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The final book to the legendary Ethic series by Ashley Antoinette concludes the heart wrenching
story of Ezra Okafor. Will he find forever with his one true love? Will Alani ever truly forgive Ethic,
or are they destined to say goodbye? Will Morgan and Messiah repair their love before it's too
late? Step into Ethic Land once more as Antoinette pens the greatest love story of this
generation. An instant classic ends here. The question is, will it end happily ever after or in
destruction?

David Lee Corley writes about a time period very few Americans know anything about--the roots
of the conflict in Vietnam, beginning with American involvement with the Viet Minh in attacking
the Japanese in the waning days of World War II. His research is hands-on, and his book unfolds
in dramatic fashion, carrying the reader along on military adventures that illuminate this
unexplored area of history, connecting the dots between the familiar -- World War II -- and the
less investigated but critically important infancy of US involvement in Indochina. This is a
hallmark of historical fiction at its finest; you CAN learn history in the hands of skilled storytellers
like David Lee Corley. Matthew RozellAuthor of "THE THINGS OUR FATHERS SAW" WWII
seriesOAH American History Teacher of the Year
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ETHIC VIAshley AntoinetteAshley Antoinette Inc.P.O. Box 181048Utica, MI 48318ETHIC VI
Copyright © Ashley AntoinetteAll rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any
form or by any means without prior consent of the Publisher, except brief quotes used in
reviews.Trade Paperback Printing July 2019Printed in the United States of AmericaThis is a
work of fiction. Any references or similarities to actual events, real people, living, or dead, or to
real locales are intended to give the novel a sense of realism. Any similarity in other names,
characters, places, and incidents, is entirely coincidental.Distributed by Ashley Antoinette
Inc.Submit Wholesale Orders to:owl.aac@gmail.comLetter to the FansDear Ash Army,It’s finally
time to say goodbye and let this world go. It is with the heaviest heart that I present to you the
final book to this series. I appreciate you for enduring the ride. I hope you’ve loved as hard as I
have on these pages. Now flip to page one and go deep with me as I turn ink into love.-xoxo-
Ashley AntoinetteTo Ash Army…I fucking love you.To my editor Mia Lynn, thank you for the
beautiful work you’ve done on my babies during this entire series. You not only understand
literature, but you understand the sensitivity of the artist. I appreciate you more than I can ever
express.DedicationTo my son, Quaye Jovan Coleman, everything I do great in this world is in
tribute to you. I hope to always make you proud, Big Man.Love MomWarningThis series has
been known to cause The Ethic Effect. If you experience shortness of breath, palpitations of the
heart, day dreaming, overactive emotions, out of body episodes, lustful thinking, or inexplicable
yearning for an imaginary man/woman…find your book bestie and discuss immediately!Happy
Reading!Chapter 1 “Messiah?” Bleu’s voice cut through the dark room. Messiah heard her, but
he didn’t respond. He sat on the bathroom floor, head leaned back against the wall, gun resting
in his lap, defeated. A soft rap at the door was only meant to be polite because Bleu pulled open
the door without invitation. “Messiahhh,” she whispered, kneeling beside him. “You didn’t have
to come, B,” