at me with all that pain and anger
and told me you weretired. | knew it when | realized you trusted me to keep you safe.
| knew it when | put my dick in you the first time. | knew it when my family and
friends accepted you without a second thought. Shit, Coy.” He put my legs in the
bends of his arms and pumped into me. “You're it for me, and | understand you gotta
learn how to love anigga, but | was born to love you, so that shit came naturally. You
ain’t gotta be there just yet, but | know you'll get there one day, and when you do, I’ll
make you my wife. You'll carry and birth my babies, and we'll grow old together.”
He leaned down, putting his mouth to my ear. “But until then, let me love you and
help you grow. Like | told you, that nigga doesn’t matter, and I’ll never let him hurt
you again. I'll die before | let anything happen to you.” He rose and stared down at
me as he pumped into me. “All I’'m asking you to do is learn how to love anigga, and
I’ll take care of the rest.”
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CHAPTER 20
EARTH

“Kill everybody,” Fire suggested as he bounced one of the twins in his arms. |
watched my brother, trying not to laugh but loving the fact he was taking this baby
shit serious as hell. From the moment | walked into his house, he'd been holding one
of the boys. The other baby was strapped to his back in some kind of wrap.

“That’s the only option,” | replied, and he nodded. “I just gotta think of how to do
that so it's flawless. The last thing | wanna do is get caught up afterward and leave
Coy by herself.” | ran my hand over my hair and sighed. We'd set up an appointment
with Corinthian to have her come through and cut my hair and line Fire up. “1 love
her too much for that shit.”

“You have Stockholm syndrome, nigga. | swear you do,” he said, shaking his head.
“How the fuck you love this girl after two weeks? Keep in mind, the first week, you
were locked in her house with adamn kiddy Tracphone that only let you call her.”

| laughed and shook my head. “You' Il see when you find a woman. It will be instant,
just like it was with me and Coy.”

“Doubt it!” He laughed. “The only love | got in me is for my boys and you al. A
woman ain't it.”

“You like niggas?’ | asked, knowing Fire would go the fuck off. My brother wasn’t
homophobic at all, but he didn’t play around with that shit, either.



“Make me fuck you up in front of my sons.” Fire mugged me hard, and | laughed. He
didn’'t scare me, and he knew it.

The doorbell rang, and a few seconds later, Krude's loud voice echoed through the
house. “Twins, where the fuck are y’all at?’ He stepped through the archway and
stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of the babies. “Where the fuck did they come
from?’

“Surprise, nigga,” Fire gloated, showing him the boys. “Y ou an uncle!”

“Nigga, what?’ Krude took the twin from Fire and held him in the air to get alook at
him. “When the fuck did you get some kids? Who they mama?’

“Oh, shit. I’ono who they mama is.” Fire shrugged. He moved with ease as he bent
forward dightly, reached back with one hand to hold the baby, and used the other to
untie the wrap. Once the baby was loose, he brought him around to the front of him
and completely unwrapped him, then threw me the wrap. “Ocean and Lake ain’'t got

one.

“Ocean and Lake?' Krude repeated. He took the other baby from Fire and stared at
them in amazement. “That shit dope.” He looked up at Fire and nodded before
returning to the boys. “Alright, y'al. I'm y'all Uncle Krude. I’m cool, but understand
| won't be the one y’all drink and smoke with. But | am the one y’al will play the
game with, eat with, and kick it with. Y'all got a cousin named Judah, but that silver
tooth little nigga bad as fuck.”

“Stop talkin’ about my baby, Krude,” Corinthian said, entering the kitchen. She
looked at her cousin and then at the babies before looking at me, confused. “What did

| miss?’

“Not mine,” | replied with alaugh.



“Yours?' she questioned Fire, who nodded and smiled. “I don’t even want to know.”
She set her black travel bag on the counter before approaching the babies. “Ohh,
aren't y'all cute!”

“Aht the fuck aht!” Krude said, moving away from her. “Don’t get no damn idesas.
Y ou got a badass kid right now; you don’t need no damn more.”

“l don’t want any more!” Corinthian laughed and walked away from her cousin. “I
can admire them, though.”

“That’'s all the fuck you doin’ too,” Krude replied.

“Where the fuck you goin’, nigga?’ Fire asked as Krude walked out of the kitchen
with the twins.

“In the living room. She is about to cut y’all hair and shit. You don’'t want them
around all that flying hair,” Krude replied, and | hated to admit it, but what he said
was smart. “Now mind yo’' fuckin’ business while | get off my feet and hang out with
my lil homies.”

“l can’'t stand his black ass,” Fire said once Krude was gone. Corinthian laughed and
started setting up to cut my hair then line Fire up. “Alright, so how are you going to
handle this Jamel shit? We already hit one of histrap houses. What' s next?”’

“1 wannawalk into his house and blast him,” | said, laughing.

“That would be quick and easy,” Fire replied with a shrug. “But we don’t do quick or

“Not at all,” | agreed. | sat still as Corinthian worked on my hair. She moved quickly
and silently. She'd look at her work occasionally before stepping back up and cutting



again. For twenty minutes, | sat in silence and let her work while | thought of how |
would embarrass Jamel again.

“Done,” Corinthian said as she cut off her clippers.

| got up, grabbed the small handheld mirror, and checked her work. Like | knew it
would be, my line was straight, and taper was perfect. She even lined up my goatee
just like I liked. Fire and | switched places, and she quickly lined him up. After she
was finished, | swept the floor, and Fire wiped off the counter while Corinthian
packed up her equipment.

“That nigga good with kids, | can’t even front,” Fire said once Krude and Corinthian
were gone. “He fed, changed them, and put them down without a struggle.”

“1 don’t question that nigga.” | laughed, and Fire nodded. We sat down in the living
room and relaxed. Fire grabbed his weed from the table and started breaking it down
so he could roll ablunt. “But I think | figured out what to do next.”

“What' s that?’

“We are throwing a block party,” | answered, and Fire looked up at me in confusion.
“In his neighborhood. Right in front of his house. | want to shut down his entire
block. A few food trucks, a DJ, and some mini horses and shit for the kids.”

“I likeit.” Firelaughed. “I need a sitter, though.”

“Coy can watch them for you.” | shrugged, then pulled my phone from my pocket to
text her.

“She not gonna be at the block party?’ Fire questioned.



“Nope,” | denied, shaking my head. “I refuse to put her in harm's way. If that nigga
gets a hair up his ass and wants to jump stupid, she not going to get caught up in the
crossfire.”

Me: Baby.

Coy: Yes?

Me: Can you watch thetwinsfor Firein afew days?

Coy: Does he mind if Lynx iswith me?

| looked up at my brother. “She asked if you cared if her best friend was with her,” |
asked him.

“You met her before?’ he asked, and | shook my head. “Tell her we gotta meet first.”

Me: He wants to meet her first.

Coy: Okay, tell him we usually do brunch on Saturdays, so he iswelcometo join us.

Me: Just him?

Coy: I'd already planned for you to be there.

Me: Bet. See you when | get home.

Coy: Okay.

Me: Love you.



“Brunch on Saturday,” | said, putting my phone away. The phone vibrated in my
pocket a few seconds later, but | didn’t check the notification. “You can meet her

then.

“Cool,” Fire agreed. “But if I’on like her, she ain’t gonna be around my babies.”

“Cool withme.” | laughed. Fire handed me a blunt but smacked my hand when | lit it.
“The fuck, nigga?’

“Takethat shit outside. Ain’t no smoking in my house. I’m afather, nigga.”

“This is okay?’ McCoy asked me, looking down at her outfit for what felt like the
hundredth time. The matte green wrap dress with a high split hugged all her curves
and had me adjusting my dick every few secondsas| drove.

“Baby, that dress is dope as fuck. You look good.” | took her left hand in my right
and interlaced our fingers. “Why are you doubting shit?’

“1 don’'t know,” shereplied lowly. | brought her hand to my lips and kissed it.

“Well, you look good. Stop trippin’.” | laughed. When we arrived at our destination, |
parked, shut the truck off, and turned in my seat to look at McCoy. Her makeup was
flawless and natural, and her hair was pulled into a high bun. She wore diamond
studs, her M necklace, and two small diamond-encrusted rings on each thumb. “Give
me akiss, Coy.”

“1 have onlip gloss,” she said, laughing. Her deep dimples pushed into her cheek, and
| chuckled.

“l don't care, baby. | just wanna feel your lips, is al.” | watched her as she |eaned
against the armrest and puckered her lips, but | didn’t move. “Y ou gonna give me a



little innocent kiss, or you gonna get nasty?’

“Which one do you want?’ she asked as | moved close to her.

“Nasty, baby,” | replied. My lips brushed against hers. “ Always nasty.”

McCoy grabbed the collar of my shirt, pulled me to her, and closed the little bit of
distance we had between us. | pushed my tongue into her mouth and chased hers.
There was no doubt we swapped spit, and | loved that shit. Our teeth clashed with
each other’s, and she moaned lowly. With each passing day, McCoy was
unknowingly coming out of her shell. | knew | was right when | first saw her and
thought she was a boss. She just didn’t have the right nigga beside her to pull shit out.
My dick was so damn hard by the time she pulled back, | thought it was going to
break through my zipper.

“That nasty enough?’ she asked, wiping lip gloss from my mouth.

| took her hand from my mouth and sat it against my dick. “What do you think?’ |
questioned. Her lips spread into a smile, and her eyes got low. She was horny as fuck
right now, just like | was, but | knew we didn’t have much time to waste. When she
started stroking my dick through my pants, | amost started the truck back up and
headed back home. Instead, | moved her hand and kissed her palm. “But that shit
gottawait. We got afew reservations.”

“A few?’ she asked with alaugh, and | nodded.

“Fuck yeah. Now, let’s go.” | exited the truck, ensuring | had my keys, phone, and
gun before closing the door. | walked around the car, opened the door for McCoy,
and helped her out. We walked hand in hand into the building. There was no reason
to check in because | was the only person on the books tonight.



| nodded at the woman at the front desk and walked to the back, where the helicopter
was waiting.

“Earth, what isthis?” McCoy asked as we got closer to the helicopter.

“We seein’ the city from a different view tonight,” | answered with a shrug. It took
me a minute to determine what kind of date to take McCoy on. | wanted her to know
that even though she was dealing with me, and | had my hand in some street stuff
still, 1 wasn’t always a hood nigga. | owned businesses, |legitimate businesses, and
paid my taxes. She was alawyer. We would be looked at like a fucking power couple
and nothing else. “Y ou scared of heights?’

“No,” she denied as | helped her into the helicopter. She constantly looked around,
even though we hadn’t even taken off yet.

“WEell, let’ s enjoy this shit then,” | replied after | was situated.

The pilot gave us headphones, reviewed instructions, did a last-minute flight check,
and then we were off. The entire time we were in the air, McCoy held onto my hand
and stared out the window. She'd point out different places she knew about, and |
showed the shit she’ d missed.

An hour and a half after we took off in the helicopter, we landed on the roof of a
building, and we got out. McCoy looked around, confused, and | laughed.

“Chill out, we're where we' re supposed to be,” | said, then took her hand. We walked
to the open elevator and descended to the first floor.

The doors to the elevator opened, and McCoy gasped in surprise at the sight before
her. | had to give it to West Donovan. He knew what he was doing when it came to
owning and operating a botanical room. The twenty thousand square foot building



was a sight to see. The part of the building could be rented out was some shit you
would see in amovie. It reminded me of a bird dome with glass walls and ceilings. A
waterfall sat in the middle of the room, and water flowed freely under the glass
flooring. Fish, turtles, and other aquatic life swam under our feet. The walls were
covered with flowers and trees in the room's corners. Our table sat on a platform near
the waterfall, but it wasn't close enough that we would have to worry about water
splashing on us. | was initially worried the room would smell, but West assured me
there was no fishy smell, and he was right. The air was clean and fresh, and the
temperature was perfect.

“How did you find out about this place?” McCoy asked after we were seated and our
waitress had taken our order.

“A homeboy of mine owns it,” | answered. “I told him | wanted to do something
special, and without hesitation, he offered this.”

“Thisis beautiful,” McCoy said, smiling. The way she looked at me had me ready to
do shit like this for the rest of our lives. “I didn’t even know we had a place like this.”

“It’s not open to the public yet,” | replied, picking up my water and drinking some.
“He said it opens at the top of the year.”

“I"ll have to remember that,” she said, looking around.
“Whenever you want to return, just say the word, and it'll happen.” | put my drink
back on the table and relaxed in my seat. I'd hit up West tomorrow and let him know

I’ d need a standing appointment to bring her back.

“The flowers are amazing.” She ran her fingers over the orange lilies on the table.
“Their colors are so vibrant.”



“Krude's cousin Psams is a botanist. She hooks him up,” | mentioned, and she
nodded. “They are pretty.”

| picked up my phone off the table and texted Psalms, letting her know I’ d be around
to see her tomorrow. Usualy, Psaims supplied my weed, but | had no problem
ordering flowers from her. She replied, letting me know she'd been in the office all
day and to come by whenever.

“Who is the chef?” McCoy questioned. “I’m not going to lie; I’'m going to compare
everything to Shaka.”

“West's sister, South, is the chef,” | answered with alaugh. “ She and Shaka are cool.
They trained together, so you don’t have anything to worry about.”

“Okay.” McCoy nodded.
The waitress came out with our food, and for the rest of the night, | listened to

McCoy talk and enjoyed her food. | didn’'t care what she talked about as long as she
kept a smile on her face and looked at me like | was the best nigga in the world.
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CHAPTER 21
MCCOY

“No, friend.” | laughed as | pushed my shopping cart. Lynx rolled her eyes as she
threw paper towels in the shopping cart. “ Seriously!”

“Girl, whatever.” Lynx waved me off, not caring about what | was talking about.
“You keep a smile on your face now, and | haven’'t heard from you except two times
in the last week.”

We moved through the aisles with ease. We always moved in sync when shopping,
no matter what we were looking for. Lynx was the person who taught me to shop. In
the past, | didn’'t spend money unless | had to. Lynx taught me spoiling myself was
necessary.

“I’ve responded to every text you've sent me!” | laughed. It was my turn to cook for
Earth, and | was kind of nervous. I’d cooked for him before, but now | wanted to do
something special for him.

“A text,” Lynx said over her shoulder as she looked through the different types of
steaks laid out. “Each time | call you, you send me to voicemail and text me.” She
held up two packs of steak, and | pointed to the one in her right hand.

“1’ve been busy.” | laughed.

“With whom?’ She looked at me with suspicion. “Don’t tell me Jamel’s bitch ass is



trying to be good now.”

“1 haven’t seen or spoken to Jamel in amost aweek,” | said, rolling my eyes.

Saying out loud how long it had been since I'd seen or spoken to Jamel made me
pause. A week. Seven days didn’t seem like a long time. But it was for me. My life
had changed drastically in those seven days. Honestly, my life changed when | laid
eyes on Earth.

“Where the hell have you been then?’ Lynx questioned. Her dark eyes narrowed in
suspicion before a smile tugged at her lips. “The hell is going on with you, McCoy?’

“lI met someone,” | answered shyly. Lynx’s left brow lifted as she waited for me to
continue. “And he's different.” Lynx’s opinion on Earth mattered to me. She was the
only person | had in my life for so long who mattered. If she didn’'t like Earth, 1'd be
heartbroken.

“How different?’

“Just different,” | said, trying not to laugh. “I want you to meet him.”

“Oh, | plan to.” Lynx pulled me into a hug and breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t
fully let me go as she leaned back and looked me in the eyes. “I’ ve worried about you
since you got with Jamel. What you were being put through was never a secret, but |
knew you wouldn’t leave him until you were ready, so | only pushed so much.”

“1 know,” | replied softly.

“No, you don’t, McCoy, because you weren't watching your best friend slowly die

like I was. | gave you shit earlier about being MIA because the look on your face
when | saw you let me know you were at peace. Whoever this guy is, he's good for



you. So, whenever you're ready to introduce us, I'll gladly meet him and thank him
for bringing you back to me.”

“Bringing her back?’ a voice said from behind me. | looked over my shoulder to see
Jamel standing beside a woman who looked annoyed. She mugged both Lynx and me
before crossing her arms over her chest and sucking her teeth. Jamel glanced at her
with a scowl on his face. “Take your ass on while | handle business with my bitch.”
The woman mugged me but did what he said. He turned back to me after she was
gone. “Now, where the fuck have you been?’

“Nigga, that ain’t your business,” Lynx said before | could respond. She let go of me
and stepped around me to block Jamel.

“Ay, shorty, don’t make me beat your ass,” Jamel replied with a laugh. When he
realized she wouldn’t move or back down, he shrugged. “I have been wanting to go
upside your fuckin’ head for years anyway.” He took a step toward us.

“1 wish the fuck you would,” Lynx said.

“McCoy, is that you?' Shaka's loud voice rang through the aisle. | looked up to see
her shuffling toward us with two other women, one of them pregnant. | couldn’t and
wouldn’t be responsible for them getting hurt because of me. “That is you!” She
hugged me and whispered in my ear, “Don’t trip. We got you.”

“Hey, friend,” | said when she pulled back. | waved at the other women with her
before turning to Lynx, who was still staring Jamel down. | tugged at her arm. “Let’s
go, the girls are here.” When Lynx didn’t move, | tugged at her arm slightly more.
“Come on, Lynx. They found what they needed.” Lynx finally broke eye contact with
Jamel and nodded.

“Let’sgo,” she said as she grabbed the basket handle.



“Nah, she ain’t going nowhere!” Jamel said, reaching for my arm.

“Oh no, that’ s not about to happen,” Shaka said, pulling me to her before Lynx could.

“l swear on everything, Exodus is giving me my damn gun back tonight!” a voice
said from behind us. | glanced back to see the third woman throwing her hands in the
air. “Matter of fact, let me call his ass right now because | refuse to be out here
without a damn gun, looking like Mahogany’ s ass.”

“Really, Paxton?’ the other pregnant woman with red hair said, then rolled her eyes.

“Yes!” Paxton replied and pulled her phone from her purse. She shook her head as
she dialed a number and put the phone to her ear. “Exodus! Give me my damn gun
back! We are in the store and had to pull our shit, and guess whose hands are empty?
Mine!”

“We have about five minutes before he shows up,” Mahogany said, shaking her head.
When the phone in her hand started ringing, she sighed. “And we have less than two
before he shows up.”

“1 don’t give afuck about none of that,” Jamel said. “McCoy, bring yo’' fuckin’ ass!”
“No,” | said, shaking my head. “Y ou need to leave, Jamel.”

“Leavel” He puffed his chest out and mugged me. “The fuck you say to me? Bitch, if
you don’t bring your ass before | drag you out of this store.” He reached for me again
but was snatched from behind and thrown against one of the shelves. Food fell on top

of him, and Jamel groaned in pain.

“Watch out, lil bit,” a man said, stepping around me. | moved out of his way and
watched as he walked over to Jamel and grabbed him by his collar. “My nigga, have



you lost your fuckin’ mind? What the fuck would possess you to step to a group of
women like that?’

“That’s my bitch,” Jamel groaned as he pointed to me.

“Yo' bitch?’ He looked over a me with wild eyes before sucking his teeth and
shaking his head. “Y ou with this nigga?’

“No,” | answered.

“l didn’t think so0.” He stood up, adjusting his black button-down shirt and slacks
before returning to Jamel. “McCoy Toliver is taken care of and protected, and my
nigga, | know for afact she ain’t under your protection.” He kicked Jamel in the face,
knocking him out, and turning to me. “Earth said send him your shopping list, and
everything will be delivered to the house by the time you arrive.”

“Memphis, how is Nyla and the baby?’ Shaka asked as if Jamel wasn't lying next to
him, bleeding from his mouth and nose. “Y ou settled into fatherhood, okay?’

“They good as fuck,” Memphis replied with a big smile on his face. “Coen looks
exactly like her ass, though, so | know I'm going to end up killin’ some hard-headed
ass lil boy.”

“1 know you have pictures,” Shaka said, laughing. “We FaceTime all thetime. | love
looking at that little girl, so show me some.” Memphis pulled his phone from his
pocket and swiped the screen. In that instant, he went from looking like a killer to
being a proud father. The first picture he showed us was a woman holding alittle girl
who looked exactly like her. They shared the same pecan-colored skin, small button
noses, chubby cheeks, and big brown eyes. The baby was more than likely three or
four months old, but | could tell she would break some hearts. “Oh man, Coen is
looking more like Nyla every day.”



“Tell me about it.” Memphis chuckled. Jamel stirred beside him, and Memphis
kicked him in the face again. “I told her the next one gonnalook like me.”

“She's pregnant again?’ Shaka asked, surprised.

“We found out this morning,” Memphis replied, shrugging his massive shoulders. His
phone rang, and he chuckled. “That’s probably her now telling me to come get Coen.
Shorty isn’'t fuckin® with her mama right now. She a daddy’s girl, and | love that
shit.”

“Nylagonnakick your ass.” Shaka laughed.

“Probably, but she loves a nigga, so she'll be cool.” Memphis looked around the
group and shook his head. “Y’all get the fuck outta here, though. Knowing y’all
niggas, they probably pullin’ up now, and | don’t need them fuckin’ up my store.”
“True.” Shakalaughed.

Shaka looped her arms through mine and Lynx and pulled us away.

“Ay, McCoy?" Memphis called out. We stopped walking, and | looked over my
shoulder to look at him. “Welcome to the family.”

“Thank you,” | replied softly. We left the store and walked toward the truck Earth
had me driving. “He' s not upset, is he?’

“Who?’ Shaka questioned as she looked around. Her eyes stopped on Memphis, and
she laughed. “Memphis?’ | nodded, and she waved me off. “Hell no! He loves shit

like that. The only reason he didn’t kill that nigga is because Earth has plans for him.”

The other three women walked behind us, talking. Lynx and Mahogany talked to



each other, and Paxton continued to fuss on the phone.

“l owe y'all an apology,” | said once we were outside.

“For what?’ Shaka questioned. “We are family. We're supposed to look out for each
other.”

“No.” | shook my head. “You all don't need to be dragged into anything. | aready
hate the fact that | dragged Earth into this. Y ou two are pregnant, and | would never
be able to live with myself if something happened to any of you because of me.”

“We are fine,” Mahogany said. She stuck her hand out for me to shake. “I'm
Mahogany. The one over there fussing is Paxton.” Paxton threw me a friendly wave
as she continued to talk on the phone. “And you owe us nothing. We look out for
each other.”

“And | would’ve shot his ass if Exodus would stop taking my gun out of my purse!”
Paxton yelled with the phone still stuck to the side of her face. “Plus, we like Earth,
so if he’syour man, then you' re family, like Memphis said.”

Earth pulled up in an al-white Benz as if he knew he was being talked about. He
didn’t even shut it off before getting out and walking toward me with a scowl. “That
nigga touched you?’

“No,” | denied, shaking my head. “He tried, but Lynx grabbed me, and Memphis
showed up.”

“|1 called that nigga when Shaka texted me saying she saw you in there,” he retorted,
and | nodded. As if he didn’'t believe me, Earth looked me over, even turning me
around a few times to ensure | was okay. “From here on out, you don’t move without

me.



“I have to leave your sight sometimes,” | said with a laugh, and Earth grunted. |
grabbed his chin and made him look at me. “Earth, you can’t always protect me.”

“Aww, that’s so cute,” Shaka said beside us. | looked over at her to see her smiling
and shaking her head. “I just love this for y'all. Y ou kidnapped my cousin and he'sin
love with you. You'll probably have a baby soon, and our kids can grow up together
like we did, Earth!” She looked over at Paxton. “Can you and Exodus get pregnant,
soit’'ll beagroup thing?’

“I’ll have my baby right after Krude,” she replied, rolling her eyes.

“Expect his baby shower invite soon,” Shaka retorted with a smirk, and Paxton rolled
her eyes.
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CHAPTER 22
EARTH

As soon as Shaka texted, saying some nigga was following McCoy around the store, |
knew it was going to be some shit. | planned to talk to her about having security with
her while she was at work, but now, that was happening no matter what.

| wasn't crazy enough to think Jamel wouldn’t eventually pop back up. He was used
to dealing with McCoy when he wanted to, and he always expected her to be at his
disposal. Hisbeing MIA for afew days didn’t mean shit.

The drive to the store was quick, but | still smashed on the gas to get there. Memphis
being there was a blessing, but | feared | wouldn’t get there in time. The entire drive,
| was on the phone with Fire, planning how | was going to kill that nigga.

“Ay,” | said, pulling McCoy's attention to me.

“Yes?' McCoy looked up at me asif | was the best thing moving.

“You like gold?’ | questioned her as | thought about her wedding ring design. The
fact the entire drive here, | was panicking and feared | wouldn’t get to her in time was
proof enough | loved this girl. In the past, | didn’t care about a female or her safety
unless she was related to me. | knew | was moving fast, but | didn’'t care. This was

my fucking wife, and | was going to make sure the world knew it too.

“No.” She shook her head. “It goes best with my favorite color, but there's something



about it | can't stand.”

“Cool.” | nodded. The door to the grocery store opened, and Memphis stepped out.
He pulled the blunt from his mouth and gave me a slow nod before heading to his
truck. He knew to let Jamel stay alive. Killing him sounded great and even like the
right thing to do, but | had plans for him later. | threw Memphis a nod and turned my
attention back to McCoy. “Let’s get out of here. | got a surprise for you.”

“A surprise?’ Her left brow lifted, and | chuckled. “What do you have in mind?’

“You'll see.” | stepped back, hating our bodies weren't touching, and took her hand.
“Let'sgo.”

“Your car,” she said, not moving. | looked over at the truck and sucked my teeth, not
giving afuck about it. “I drove here with Lynx, remember?’

“Where she a?’ | looked around the small group of women and knew who she was as
soon as my eyes landed on her. Tall, probably about 5’ 10, curvy, and thick in al the
right places. She had an oval face, full lips, a small, flared nose, dark, slanted eyes |
could tell didn’t miss a damn thing, and her hair was loc’d. What stood out the most
was her skin. She was the color of sepia but had blotches of lighter skin. She was
probably one of the baddest women I’ d ever seen, even with vitiligo. “Let Lynx drive
it to her spot, and I’ [ come pick it up.”

“That okay with you?" McCoy asked Lynx.

“Yeah, that’'s fine, but you'll have to come to the daycare and get it since I’'m going
back there,” Lynx answered.

“I’ll betherelater to get it,” | said, nodding. “| appreciateit for real.”



“No problem,” Lynx said, then turned to McCoy. “Call me later?’

“Okay,” McCoy replied. She let my hand go and went to hug her friend. | could tell
they were talking from how McCoy’s head was moving. | let them, enjoying the fact
she was happy and carefree even after having to deal with bitch ass nigga Jamel in the
store.

“Ay,” | called out to Shaka, who was talking to Paxton and Mahogany. Shaka looked
up a me with asmile on her face. “ Six bands.”

“Put two in my account,” shereplied. “Two in Mahogany’ s and two in Paxton’s.”

“Bitch, I'm not having a baby!” Paxton yelled, and | laughed.

“l got you!” | said, not caring what Paxton was talking about. | knew Exodus was
ready for a baby, and as much as she fussed, she probably was, too.

McCoy and Lynx finally let each other go. | opened the passenger door for McCoy,
and she got in the car. | closed the door, walked over to Lynx, and knocked on the
driver's window.

“Yes?' she said after rolling the window down.

“My nameis Earth Carlson. I’'min love with your best friend and plan to marry her as
soon as she hints she loves me, t0o,” | said. There was no reason to beat around and
bullshit with this woman. She was McCoy's best friend; she knew her better than
anyone else. | knew | had to step to her correct to show her | was the one for her
friend.

“Oh really?’ Lynx replied, and | nodded. “Well then, Earth Carlson, | only ask you
not to hurt her. She’s been through enough and deserves happiness.”



“And that’swhat | plan to make sure she gets every day I'm on this earth,” | said, and
this time, Lynx nodded. | looked over my shoulder to see her watching us. | winked,
then turned back to Lynx. “Be careful out there. Call McCoy when you get back to
your daycare.”

“Okay,” she agreed.

| didn’t move until all the women pulled off from the parking lot. Memphis boys
pulled up. | gave them anod, got in the car with McCoy, and pulled off.



Page 23

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 4:52 pm

CHAPTER 23
MCCOY

“Baby, I'll be ready in about an hour.” | finished closing out the files I’ d been looking
through and turned to the phone. Earth stared at the phone with a mug on his face
before cutting his eyes back to the road. “What’ s with the attitude?’

“An hour is along ass time, Coy,” he fussed, and | had to hold back my laugh. Earth
was spoiled, probably worse than | initially thought. He didn’t like me being out of
sight for long periods, and if | were, he would call to check up on me. “Why can't you
be done now?’

“Because I'm working.” | laughed. “You know, the same thing you're doing right
now? Or have you forgotten?’

“Man, I'll drop al this shit and come straight to you. Fuck all that,” he replied with a
grunt. “All you gottado is say the word, and it’ Il happen.”

“What's the word, Earth?’ | questioned as | got up from my desk. | grabbed the
phone and headed out of my office. None of my employees were here, and the office
was quiet. | enjoyed the stillness of the office because it allowed me to get work done
without being interrupted.

“Earth, take me home,” he answered. “ Shit, come get some pussy will get me there
faster though.”



| heard his smirk through the phone, and | rolled my eyes.

“Shut up.” | laughed as | pushed the door to the breakroom open.

| gave a dlight wave to two DBBs sitting there, waiting for me to tell them | was
ready to go. Since the incident at the store the other day, Earth insisted | always have
someone with me. He gave me two options. he could be there or hire security. |
agreed to the security.

“I"'m serious as fuck.” He laughed. “Say that shit and see how fast my ass gets to

you.

“I'll be home in an hour. Earth, there's no reason to rush it,” | replied, leaving the
breakroom.

“But them folks gonna be at the house,” he fake whined, making me laugh harder.
“Them folks, as you affectionately called them, are your family.” | sat at my desk and
positioned my phone to lean against my computer screen. Earth grunted in response,
and | smirked. “And you invited them over.”

“Nah, they invited themselves,” he replied, and | sat back in my seat. “ Shaka sent a
text to all her bald-headed friends, and the next thing | knew, she called me, saying
they were coming over.”

“They aren’t bald-headed.” | laughed.

“How the hell you know?’ He smirked. “Have you seen them before?’

“No,” | said, shaking my head. “But the two | met weren't.”



“Paxton loves saying she got Indian in her family; that's why her hair is long.
Mahogany owns a million-dollar company, and her nigga a rapper so she gonna have
athirty-two-inch bust down if nobody is.”

“Whatever, Earth,” | said, getting myself together. Whenever we talked, | ended up
laughing at something he said. How | got any work done was beyond me, but | felt
freer than ever. The security aert flashed on my computer screen, and | sat up.

“The fuck you looking like that for?’ Earth asked. My fingers flew over my keyboard
as| tried to figure out what caused my security system to alert me.

“My alarm system sent me a message?—"

“Ay, where the fuck is Carl and Mel?’ Earth interrupted me. | shrugged my shoulders
and continued to look through the different alerts. | hated this system because it
wasn't as advanced as | needed. Instead of telling me exactly where the problem was,
| had to go through each camera POV to find the issue.

“What do you mean, you don’'t know?’ Earth roared. “I pay them niggas to be there
because | can't be!”

“They are in the breakroom,” | said as | switched the camera view to outside my
office. Nothing seemed out of place, so | moved on to the condo.

“The breakroom?’ he yelled. “If you aren’'t in there, they don’t need to be.”
“1 asked them to step out while | was on the phone with aclient,” | said. | switched to
the camera in the bedroom in the condo and saw Jamel’s cousin sitting in the bed

with awoman standing in front of him. “This nigga.”

“What?' Earth growled. “He there?’



“No,” | said, shaking my head. “His cousin Leon is at the condo.”

“Doing what?’

“Entertaining some woman.” | picked up the phone and flipped the camera so he
could see.

“That nigga ever did that while you were there?’ Earth questioned.

| switched the camera back to face me and sighed. “No, but he doesn’t know | have
cameras in there, but | know he’'s done it before.”

“In your bedroom?’ he asked with a twisted expression. “That nigga has had bitches
in your bed?’

“l haven't dept there in months,” | replied. “Not since Jamel poured scalding hot
water on me.”

“That’s how you got them burns on you?' Earth questioned, and | nodded. “What
else that nigga do?’

“A lot,” | answered, running my hands over my face. “More than | ever want to
admit.”

“Alright,” Earth said, nodding. His eyes were on the road, but | saw the vein in the
middle of his head start to throb. “I ain’t gonna ask you to go into details’cause | can
tell you ain’'t ready to go there yet, but understand, when you're ready, I'll be here to
listen.”

My phone buzzed, indicating | had atext.



Shaka: Leave your office now! It’stime to have some fun!

“Your cousinistexting me,” | said, trying to change the subject. “ She’ s ready to have
some fun.” | switched out the text thread to see Earth still driving. His jaw was
clenched, and he kept rubbing his hands over his goatee. “ Baby?’

“Yeah?' he mumbled without looking at me.

“I’'m okay,” | said, trying to reassure Earth. Whenever | needed him, whether or not |
felt like | needed it, he reminded me he had my back, and | was safe. Now, it was my
turn to tell him. “Y ou hear me, Earth?’

“Yeah.”

“No,” | said, shaking my head. “Tell me what you heard me say, Earth.”

“You safe,” he said.

“And why am | safe, Earth?’ | questioned. “Huh?’

“Because you got me.”

“Right.” | nodded. “I have you. So stop stressing over something you can't change.
It's in the past. He can't hurt me.” | tapped the screen as if it was him. “Look at me,
Earth.”

“What’ s up, baby?’ he said, looking at the phone.

“Tell meagain.”

Even though he didn’'t want to, | could tell he was fighting a smile. Earth realized |



was doing to him what he always did to me. | was reassuring him | was good. | lifted
my brow and waited.

He let out a small laugh and finally smiled. “Y ou safe.”

“And why isthat?’ | questioned.

“Because you got me,” he answered, and | nodded. “Fall in love with a nigga already,
Coy, so | can marry your ass.”

“I’m getting there, Earth,” | said, and he nodded. “And you'll be the first person to
know when | do.”

“Cool.” He nodded. “When you leave the office, go straight home. No bullshitting
around. Shaka knows the code to the security system, so you ain’'t gottalet her in.”

“Okay,” | said, nodding.

“1 loveyou, Coy,” he said, then hung up.
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“You can find thisnigga?’ | asked Nine, who nodded. “How long will it take?’

“Give me a few,” he said, not looking up from his computer. | can’'t even lie; his
fingers flew across the keyboard as he typed and all | could do was watch his ass. |
was good at computers but not like this nigga. He made his living hacking shit and
creating security systems. “I don’t know what weak ass security system she got, but
this shit needs to be ripped from her fuckin’ walls.”

“That’ll be what you can do next.” | walked away from Nine and leaned against the
wall. | was already on my way over there to watch the game and give the girlstime to
kick it, but when McCoy told me about Jamel’s bitch ass cousin, | was ready to
snatch that nigga up.

| already had Jamel sitting in aroom at Krude's family’s warehouse. He' d been there
since he ran up on McCoy at the grocery store.

“1 could ve told you her system wasn't the best when we were at her house,” he said,
and | grunted.

“Put her on your books,” | replied and Nine nodded. | knew my nigga would have
McCoy’ s office, house, and condo upgraded to his best system by tomorrow.

Nine's office was nice as fuck. His desk was set in the middle of the room with big



ass bay windows behind him, showing his backyard that looked like it was nothing
but woods, and directly in front of him was a wall full of screens. Some showed his
property while others had running codes. There was one that kept drawing my
attention; it was blacked out, but every so often, a red dot would flash. When one
screen stopped showing rolling codes, he let out a low whistle, then shook his head.
“Thisniggaisbold.”

“What you mean?’ | asked, pushing off the wall.

“While | was looking for his cousin, | started running background on Jamel,” Nine
answered. He nodded to one of the screens, then started clicking on his keyboard.
“From the outside looking in, Jamel appears to be a decent businessman. He owns
two laundry mats and donates to afew local youth teams.”

“I know all that shit.”

“You know he's married?” Nine asked and | reared back, surprised as hell. | knew
Jamel wasn’t shit, but to have a wife and a fiancée shocked the shit out of me. “Her
name is Sienna Douglas, thirty-four, lives down south. No family, college educated
but doesn’t appear to have ajaob, or at |east one she pays taxes on.”

“This nigga is wild.” | laughed and ran my hand over my face. “But what else can
you find out?’

“Shit, what you wanna know?’ He chuckled, then looked at hiswatch. “I got about an
hour before | go show my assrea quick.”

“Where the fuck you goin’?’ | asked. Knowing this nigga, he was probably about to
go talk the panties off some nigga’ s baby mama before he killed him.

“My business,” he vaguely answered. “Just know |I'ma enjoy the fuck outta doin’ it,



though.”

“If you like it, | loveit.” | shrugged. “But until then, find me everything you can on
this Sienna Douglas. | want al her information.” Nine nodded, then went back to
beating the hell out of his keyboard. “I’ll catch you later.”

“1t getsworse, Earth,” Nine called out, making me stop.

“What do you mean?’

“You know that nigga has a few life insurance policies on McCoy?’' he questioned,
and my face twisted in confusion. “Not only life insurance on her, but property
insurance on her condo and office too.”

“How much?’

“Roughly around six million,” he answered.

“Too fuckin” much.” | wiped my hand over my face. “How long has he had it?’

To the outside looking in, | knew it looked like he was just making sure she was all
set, but | knew niggas like Jamel well. Him having insurance on her and her
businesses for that much meant he had plans to make her disappear.

“Everything is new,” Nine answered. “Less than six weeks old.” He looked at me and
shook his head. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but this nigga more than likely

planned to kill her and collect on the money.”

“l1 know.” | chuckled as | grabbed my bag off the floor. “You know what? Fuck
getting the information on the wife. Can you have her here by the end of the week?’



“Y eah, that can happen.”

“Have her here by Friday. Lock her in aroom at Citrine's hotel.”

“Alright.” Nine nodded.

| left Nine's house and made my way to the warehouse where | had Jamel. On the
drive over, | blasted Focus's newest release and smoked a blunt. | had a million and
one things running through my mind but the biggest one was making McCoy happy.
She'd been handed a raw deal even before she linked up with Jamel. She deserved
some happiness, and | was the niggato giveit to her.

When | got to the warehouse, | parked in the back and headed inside.

“What's up, Cross?’ | said, nodding at the quietest member of the DeCorte family.
She looked up from her computer with her normal blank expression on her face.

“What's up, Earth?’ she replied, then went back to looking at something on her
laptop. “What are you doing here?’

“Came to check on my guest,” | answered, then sat in the chair across from her.
“What you been up to?’

“Working,” she replied, and | nodded. Cross usually never stayed around for long
periods of time, so | was kind of surprised to see her here. This had to be the longest
I’d ever known her to be around and that wasn’t saying much since it’ d been less than
a month since she showed her face the first time. I visited your guest earlier today.”
She looked up at me and smirked. “| hope you don’t mind.”

“lI don’t.” | chuckled. “You probably saved that nigga's life.” | sat back in my seat
and shrugged.



“How so?’ Cross tapped her short nails against the hardwood table. The rhythmic
sound was soft but relaxing. My eyes traced over the puzzle piece tattoo on her hand
that led up her forearm and stopped at her elbow. It was different. Dope as fuck but
still different. What caught my eye the most was the small nine on the top of her ring
finger. | looked up at her and lifted my brow. “Don’t ask questions you aren’t ready
to be answered.”

“What's your story, Cross?’ | asked, dlightly intrigued. | leaned forward, resting my
elbows on the table and let out a small laugh. “Huh? Where have you been? What
have you been doing?’ | laughed at the sy grin that spread across her face as | asked
her questions. | knew she had stories, probably some so damn gruesome it would turn
my stomach, but | still wanted to know.

Cross's computer started to beep, making her look away from me to it. Her face
twisted, and for a brief second, | swear alook of fear flashed across her face before it
went blank. She bit into her lip as her fingers flew across the keyboard. Every so
often, her eyes would bounce from the computer to her watch, then back to her
computer. “Fuck!” she yelled. She sslammed down her computer screen, then pushed
away from the table.

“You cool?’ | asked as she snatched her jacket from the back of her chair and put it
on. “You need my help with something?’

“No,” she said, shaking her head. She looked at the closed computer one last time
before looking at me. “I’'m akiller before everything, except one thing.”

“What’ s that one thing?’
Another scream sounded from one of the rooms in the warehouse. Cross looked in the

direction the sound came from and smirked. Whoever was behind that scream was
hurt, more than likely dying from whatever she'd done to them before | got there.



“1f 1 told you, then it’d be you screaming like that,” she answered. “I’ll be back.”

“What about the nigga screaming in that room back there?’ | asked as she walked
away.

“Let’em die!” she replied, then pushed the door open. “He wasn't useful enough to
live”

“Fuckin’ cold.” | laughed as she walked out the door.
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“Nooo!” | laughed as | pushed away from the table. Tears from laughing so hard fell
from my eyes and | shook my head. For the last hour, we sat around, laughing,
talking, and getting to know each other. Shaka, Mahogany, Paxton, and Breeze were
probably the funniest women I'd ever met. “Y ou’ re telling me that man cut your door
out thewall. Like, for real ?’

“Yes!” Mahogany laughed. She sat back in her seat and slowly rubbed her stomach.
She was almost seven months pregnant with her first child, and if the glow on her
face was any indicator of how happy she was, then | knew this wouldn’'t be her |ast.
“All because he doesn'’t like talking through a damn wall.”

“How wasn'’t this on the news, or at least the blog sites?’ | collected our plates and
took them to the sink. Focus was a big deal in the rap industry and Mahogany’s
fashion line was one of the biggest black-owned lines out. She catered to the
community in a way no one else did and because of that, we stayed buying her
clothes. | owned at least twenty of her exclusive women’s business suits.

“Because no one was going to tell on him,” Paxton said. “Even though she was mad,
there was no way she was going to ever embarrass him and run to the blog. That
wasn't the first time he showed his ass about her and it won't be the last.”

“How mad was she?’ | asked, laughing. There was no doubt that at the moment,
Mahogany was upset because any sane person would be, but she had forgiven him.”



“Super pissed.” Paxton laughed. “I mean, she called me going off. Seriously yelling
and cussing and all I could do was laugh because low key, it was kind of romantic.”

“Romantic?’ Breeze questioned with a laugh. “Please explain to me how that was
romantic. | mean, | love Focus like a brother, but that shit was lonely.”

“It was a gesture of love,” Paxton retorted in a dreamy, sing-song-like voice. We all
looked over at her, then busted out laughing. “Okay, okay, I’'m lying. That shit was
funny because it wasn’t happening to any of us.”

“Exactly!” Mahogany said after pulling herself together. “Because it wasn't
happening to you, y’all thought it was funny. But when y’all men were showing their
asses, nobody thought it was funny.”

“Because they are lunatics!” Paxton replied and | shook my head. “Exodus burned
down arestaurant because | was on adate.”

“He didn’t burn it down,” Shaka said, waving her off. “He just did afew spot firesis
all.”

“Yeah,” Mahogany agreed. “He just did alittle razzle-dazzle.”

“Razzle dazzle?” she screeched, making me laugh harder. “ That man?—"

“Loves you!” Mahogany interjected with a laugh. “He loves you, and if my memory
serves me correctly, you said you would love to fall in love with a man like Exodus
not even ayear ago.”

“She did say that,” Shaka agreed. Paxton looked between her two friends, then

flipped them off, making all of uslaugh again. “Don’t be mad at us because you got
what you wanted.”



The doorbell ringing caught me by surprise, and | turned and looked at the door. |
wasn't expecting anyone else because Lynx couldn’t make it due to work, but | had
no clue who else Shaka invited.

“Oh, that must be Sasha and Corinthian!” Shaka said, standing.

“My best friend is here!l” Breeze said, dancing in her seat.

“Let Krude find out you callin’ the madam your best friend,” Shaka replied with a
laugh and walked out of the room. A few seconds later, Shaka came back with two
very beautiful women following her. “McCoy, this is Sasha Jones and Corinthian
DeCorte. Ladies, thisisMcCoy Taliver, my future cousin-in-law.”

“It' snice to meet you,” | said, shaking both of their hands.

“You too,” Corinthian said. She handed me a bottle of wine, then went to the table to
hug all the other women. “I brought a little something. | know they can’'t drink but
that doesn’t stop the rest of us from enjoying ourselves.”

“You'll have to excuse my gift. | was out with Krude before coming here, and well, if
you know Krude, then you know.” Sasha handed me a large gift bag. | looked down
at it, surprised to see edibles, dipped fruit, bags of weed, and fruit juice inside. | set
the bag on the counter and turned back to Sasha. | was trying to hold in my laugh but
the embarrassed ook on her face was making it hard. “I’ll have something better for
you tomorrow. | promise.”

“Nooo.” | laughed, shaking my head. “1 swear thiswill be used.”

“Oh shit, you get down, McCoy?’ Corinthian asked, surprised. “1f | would’ ve known,
| would’ ve brought you something from Psalms’ store!”



“1 don’t, but Earth does,” | answered with a shrug. “So, like | said, none of that will
go to waste.”

“That’'s true,” Shaka agreed. “And knowing Krude, he probably had Psalms send all
his favorite stuff.”

“He did.” Sasha laughed as she took a seat next to Breeze. They playfully bumped
shoulders, then giggled before turning back to me. “I told Krude it wasn’t needed, but
he didn’'t care. We'd been running around all day, so we stopped by Psalms's, and he
ran inside before dropping me off with Corinthian. He was more focused on shopping
for his baby shower than anything | had to say.”

“Oh, his girlfriend is pregnant?’ | asked, surprised. Earth had mentioned the only
people expecting besides Shaka were Mahogany, someone named Monica, and now
Memphis's wife, Nyla, whom | hadn’t gotten a chance to meet. Shaka said Monica
wasn't feeling well and Nyla was out of town for the rest of the week, but I'd meet
them soon.

“He's pregnant,” Sasha said with a laugh.

“Excuse me?”’

“It's along story. Just know Krude is pregnant, he's going to be a single father and
his baby mama is a stem who he swears left him,” Sasha tried to explain. “But
nobody has heard from Megan in like two weeks, besides Nyla, who is her best
friend. | plan to go by there sometime this week because he is going to drive me crazy
if 1 don’t.”

| looked at her, then turned to the rest of the ladies, who were all laughing.

“And Krude is your best friend, right?’ | asked and she nodded. “But Breeze is also



your best friend?’

“Yes, and Krude is Corinthian’s cousin, and her other cousin, Exodus, is dating
Paxton.”

“The one from the grocery store that was fussing about her not having her gun,”
Mahogany explained, and | nodded. “She's our best friend.” She pointed to herself
and Shaka. “And her partner, Exodus, is also my best friend.”

“Wait, what?’ | laughed. “Y ou’ re best friends with a couple?’

“Yeah.” Mahogany laughed. “I met Paxton first, while in college. Exodus came later
through my fiancé.”

“Focus, right?”’

“Yep. Tobiasis best friends with Exodus and Nine, who is also my cousin.”

“Hold on.” | threw my hands in the air to stop her from talking and laughed. “Y our
cousin Nine is best friends with your fiance, who is also best friends with your other
best friend, who is aso dating your other best friend.”

“You're thinking too much into it.” Mahogany laughed. “We all have large families.
I’m a part of the group that everyone calls the Numbers because of our birthday.” |
waited for her to explain because what? “Our dates and months match. So, I’'m One
because my birthday is January first, then there's Four who's April fourth, Six who's
June sixth, Nine who is September ninth, and then Zero who was born October
tenth.”

“Zeyo?



“He didn’t want to be called Ten, so we call him Zero.”

“And I'm a part of the Bible Thumpers,” Corinthian interjected. “Our grandfather isa
preacher and al of his kids, grandkids, and great-grandkids are named after
something in the Bible.” She shrugged, then started counting on her fingers. “There's
Krude, whose real name is Genesis, Exodus, Judge, me, Mercy, Psaims, Cross, and
my son, Judah.”

“Then there's us,” Breeze said. “We don’'t have a nickname, but it's me, Earth and
Fire. Shaka and her brother, Khan.”

“What about you?’ | said, turning to Sasha. “I mean, | know you're dating
Corinthian's cousin and best friends with Krude, but are there any other
connections?’

“Yes.” She softly laughed. “My cousin Monica is engaged to Focus's DJ and other
best friend, Armani, who we call Baby.”

“Hell, that’s alot to take in.” | laughed and rubbed my face. “ Y’ all are connected one
way or another. Doesn’t it get confusing?’

“Sometimes,” Shaka answered and shrugged. “But it works for us because we know
everyone here and not here has each other’s back. | can walk out the house and not
have an ounce of fear because of them and my man.”

“Right,” Breeze agreed. “My brothers' connections are deep. You never know who
they may or may not know.”

“Like the guy who owns the grocery store,” | said, nodding. “He' s friends with Earth,
right?’



“Yeah, Memphis. He's married to Nyla, but he also has two sisters. One's name is
Dove and she's married to CJ. His other sister isn't married, but | think she's dating.
He has a brother, Dallas. He's engaged to Galaxy. She has two sisters, Nova, who is
dating Zero, Mahogany’s cousin, and Aurora. She' s dating Domo.”

“Domo and Auroramade it official?’ Shaka asked, sounding surprised.

“Even if they didn’t, they did in my mind. I’ ve seen them together; that cougar loves
that boy.” Breeze laughed.

“She’s older than him?’ | asked, even though | couldn’t point out either one of them
if I saw them walking down the street.

“Yeah, by like eight or nine years.” Shaka laughed. “She’s having a birthday party
soon. | know Earth is going, so you'll meet her and the rest of the astrology sisters

then.
“Isthere anybody else | need to know about?’

“Domo’ s brothers, Bizzy and Bohdi.”

“And Symphony and her sisters.”

“1t’ stoo many people,” | said, throwing my hands up again. They all started to laugh,
and | shook my head. “I’'m going to have to make a chart or something to know who
Iswho and who they are dating.”

“What about you?' Mahogany asked. “Any brothers or sisters?’

“Not that | know of.” | shrugged. “I grew up in the system.”



“Oh, I’'m so sorry,” she said, sounding genuine.

“Don't be,” | said, waving her off. “I can’t change the past and I’'m good with it at
this point. | do have a best friend that’s like a sister to me, though. We met in college
and have been connected at the hip since.”

“Why isn't she here?’ Shaka asked.

“Work. She owns a daycare and has a few teachers out due to being sick, so she's
been covering for them. They have an overnight program, too, for a few parents, so
she’ s there tonight.”

“What's her daycare called?’ Corinthian asked. “Judah goes to Ms. L’s Center, but |
know she'sfull and Fire is looking for somewhere for the twins to go until she has an
opening.”

“Lynx Williams.” | laughed. “SheownsMs. L’s.”

“Get out of here! | love Lynx! She's taken care of my baby since he was six weeks
old, and | had to put him in daycare!” Corinthian replied and | nodded. “Oh, tell her
I’m sorry too.”

“Shit, metoo.” Paxton laughed.

“About what?’ | looked between the two women, trying to figure out the joke they
obviously knew, and | didn’t.

“Exodus goes in there at least twice a month and drops off ice cream and candy to the
kids before he snatches Judah and runs,” she said, and | nodded. For the last few
years, Lynx has had alove-hate relationship with one of the uncles of akid who went
to her center. She said he was great with the kids, but he was bossy and never



followed directions.

“He does drive her crazy but it's because he knows she is good,” | said, waving her
off. “Plus, I’ll be honest with you; she looks forward to seeing how he'll try to sneak
Judah out of the building. She said last time, he put him in agym bag.”

“He did.” Paxton laughed. Corinthian popped her in the shoulder and rolled her eyes.

“My baby swore for aweek afterward that’s how he was supposed to travel. Shit was
annoying.” Corinthian playfully rolled her eyes.
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“You're going to behave,” | said to Fire.
He grunted but didn’t take his eyes off his boys. Every time | saw my brother with the
boys, | knew he had made the right decision. Blood didn't make you a daddy. I'd
seen niggas father a dozen kids yet were never damn daddies. Fire took care of Ocean
and Lake asif they came from his nuts and carried his blood.
“Fire?
“Nigga, | can’t make one promise,” he replied.
Ocean started to fuss, and he took him out of his car seat. Fire moved like a seasoned
pro as he checked to make sure he wasn't wet, before deciding he probably was

hungry and handing him to me.

“If her vibe ain’t right, she can’t keep them. I’'m gonna always do what’s in the best
interest of my sons.”

“She’sMcCoy’ s best friend.” | laughed. “My woman’s word isn’t good enough?’
Fire mugged the hell out of me. “Nigga, you saying that shit like that damn girl didn’t

kidnap you and have your ass sitting in her house for a damn month.” He pulled
everything he needed to make a bottle from the diaper bag and went to work.



“Her situation called for something drastic.” | shrugged. On the outside looking in, |
understood why Fire had the mind frame he did about McCoy. But | knew her, knew
what she was going through and probably would’ ve done the same shit if | were her.

“Why?" he questioned with a skeptical look on her face. “'Cause it ain’t too much |
can think of that would have me kidnapping a nigga.” Fire finished making the boys
bottles, then put all the supplies away.

“Jamel has a problem with his hands,” | said. Fire looked up at me with murder in his
eyes. We al had a sore spot when it came to abuse, especialy after finding out Shaka
had been avictim of it for years without us knowing.

“Where he at?’

“At the Bible Thumpers warehouse,” | answered, and Fire ran his tongue over his
teeth. “Cross went to see him last night.”

“We paying him avisit after we leave here.”

“Nah,” | denied, shaking my head. “ Save that anger for tomorrow.”

The sound of the doors opening pulled us from our conversation and we laughed at
the sight of Exodus walking into the room. He closed the doors, looked around,

nodded, then came to our table. “ Everything cool ?’

“It'sstraight,” | replied as | stood and dapped him up. Ocean started squirming in my
arms as | pulled back. “Chill, nephew, he good people.”

“Man, | thought Krude was playing when he said you were a daddy, Fire,” Ex said as
he dapped Fire up. “That niggais stressed now, for real, talking about he can’'t be a
single father. Especially after seeing you struggle.”



“Struggle?’ Firelaughed. “That nigga was here for about two hours the other day and
he hogged the twins the entire time.” He handed me a bottle for Ocean and shook his
head. “Tell yo' cousin to stop lying to me before | call up Megan and ask her to come
chill.”

“Ohh, nah.” Ex laughed and shook his head. “Y ou not about to get me caught up in
they shit. He aready getting on everybody's damn nerves about that girl, and you
want to add fuel to the fire.”

“Then he better get his shit together.” Fire grunted. | started feeding Ocean while he
fed Lake. “But for real, this place is nice as fuck. | like the new look.”

“Yeah, it turned out nice,” he said, nodding as he looked around. “I had Yuri do the
decorating and shit, and you know that girl ain’t cheap.”

“At al,” | agreed. “She did my office at the beginning of the year, and even though it
cost me, every damn person who walks into my office says the shit isnice.”

“You think she could do the twins' room?’ Fire questioned and | shrugged. “I’ma call
her tonight and see’ cause | want my boys' shit to be top-notch.”

“Yuri isyour girl. If she can't do it, then she'll definitely steer you in the direction of
who can.”

Exodus' s phone started ringing and he pulled it from his pocket. He smiled, shook his
head and put it away. “I’m about to head out. Hitta on her way so we can do lunch
before going to see some venues.”

“Venues?' | questioned and he nodded.

“Yeah, she thinks it's for her birthday party, but | plan to propose soon and want to



go look for placesto get married.”

“That's what’s up,” | said, genuinely happy for him. “Check out West’s new spot. |
took my girl there and she loved it.”

“We definitely will,” Ex replied. “I gotta get out of here but | just wanted y’al to
know | let Terres know y’al bill is comped, so enjoy.” He dapped us up, making sure
not to interfere with the twins eating.

“Appreciate it,” | said as Ex headed to the door. As soon as he got to the door, it was
pushed open and McCoy and Lynx came inside. “What's good, Ms. L?" He gave her
a quick hug, stepped back, and shook McCoy’s hand. “I don't know you, but I
definitely have seen you before at the center. How you doing? I’ m Exodus DeCorte.”

“McCoy Toliver,” McCoy replied with alaugh. “It’s good to finally meet you.”

“You too.” He looked over at me and nodded. “Y ou here for which one? The mean
one or the crazy one?’

“The fine one, nigga,” | said, laughing. Exodus grunted and turned back to the ladies.
“Bullshit, ’cause I’ m aready taken,” Fire joked.

“Hey, EX,” Lynx replied with alaugh. “How are you?’

“l can't complain,” he replied. His phone went off again and he shook his head. “I
would stay and chop it up for alittle bit, but if she calls me again and | don’t bring

my ass, Paxton will show the fuck out.”

“Shejust gonna do alittle razzle-dazzle,” | said, laughing.



“Bullshit,” Ex said, then opened the door. “Y’al have a good evening. Earth, I'll see
you tomorrow at the cookout.”

“For sure,” | said, then he left.
| stood, being mindful of Ocean in my arms. “What’s good, baby?’ | said, watching
her walk to me. She lifted on her tippy toes and kissed me. “Y ou have a good time

shopping today?’

“Yep,” she answered with a nod. Her eyes lit up at the sight of Ocean. “Oh, he is so
cute, Fire.”

“Appreciate it, sister-in-law.” Fire nodded. His eyes went to Lynx, and for a brief
second, my brother was stuck. | chuckled and shook my head.

“Fire, this is Lynx, Coy’s best friend and the owner of Ms. L’s center,” | said,
introducing them.

“What’ s good?’

“Hi.” Lynx gave him a small wave. Her attention was on Lake as he slept in his arms.
“Your boys are adorable.”

“They take after their daddy.” Fire shrugged. He laid Lake back in his car seat, then
looked over at me to make sure Ocean was good. “He probably not gonna go to sleep,
just so you know.”

“It's cool,” | said, shrugging. He finished his bottle and sat in my lap, slapping at the
table. “He can kick it with me.”

“Can | hold him?" Lynx asked from her spot. | could tell she really loved kids from



the way her eyes sparkled as she stared at him.

“Nah, not right now,” Fire said just as | was about to hand him to her. | looked over at
my brother to see him mugging the hell out of Lynx. “I gotta vet you first. | can’t
have my babies with nobody | don't like, and right now, you ain't giving me good
vibes polka dot.”

“Excuse me?’ Lynx reared back and mugged the hell out of Fire. “What did you call
me?’

“You heard me, leopard lady.” He shrugged. “As they daddy, I'm telling you I’ on
like how you look. Y ou could scare my babies and they been through alot already.”
He shook his head. “1 don’t need them traumatized.”

“Fuck you,” she hissed. | expected Lynx to blow up or even start crying from the way
she was looking at my brother. “You have some fuckin’ nerve to talk about how I
look, like you don’t look like a whole fuckin’ clown. You want to talk about my
looks?" She let out a small laugh and shook her head. “Baby boy, you are nothing to
look at yourself.”

“You a whole fuckin’ lie.” Fire laughed and shook his head. He looked over a me
and shrugged. “Thisain't gonnawork.”

“That’ s the only smart thing you' ve said since | walked in here,” Lynx agreed.

McCoy and | sat there, confused as hell, as to what had transpired in that short
amount of time. The only thing I’d been able to do was introduce them before the
insults started up. Normally, Fire was laid back and just went with the flow. His

snapping on Lynx when she hadn’t done anything was surprising as hell.

“Give me my son so we can go,” Fire said, standing. He took Ocean from me and



strapped him into his car seat. Every so often, he'd glance at Lynx, grunt, and shake
his head. After he made sure both boys were strapped in properly, he put on the
backpack he used as a diaper bag and turned to me. “I’d rather figure something else
out for my boys than use 101 Dalmatians over there.”

“Muthafuckal” Lynx yelled and jumped from her seat. “I don’t know what the fuck
your problem iswith me, especially since we just met.”

“Lynx, calm down,” McCoy said as she stood.

“Fire, bro. Chill, for real,” | said, shaking my head. | stood so we were eye to eye and
sighed. “What'’s the problem? Y ou don’t even know that damn girl and you slangin’
out insults like y’all got the biggest beef in the world. Chill, man.”

“Fuck her.” Fire laughed. “Her name fits her though.” He mugged Lynx again. “A
Lynx is a spotted cat, right?’ He licked his lips. “Tell me, shorty, yo' pussy spotted
too?”’

“That’s one question you' Il never get the answer to,” Lynx growled. She turned and
looked at me. “Earth, we are good in my book. You love my friend and you're
protecting her. | don’t agree with how she went about this but | will never complain
about you taking care of her. For that, I'll forever be grateful.” She shook her head.
“But your punk ass brother can go to hell and | mean that from the bottom of my
heart.”

Lynx grabbed her purse off the table and stormed out of the room.

“Baby, go check on your friend while | handle my brother,” | said to McCoy. |
dropped a quick kiss on her lips.

“Okay.” She sighed and turned to my brother. “Fire, you—" She stopped talking and



shook her head. “I don't know why you did that, but just so you know, Lynx is
probably one of the best women I’ve ever dealt with. She's loyal, smart, and good as
hell with kids.”

“I"m protecting my heart,” Fire said as he tapped the boy’ s car seats.

“She would' ve never hurt your boys,” McCoy denied sadly. She turned back to me
and | kissed her again. “I’ll seeyou later.”

“For sure,” | agreed. “I’'ma walk you out, though.” | turned to Fire. “Stay here,
nigga.”

“Go on,” he said, waving me off. He sat back down in his seat and shrugged. “I’on
wanna be out there with her any-fuckin’-way.”

| took McCoy’s hand in mine, interlaced our fingers, and headed out of the restaurant.
Lynx stood next to McCoy’s truck, looking down at her phone. When she heard us
approach, she looked up and put her phone away.

“Look, I'm sorry about my brother,” | said to her. | normally didn't apologize to
anyone on Fire's behalf, but thistime, | did. She didn’'t deserve the way he spoke to
her, especialy since we were meeting so she could possibly do a favor for him. “I
don’t know what got into his ass but we were definitely taught better than that.”

“It'sfine,” she said, waving me off. “I’ve been made fun of my entire life because of
my vitiligo, so it’s nothing new for me.”

“You sure?’ | asked, not really believing she was cool with it. Fire had said some
fucked-up shit to her ass for no reason. “Because understand as soon as y’all pull off,
I’m going in there to rock his shit.”



“I"'m good.” She nodded. Her eyes cut to McCoy and | watched as they had some
type of silent conversation. After afew seconds, she let out a small sigh and turned to
me. “Like | said earlier, | appreciate what you’' ve done for my friend. So, in my eyes,
we are good. Now your brother, on the other hand?’ She shrugged and shook her
head. “ That nigga better stay at least a hundred feet from me at all times.”

“I’ll try my hardest to make that happen.” | pulled her into a quick hug, then stepped
back. “Again, | apologize for that nigga.” | turned to McCoy, who had a big smile on
her face. “What are you smiling for, Coy?’

“Y'dl!” Shelaughed. “My two favorite people are getting along.”

| threw my arm over her shoulder and pulled her to me. “Man, take your happy ass
on.” | laughed and kissed her forehead. “Where are y’ al headed to now?”’

“To grab some food and then to the house to relax before we do some shopping,”
McCoy answered. | reached into my pocket and took out my wallet. Without thinking
twice about it, | handed her a black card.

“Ball out,” | said, putting my wallet back in my pocket. | had a band in my other
pocket, so | got that and handed it to her. “ Grab me something too.”

“You gave me your card plus cash?’ she asked me, confused. “Why?’

“That’s your card,” | answered. I'd had her a card ordered a few days ago and it'd
come in yesterday, but | hadn’t gotten a chance to give it to her yet. McCoy looked at
the card, then back at me. “Don’t think too hard on it, baby, go enjoy y’all selves.” |
dropped another kiss on her lips. “Get in, buckle up, and don’t hit them corners too
hard.”

“Earth, this?—"



“McCoy, do what the damn man said and get your ass in the car,” Lynx said, cutting
her off. | laughed and nodded at her. McCoy wasn’t used to a nigga taking care of
her, so for me to give her a card and money without thinking twice about it threw her
off.

“l jus?—"

“Coy!” Lynx took her keys from her hand, unlocked the doors, and stepped back.

| opened the passenger door, helped McCoy into the car, and closed the door. “Enjoy,
Lynx,” | called out to Lynx as | watched her get into the car.

“See you later, Earth,” she said, then got in. She started the car and pulled out of the
parking lot.

Once they were gone, | went back inside and found Fire sitting at the table, eating.

“The fuck isyour problem, nigga?’ | asked him. Fire looked up at me and smiled.

“I think | found my wife, nigga,” he said and shrugged.

“Nigga, what?”

“That spotted leopard,” he answered, and | stared at him like he’'d lost his mind.
“That’swifey.”

“That’swifey?’ | knew at one point Fire needed to be evaluated and | was wondering
if 1 needed to follow up with that with Mama. “What the fuck are you talkin’ about?
You just insulted that woman for absolutely no reason and now you’'re telling me
she'swifey?’



“You wouldn't understand,” Fire replied. “You and your woman got your own thing
on how y’all met and so do me and mine. Our love doesn’t have to be explained. Just
know it'sreal.”



Page 27

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 4:52 pm

CHAPTER 27
MCCOY

“Earth!” | yelled as | continued to ride his face. | dapped against the headboard,
trying to get my bearings, but the feelings he was pulling from me were too much.
My body got hot, and | bounced fast. “ Baby, shit!”

“Stop playin’ and give me that nut, Coy!” He growled, then latched onto my clit. |
wasn't fighting my orgasm. If anything, | was ready to let it out, but my body was
enjoying the feeling.

Earth smacked my ass and | moaned in pleasure. No one, absolutely no one on this
earth, had ever made me feel this way before. Earth pulled away from me, flattened
his tongue, then licked from my asshole to my clit. “You playin’. It's cool, though,
"cause | want you to cum on my dick.”

He lifted me from his face, set me on the bed, got up, then flipped me over so | was
on al fours.

“Baby, wait.” | moaned as he bent me more into the bed, making my ass lift higher
into the air. Even though | was asking him to wait, | anticipated him being inside of
me.

“Nah.” He growled as he lined himself to my opening. “You not running shit.” He
pushed inside of me, and we both moaned in pleasure. “Fuck, Coy!” He smacked my
ass again, then kissed the spot he hit. “Bounce that shit, baby.”



“Earth!” | moaned as | bounced on his dick. He was hitting every spot | had. “Shit,
I”’m about to cum.”

“Do that shit, baby!” he encouraged me. “Give me that shit.” | started to move faster
as Earth held onto my waist. “ There it goes. | can fed it. Give it to me, baby. All that
shit.” He rubbed up and down my spine. “That’s it.”

“Baby!” | clawed at the bed and shook my head. “ Shit!”

“Cum, Coy!” he demanded. He grabbed my waist again and started to pound into me
harder. “I told you | got you, baby. Shit, just trust me.”

“I do.” | moaned.

“Then cum,” he said, smacking my ass.

“Fuck!” 1 yelled, then did what he asked. | bit into the bed and moaned loudly. Earth
continued to push into me, then shortly after, he came.

| fell flat onto the bed, trying to get control of my breathing and body. Earth slowly
pulled out of me, and | watched as he walked to the bathroom. A short while later, he
came back with atowel that he used to clean me up.

“Don’t throw that towel in the corner, either.” | laughed, and he grunted. “ Seriously,
Earth, don't.”

“I’'m not,” he said, then went back to the bathroom. | heard him brushing his teeth. A
few nights ago, after we had sex, Earth had been too tired to take the towel back to
the bathroom and had thrown it in the corner of the room. He swore he'd get it in the
morning and went to sleep. The next day when we got up, he realized he' d thrown it
on apair of house shoes he liked. He was pissed and said he couldn’t walk away with



nut stuck to the inside of them and had to throw them away. “What do you have
planned for today?’

“Working on some stuff for work,” | answered, and he nodded. “Y ou?’

“Gotta go see a man about a horse,” he said, and | rolled my eyes. “Nah, for real.
Meeting up with Mama for a hot second, then going to help my boy Citrine with a
few things at his hotel.” He dropped down next to me and laid back. I'd never met
someone so comfortable with their nudity as | did Earth. My eyes roamed over his
body, stopping briefly at his dick, which was still dightly hard. “Ay, stop lookin' at
my dick.” He reached over and smacked my ass.

“It'sjust so pretty,” | whined and rolled over to my back.
“Don’t call my shit pretty.” He laughed as he climbed on top of me. Earth kissed my
lips a few times, then stared down at me as he brushed my hair off my face. “You

know how fine you are?’

“You're biased,” | replied, playfully rolling my eyes. “You have to say that because
you'rein love with me.”

“Even before | wasin love with you, | thought you were fine.” His naturally low eyes
bore into me. | reached up and brushed his eyebrows with my thumbs. Earth turned
his face and kissed my pam. “When you walked into that warehouse like a fuckin’
boss, it was the first thing | thought.”

“What was the second?’

“That | was going to have to get some pussy before | killed you.” He shrugged.

“Earth!” | pushed at his shoulder, but he didn’t budge. “ Are you serious?’



“Fuck yeah.” He laughed. “I mean, shit, what else was | supposed to think?’

“l don’'t know.” | laughed. “Not that, though.”

“Shid.” He laughed and shook his head. “When anigga’' slifeisin jeopardy and afine
woman is in his presence, he either wanna fuck her, save her, or kill her. Y ou walked
in too fuckin’ strong for me to think | needed to save you. So, | was down to fuck,
then kill you.” He rested his face into the crook of my neck between my face and
shoulder and took a few deep breaths. | knew if we didn't move, he'd fall asleep in
this position because he'd done it before.

| lay there, running my fingers through his waves and stared up at him. His saying
that made me think of Prince. He'd seen him and knew | needed saving. | took a deep
breath, then sighed. “Earth?’

“Yeah, baby,” he mumbled into my neck.

“1 need to tell you something, but | don’t want you to be mad at me,” | said. He lifted
his head and stared down at me. “I, umm.” | looked away.

“What’s going on?” He turned my face to make me look at him. “You can talk to me,
McCoy. Even if you think I’m gonna be upset or whatever, it doesn’t matter. Always
speak your peace.”

“I met Prince,” | mumbled. | felt Earth’s body stiffen and his eyes got dark. “The day
he died. Jamel had him snatched. | don’'t know why, but he did. The night before,
Jamel and | had gotten into it; he called me all kinds of names and beat me up. The
day Prince was killed, he had me brought to a warehouse by his cousin Leon. Prince
was there, tied up to achair.”

“He was already dead?’ Earth asked and | shook my head.



“No,” | answered. “He was alive. Jamel hadn’t even touched him.”

“The fuck he have you show up for?’

“l don't know,” | answered. “Maybe to show me | didn’'t have a choice as to being
with him. I'd told him | wanted to break up and he'd laughed in my face and told me
he' d rather kill me than to let me go.”

“What happened?’

“Jamel made me watch as he and his boys beat him up.” | felt tears roll down my face
and into my ears. “After he was done, he left us alone for a little while. Prince told
me to find you, he said you'd be the one to get me out of this with Jamel. That you
were a good man. Afterward, Jamel came back and had me dragged out of the room.
The last thing | heard was a gun being shot before the door closed.” Earth stared at
me for what felt like an eternity before he finally closed his eyes.

“Earth?” The last thing | expected was to see tears fall from his eyes when he opened
them to look at me. “Baby, I'm sorry.”

“You ain't got shit to be sorry for, Coy,” he said, shaking his head. “Y ou ain’'t do shit
but what my boy told you to do.” He kissed my forehead. “Y ou found me, and now |
know for sure Jamel is responsible for his death.” He adjusted his weight, pushing my
legs further apart, and settled between them. His dick, which | was surprised was still
hard. “Prince knew you needed help and he knew he wasn't getting out of there alive
so he did what he was supposed to do. He sent you to me so | could take care of you.”
He pushed his dick into me, making my back arch off the bed. “Now, I’ma do just
that and kill Jamel. The last thing that nigga gonna see is you being happy with the
nigga you were meant for.”

“Shit!” | moaned as he sped up his movements.



“I love you, Coy,” he whispered into my ear. “I swear on everything | love, I'll take
care of you forever. All you gottado islove anigga.”
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CHAPTER 28
EARTH

“How many people did you invite?’ Citrine asked me as if this shit was legit a big
fuckin’ party and nothing else. “I mean, | know you got the permits and shit, right?’

“Permits?’ Fire questioned and he nodded. “The fuck kind of permits do you get to
kill anigga?’

“For the block party, dumb ass nigga,” Citrine replied. | watched as people moved
around the block, making sure everything was in place. The nosey-ass neighbors
didn’'t even try to hide the fact they were watching us, but shit, | didn’t blame them. If
some nigga | knew didn’t fuck with the nigga who ran this area was sitting in the
middle of the road while a party was being set up, | would be watching too. “I'm
making sure he got the permitsto block off the street and have all this out here.”

“Yeah, | got that handled.” | nodded. “The city is good with the petting zoo, jump
houses, food trucks, and the DJ.”

“Baby gonna host this shit?’ Citrine asked and | shook my head.
“Nah, Monicastill not feeling good, so he said he's gonna have to sit this one out.”
“She cool?’ he asked, concerned. “The baby cool ?’

“Yeah,” | answered. “But Baby not takin’ no chances and is putting her ass on bed



rest until the baby comes.”

“1 already know Monicanot feeling that shit.” Citrine laughed.

“Fuck nah,” | said. “She was cussing that nigga out when | talked to him earlier. He
didn't give a fuck, though.” | shrugged. “He said he'd meet us at the warehouse
though.”

“Bet,” Citrine said. “Let me go make sure the lady at the food truck is cool though.
She was struggling earlier. Something about the ice cream man being in her spot.”

“She must be fine,” Fire said, laughing and Citrine smirked. “I hope she got anigga.”

“1f she does, then that nigga can be handled.” He lifted his shirt to show us his gun,
then walked away whistling.

“That nigga ain't changed in al the years we've known him,” | said, laughing. Fire
grunted, then went back to eating his food.

“He ain't gonna change until he finds his better half, like we did,” Fire replied, and |
cut my eyes at him. | wasn't about to play into my brother’s delusional mindset. How
or why he thought Lynx would be his woman after he disrespected her was beyond
me. “Until then, let him be. He ain’t hurting nobody and them hoes be enjoying his
attention.”

| couldn’'t even lie, the block party was dope as fuck. It took a few minutes for the
neighborhood to start enjoying themselves, but once they did, it was lit. The kids
were having the time of their lives with all the shit that was here. The old heads sat
around at the tables, eating and playing dominos or card games. The younger crowd
sat around their cars, eating, dancing, making TikTok’s, and kicking it. Every so
often, I’d seen a nigga who ran with Jamel, but none of them were bold enough to



step to me.

“Ay, Earth,” my boy Cash called out from the house we'd kicked in and found the
boys in not too long ago. | got up from my seat with Fire behind me with a plate of
food in his hand and went to the house. “This the nigga you been looking for?’ Cash
pushed Leon to his knees. | leaned forward, resting my elbows on the top of my leg,
and stared at Leon. This was the nigga who made McCoy'’s life a living hell when
Jamel wasn’'t around. There was a piece of me that thought he was in love with her,
but | wasn't sure.

“Yeah, that'shim,” | answered as | leaned against the wall. “Where you find him?’

“The condo,” Cash answered. “He was sitting in the bed, sniffing some panties, when
| walked in.”

“Panties?’ | questioned and Cash nodded. “Y eah, he said it was his girl’ s spot.”

“His girl?’ | laughed and shook my head. | walked over to Leon, grabbed him by his
throat, and lifted him to his feet. His eyes bulged and he scratched at my hand, but |
didn’t give a fuck. “That condo doesn’'t belong to your girl, nigga, does it?’ | pulled
him closer to me. “ That muthafucka belongs to McCoy Toliver.”

“She’s my cousin’s bitch.” Leon gasped. “He said he was done with her, and | could
have her.”

“Have her?’ | dammed him to the ground and kicked him in the face. His head
snapped back, and blood poured from his mouth. “How the fuck can he give you
something that doesn’'t belong to him?’ | paced in front of Leon as | tried to get
myself together. “Who the fuck do you niggas think y’all are? Do you realize how
fuckin’ special McCoy is?’



“Yeah,” he mumbled, then spit blood. “I know, which iswhy I’ ma make her my wife.
I’m not gonna play around with her like Jamel doing.” He was on all fours with blood
falling from his mouth. “1 got the ring and everything aready.”

“How the fuck you gonna make her your wife when she’'s mine?’ | kicked him so
hard in the stomach, he lifted off the ground for a few seconds before falling onto his
face. “She’s my fuckin’ wife!” | stomped into him. “I’m gonna give her my fuckin’
last name! She's gonna be the mother to my children if she ain’t already pregnant!
I’ ma protect her from the world! I’ma be her sounding board, her shoulder to cry on.
The last person she'll see before she goes to sleep and the first one she sees when she
wakes up.” | continued to kick him even though he wasn't moving. “She. Belongs.
To. Me. Nigga. |. Love. Her!” With each word, | smashed my foot into his face.

“He dead, nigga,” Fire said from beside me. | looked over at my brother, who was
still eating his food. “Y ou been stomping him into the ground and declaring your love
for McCoy and that nigga dead.”

“He heard mein hell then,” | replied.

“l guess s0.” He threw me aroll of paper towels. “Clean yo' face, you got blood on
you.” | ripped some paper towels off the roll and cleaned my face. “Y ou was kickin’
that nigga hard. Y ou got some aggression built up?’

“Shut up, Fire,” | said, shaking my head. | looked down at my clothes to see them
splattered with blood. Normally, | wouldn't walk around with this shit on me, but
there was no reason to mess up two outfits since | planned to leave here and go see
Jamel. “Call Kino and let him know he has some work.”

“Kino!” Fireleaned back and yelled.

“What's good?’ Kino stepped into the house and looked around.



“Clean up, niggal”

“Already got ateam movin',” Kino replied with alaugh.

“Bet,” | said. “Have someone head to the warehouse too. I’'m goin’ to pay that nigga
Jamel avisit next.”

“No problem.” Kino dapped me and Fire up before we | eft.

| let Fire drive to the warehouse so | could have a minute to get my mind right. The
entire drive, he blasted music and let me be. Once we were there, he parked in the
back and we went inside.

“How long you been here?’ | asked Nine as | dapped him up.

“About ten minutes,” he answered. “I was taking care of that thing you had me
looking into.”

“Find out anything?’

“Yeah,” hesaid. “Thefileisin your email.” | was hesitant to pull my phone from my
pocket to look at it. “It’'s good news.”

“| appreciateit,” | said, nodding. “ She needs awin.”

“She gonna get one,” he said, then sat down. “Now kill that nigga so | can go home
and go to sleep. | gotta be on aflight in the morning.”

“Where you going?’

“Tokill some people,” he answered.



“Youtakin’ Krude with you?’

“Fuck no,” Nine answered. “That niggaisn’'t allowed within twenty feet of me.”

“Why?’

“Long fuckin' story,” he said, shaking his head. “Just know if it weren't for Mrs,
DeCorte, | would' ve killed that nigga.”

“Tell me what happened,” Fire said, sitting next to Nine. “Cuz, he called me going
off the other day.”

| walked away laughing because | knew how much Nine and Krude went back and
forth with each other. They were good friends, but Nine was a serious kind of nigga
and Krude didn’t take shit serious in life. How they worked so well, | didn’t know,
but they did, and | wasn’'t one to question shit that didn’t have anything to do with
me.

Jamel was locked in the last room down along hallway. | opened the door to find him
hanging upside down with cuts on his chest. | shook my head and closed the door.
This was Cross's handiwork; | knew without her telling me she came to visit him.
Jamel groaned as he spun in slow circles from the chain.

“Wake up, bitch boy,” | said, smacking him in the face. Jamel opened his eyes and
stared at me. “Bet you didn’t expect to see me standing here, did you?’

“Fuck you.” He groaned, and | laughed harder. Even though he knew he was going to
die, he was still trying to act tough.

“Damn, nigga, | just knew you'd be happy to see me,” | said, walking around him.
Cross had done a number on him. Cuts, bruises, and chunks of skin were missing



from his body. “Or did you want to see Cross again?’

“Fuck her too.” He grunted, and | smirked.

“You want me to call her and tell her you miss her?’ | taunted. | wasn’t stupid. He
was hurting and more than likely lightheaded from losing so much blood. But he
wasn't going to die that easily. “ Or you want me to call McCoy?’

Jamel’ s eyes bucked open at the mention of McCoy’s name, and | laughed. “Where is
she?’

“Who, Coy?’ | pretended to act clueless. “Shit, | don’t know, probably at the house,
waiting for me to come home and eat her pussy.” | shrugged as | continued to walk
around the room. Jamel followed me with his eyes as | moved. Every so often, |
would stop and look over at him. “Y ou see, Jamel, you are a weak ass nigga who has
a problem with his hands, which ultimately landed you here. | mean, don't get me
wrong, you would’ ve died no matter what, but now you get a special kind of death.”

“Where's McCoy?’

“1 dready told you,” | said, shrugging. “But you worried about my wife and that’s a
no-go for me.”

“She won't ever love you like she loves me, nigga,” he weakly replied. “That bitch
belongs to me. | made sure of that.”

“Or so you thought.” | laughed. “From the moment we were in the same room, we
been connected. Shit, 1've been living with her for almost two months.”

“Nigga, you ain’t stepped foot in the condo. | know that for a fact.”



“And neither has Coy.” | laughed. “She has a house, a nice ass one, too, and she been
at mine.” | sat in the chair across from him. “In fact, | been preparing her for us to
live together.” | shrugged. “You know ’cause | plan to propose soon.” | pulled the
ring I’ d been carrying around in my pocket since | picked it up yesterday and showed
it to him. “Nothing too crazy, but | mean, it's nice, right?’ | closed the lid. “It looks
way better than that shit you put on her finger.”

“Let me down!” Jamel yelled as he jerked his chains. “I’makill you, niggal”

“No, you aren’t,” | said dismissively. “Now back to our conversation. After | propose
to Coy, we gonna have a big ass wedding, I’ma get her pregnant and I’ ma make sure
she grows as a lawyer and as a woman.” | leaned back in my seat. “You know she
wanna open up more offices around the country? | have been looking at properties for
her and snatching them up too.” | shook my head and smiled. “I can’'t wait to see that
shit.”

“Fuck you!”

“Aht, aht,” | said. “No reason to be mean, nigga.”

“I swear I’'makill your bitch ass!”

| pulled my gun from my back and shot him in the right leg. Jamel’s dramatic ass
screamed and | shook my head. “Stop all the dramatics and shut the fuck up.” | set
the gun in my lap and waited for him to calm down. He didn’t stop, so | picked up my
gun and pointed at his other leg. “Keep screamin’ and I’ ma shoot you again.”

“l hate you!”

“That's fing,” | said, shrugging. “As long as you shut the fuck up so | can finish
talking.” | waited for a beat and Jamel finally stopped screaming. “As | was saying,



McCoy gonna be cool. | got her.”

“My cousin will kill you.” Jamel groaned.

“You talkin’ about Leon?’ | asked, then waved him off. “That nigga dead. | killed
him before coming here. See.” | pointed to my clothes. “Anyway, let's discuss
something else.” | sat forward. “Y ou killed Prince, didn’t you?”’

“Fuck yeah.” He laughed. “I put a bullet into his skull, then pissed on his body before
| left him at the warehouse. | should’ve let the pigs eat him, though.”

“You should’'ve just left him alone,” | said, shaking my head. “You know he sent
McCoy my way?’

“What?’

“Yeah, the day you killed him, he told her to find me.” | stood and looked over at the
tools Cross |eft on the table near Jamel’s body. A hand saw caught my attention, and |
picked it up. “My boy was looking out for me, even before he died. He sent me my
wife, and for that, I’ll always be grateful to him.” | looked at Jamel. “But you did
three things wrong.”

“Just three?’ He laughed.

“Well, three that involved me,” | answered with a shrug. “First was killing my boy.
Our street beef didn’t need to involve death, but you are one of those stupid niggas
that think they can have it al. The money, women, and street cred, not realizing you
have to elevate after a while. The DBB elevated. While you sat around, wanting to
just run the streets, we wanted the world. We aren’t the same.”

“DBB ain't shit.”



“Yeah, we are, which iswhy you so mad,” | said. “Anyway, the second thing you did
wrong was touching McCoy. She was out of your league more than likely from jump
and you hated that shit, so you did what every fuck nigga does. Y ou beat her down,
mentally, physically and emotionally because you were weak. But don’t worry, I've
been taking care of that shit.”

“McCoy wasn't shit when | met her and she won’t be shit when I’'m done with her,”
he laughed.

“You afuckin' lie and we both know it,” | grunted. “Coy is top tier, it ain't another
woman on this earth that can hold a candle to her and that’s why you latched on to
her the way you did.” | shook my head because this nigga was delusional if he
thought otherwise.

“McCoy was a piece to the puzzle that | needed. Any good businessman knows he
needs an lawyer on his payroll. | wasn’t for dishing out unnecessary money so instead
of putting her on the payroll | fucked her. The bitch was lonely; had two friends and
no other connections. A nigga like me giving her attention for alittle while was all |
needed to do. Shefell in love with me, and | used her.”

“And that’s where you fucked up,” | replied. “Y ou thought she wasn’t shit and would
always be down for your weak ass until a nigga like me came aong.” | shrugged.
“She ain’t wanted for shit since the moment | clamed her. | dick her down on a
regular, pay her bills, protect her, and honor her. It ain't a nigga in this world that
could step to her and make me sweat because | know what the fuck | did for her and
who the fuck | amto her.”

“You want a cookie for making her your top bitch or something? | aready told you
that bitch doesn’t mean shit to me. | can have ten of her in ablink of an eye,” Jamel
sneered. He could front all he wanted but | could tell that my words were fucking
with him. He might not have loved McCoy, but he knew what she brought to the table



and how valuable she was.

“Yeah, okay little nigga keep goin’ with that lie,” | said. “You just talkin’ yourself
into an early grave.”

“When | get out of hereI’m do you like | did your boy,” Jamel said.

“You're not getting out of here.” | laughed. “Anyway, you know what | found out
that had me confused? Y ou strung McCoy on for years, even though you had awife.”
Jamel clenched his jaw and mugged me hard. “It took me a day or two to find
Sienna.” | tapped on the door and Fire dragged in Sienna. She was a beautiful
woman. Short, curvy, dark brown skin and an innocent face. She looked at Jamel
hanging in the middle of the room, then at me and Fire. “Have a seat.”

“Whatever he did, | didn’t have anything to do with it,” she said, sitting down in the
empty chair. She looked scared as hell. From the information Nine got, Sienna was a
victim just like McCoy.

“Damn, she don't like you either?’ | asked Jamel.

“Bitch!” heyelled at Sienna. She jumped from the chair and hid behind Fire.

“Ay, he can’'t hurt you,” Fire said, shaking his head. “He just wanted you to know
you're free. This nigga never gonna be able to hurt you again. You can start your life

over, go to college; shit, moveto adifferent state. It doesn’t matter.”

“Fire, take her out of here” | said, nodding at Sienna. “Have Nine give her the
paperwork he has.”

“Cool,” Firereplied. He opened the door. “Let’s go.”



After they left, | turned back to Jamel and shook my head. “ Anyway, the third thing
you did wrong was letting me live. If you wanted to run the streets like you said you
did, you should’'ve killed me too. Leaving me alive was your biggest fuckin’
mistake.”

| turned on the saw and cut into Jamel’s chest. He screamed until he passed out,
which only took a few seconds. | set the saw on the table, grabbed the rib spreader,
and cracked his chest. His heart barely pumped as he died. | didn’'t give a fuck about
a slow, painful death. This nigga never cared when he was hurting McCoy. | reached
into his chest, grabbed his heart, and pulled it out.

Fuck him.
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CHAPTER 29
MCCOY

“Okay, so | don’t want you to panic,” Earth said, coming into my office. | looked up
from the computer and took off my glasses.

“What did you do?’

“Nothing bad,” he answered as he rounded my desk. | sat back in my seat and stared
up a him.

“Then why would | panic?’ | swayed from side to side and waited for him to answer.

“l just want you to know | love you,” he said, and | nodded. “Like, legit love you.
Will give you any and everything in the world without a second thought.”

“Earth,” | sighed. I'd been trying to get up the nerve to tell him how | felt for the last
two weeks, but every time | opened my mouth, the words died on my lips. It wasn't
asif | didn't love him because | did, | was just scared that once | said those words,
things between us would change. It was the same way with Jamel. The second | said
those three words, it was like a switch was flipped and he reared his ugly head. Don’'t
get me wrong, | knew Earth and Jamel were two different types of men, but that
didn’t take away the fear | had.

“Ay, it's cool,” he said, then kissed me. “I’m not rushing you to say nothing you're
not ready for. | just want you to know, is al, and to understand in this next phase of



your life, I'm proud to be your nigga and will help you through it.” He put his hand
out for me to take. “Now, come on. | want to show you something.”

“Now | am nervous,” | said, laughing.

“1t’s gonna be okay,” he said, then helped me from my seat. We went into the living
room where a brown-skinned woman sat on the couch. | looked at Earth, then back at
her, dlightly confused. “Coy, | want you to meet someone.” The woman stood up. Her
eyes bounced from Earth to me with the same look of uncertainty | know mine held.
“Thisisyour sister, Bradley Toliver.”

“What?" | looked at her, this time taking in her full appearance. She was average
height and curvy but it was her face that stopped me. Full lips, a small nose, slanted,
dark eyes, full cheeks, and deep dimples that were al identical to mine. Her hair was
cut into a cute pixie cut and she wore diamond studs in her ears. She was dressed in a
pair of baggy blue jeans, an oversized khaki t-shirt, and matching tennis shoes. She
had a cute tomboy style | loved. “ Sister? Earth, what are you talking about?’

“1 had Nine do some digging into your background.” He ran his hand over his hair as
if he was nervous. “Nothing too major, | just wanted to see if maybe you had some
family out there. If you didn’t, it was cool ’cause you are part of mine you know? But
if you did and they wanted to get to know you, then | was down for that too. | know |
didn't ask you but that was because | didn’t want to get your hopes up about
something that might not turn out like you want. But Nine found Bradley afew weeks
ago and we flew out to talk to her.”

“You found my sister?’ | asked him and he nodded. “A sister | didn’'t even know |
had?’ Again, Earth nodded. “Why the hell would | be mad at that?’

“Because you never said you wanted to know.” He shrugged and | shook my head. “I
mean, shit, you ain't even said nothing to her now and she standing right there with



the same fuckin’ face asyou.”

“That's because | don’t know what to say!” | fussed and shook my head. “And I'm
nervous.”

“Man, Coy, turn around and talk to Ley. She cool as fuck.” Earth laughed. He kissed
my forehead, then turned me by my shoulders to face my sister. “Ley, this is your
baby sister, McCoy Toliver.”

“You're older than me?’ | asked, surprised. Bradley didn't look a damn day over
twenty-five. “I’'m sorry for staring, but I’ m trying to figure out why | don’t remember

you.

“Yeah, you were a baby when our parents died in a car accident,” she answered. “I
was five; you weren't even one yet when it happened. We were separated. The group
home they sent you to was full by the time | got out of the hospital. When | got old
enough and aged out of the system, | tried finding you. | reached out alittle over two
years ago but a man who said he was your husband answered the phone. He said you
didn’t want to meet me and was fine without me. It broke my heart, but | accepted it.”

“Fuckin’ Jamel,” | mumbled and shook my head. He knew how much | wanted a
family and took that away from me. | hated him more now than | did a few months
ago. | was glad Earth killed him. “What he said isn’t true.”

“1 know that now.” She laughed. “Earth came to see me a few weeks ago like he said
and explained everything. He said you and Jamel were no longer together and he was
looking for me for you. He said he wanted you to have someone to have your back
besides Lynx and his family.” She paused and a bright smile spread across her face.
“And just so you know, his family is amazing and Lynx will probably end up being
both of our best friends.”



“Y ou met them?’

“Earlier today,” she said. “Earth thought it would be a good idea to meet them first so
we would have time to get to know each other without them being curious and
interfering with our bonding.”

“Did he?’ | glanced at Earth, who was watching us closely. He was on go mode,
waiting for me to show any signs that this was too much. | knew without a doubt if |
said this was too much or | didn't want it, Earth would escort Bradley out of this
house and out of my life without a second thought. “What else did he say?’

“That you're the love of hislife and he'd do whatever he needed to protect you,” she
answered. They shared a look for a brief second before she turned back to face me.
“But he's a good guy and | respect the hell out of him for loving you the way he

does.

“Ay, I'mahead out,” Earth said, and | nodded. “I gotta handle something with Citrine
but I'll be back.” He kissed my forehead. “I’ll call you when I’'m on my way back to
see what y’ all want to eat.”

“Okay.” | nodded. He left the living room, and | turned back to Bradley. “Have a
seat.” The sound of the garage opening caught my attention. “I’ll be right back.”
Bradley nodded and | raced from the living room to the garage just as Earth was
about to start his car. “ Earth?’

“Yeah, baby?’ He started his truck, then rolled down the window. “What you need?’
“I love you!” | spoke. Fear didn’t mean anything to me now because | knew this man

loved me with everything in him. His actions, words, and intentions were aways
clear, and if | ever doubted anything, he' d proved it over and over.



Earth got out of the car, leaving the door open and walked over to me. His low eyes
stayed on me until he was close enough to lift my chin with his finger. “Say that shit

again.

“I loveyou.” | laughed.

“Say it again.”

“l, McCoy Elise Toliver, love you, Earth Marcel Carlson,” | declared before his
mouth crashed into mine. | wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him with

the same passion he kissed me with.

“l swear on everything | have been waiting on you to say that shit,” he said after
breaking our Kiss.

“1 know, and I’'m sorry it took me so long to say it,” | said.

“You said it when you were ready. | ain't mad at that,” he said, shaking his head.
“Now take your assin there and kick it with your sister.”

“Be safe out there,” | said as | unwrapped my arms from around his neck and stepped
back.

“What' s the worst that can happen, Coy?’ he asked with alaugh. “My enemy is dead,
remember?’

| made sure | was close enough to the door so that he couldn’t catch me and smirked.
“You know somebody could catch you dlippin’ and snatch you up.” | laughed and

took off running, making sure | slammed the door shut behind me.

| went back to the living room where Bradley was waiting and dropped down on the



couch. Bradley looked up from her phone and smiled at me. She was beautiful and |
wasn't just saying that because she was my sister.

“1 want to ask you something, but | don’t want it to be awkward when | do,” Bradley
said, then bit into her bottom lip.

“Ask away,” | replied.

“Can | have a hug?’ she asked, and for a second, | was taken aback. | was prepared
for her to ask me about Earth or my life but not that. “If it's too soon, | completely
understand. | just?—"

| didn’t let her finish her sentence before | jumped up from my spot and pulled her
into ahug. Tears | didn’'t even know | was holding back started to fall from my eyes
as soon as her arms wrapped around me. “I didn't even know | missed you until |
knew you existed,” | cried.
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CHAPTER 30
EARTH

“You're going to propose and get married all on the same damn day?’ Krude asked
me, for what felt like the millionth time. “What if she says no?’

“She’snot,” | said, shaking my head.

“She might,” he countered, and | mugged him. “Nigga, you can keep the scary looks
for somebody who don’t know your future wife kidnapped you and had you locked in
her damn house. Y ou aren’t tough!”

“EX, come get your fuckin’ cousin, man!” | yelled for Exodus.

“Krude, what the fuck are you doing, man?’ Exodus asked, coming into the room
with a bow! of fruit. How these niggas always managed to find food was beyond me.
Between him, Krude and Domo, there was never an instance one of them wasn’t
eating something. “l swear | can't take you no-fuckin’-where without you showing

out.

“All | did was ask the nigga what he would do if she said no,” Krude said, mugging
Ex. “And what the fuck you mean, you can’'t take me nowhere? Y ou rode with me,
remember?’

“Because Madea said keep an eye on your dumb ass!” he replied and threw a grape at
him. “Y ou were just dliding down walls and singing love songs at her house not even



aweek ago, or did you forget?’

“Because | was heartbroken,” he said, shaking his head.

“And you not now?’

“Nah.” He laughed. “Me and Megan back together,” he answered with a shrug.

“Does she know that?’ | asked. | tried my hardest to stay out of Krude's relationship
issues, but that nigga made it hard. Every time | turned around, he was plotting ways
to get back together with his ex, Megan, who, by the way, had declared she wanted
nothing to do with him on more than one occasion.

“My baby not about to let me be asingle father out here,” Krude said. | looked at Ex,
who shook his head but didn’'t say a word. He knew his cousin was slow. “Watch
what | tell you. As soon as she finds out a new woman is gonna be around Jr., she
gonna come crawling back. You know women don't like their baby daddy’s
girlfriends and shit.”

“I’m not dealing with his shit today,” Exodus said, shaking his head. “Where the fuck
IS Judge? It’ s his turn to watch your crazy ass.”

“He over there with my best friend, trying to talk her into being like his whorish ass,”
Krude said, waving him off. | turned to see Sasha and Judge standing in the corner,
talking. | couldn’t even front; they looked good together. Judge had breathed life
back into the former Madam and she radiated confidence.

“Judge!” Ex called out. “Come get this nigga.”

“No,” Judge replied. He was so serious with his answer, he didn’t raise his voice.
“Send him to Corinthian or Psalms.”



“The heathen and the drug dealer?’ Krude gasped as if he was offended. “Harlot, you
got alot of fuckin’ nerves.” Krude stood from his chair and looked around. When his
eyes landed on his grandmother, he laughed. “Madea, we need to talk.”

“Yeah, Madea, y'all need to talk,” Exodus agreed. “Go on over there and talk to your
grandma, nigga.”

“I am, hoe, and when | get over there, I'ma tell her Paxton is pregnant and y’al
wasn’'t gonnatell her.”

“Bitch, you better not!” Exodus hissed through clenched teeth. “She already side-
eyeing us 'cause Mahogany had her baby and now she got baby fever!” He reached
for Krude, but he was able to sidestep him and headed toward their grandmother.
“Madea, that niggalying!”

| laughed as they walked away. Fire made his way over to me and dapped me up.
“What the fuck was that about?’ he asked, nodding toward the DeCorte cousins, who
were fussing at each other.

“It’sthe Bible Thumpers,” | said asif that answered his question. | looked around for
the boys. “Where is Lake and Ocean?’

“With Mama,” he answered with a shrug. “ She said they needed to get away from me
and all my anger.”

“They do.” | laughed, and Fire mugged me. “I told you being mean to that girl was
gonna backfire on you, but you didn’t listen.”

“Who the fuck told her to get a damn boyfriend?’ Fire asked. “That nigga ugly any-
damn-way.” Fire had been in his feelings for the last few weeks since finding out
Lynx had a boyfriend. On a daily basis, his temper was getting the best of him when
it came to everything except the boys. With them, he was till his loving self but



everyone else got the short end of the stick.

“Get out your feelings, nigga.” | laughed and mushed his head. My phone vibrated
and | looked at my watch to see a text from Lynx saying they were pulling up.
“Alright, Coy on her way up.” | grabbed my brother’s arm and pulled him from his
seat. “Get yo' asson, nigga.”

“Alright, y'dl, let'sgo!” Fireyelled and everyone started clearing the room.

Since West’ s restaurant was our first date, | thought it was only right that | proposed
to her here. The door was pulled open and McCoy walked in. She was too busy
talking to Bradley and Lynx at first, but then she noticed me standing there and
stopped talking.

“Come here, Coy,” | said. She didn’'t hesitate to do what | said, and | smiled. She
trusted me with everything in her.

“What is going on, Earth?’ she asked, looking around.

Everyone was hidden in the back, though. | wanted my proposal to be intimate, just
me and her. | looked over her shoulder to make sure Bradley and Lynx had left and
they had.

“What did | tell you was the only thing you had to do?’ | asked her. McCoy stared at
me confused and | laughed. “Think, baby. | told you it was one thing you had to do,
and I’ d take care of the rest.”

“Loveyou?’ she questioned, and | nodded.
“That'sit,” | sad as | got down on one knee. “l told you | knew you were it for me

from the moment we met. In that fuckin’ warehouse a few months ago, you were
mine. | was just waiting for you to love me back.”



“And | do, Earth.”

“l know.” | chuckled. | reached into my pocket and pulled out the ring | had for her.
“Now al you gotta do is say yes and birth my baby.” | nodded to her still-flat
stomach. “And let me keep loving and protecting y’all. Can you do that?’ | dlid the
ring onto her finger, not caring that she hadn’t answered me. “Huh? Can you do that,
Coy?

“Yes,” she answered, with tearsfalling from her eyes.

“Good ' cause we getting married today,” | said, standing.

The door to the back opened and everyone came inside. Pastor DeCorte walked right
to us and opened his Bible. “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join this
man and this woman in holy matrimony.”

The End.
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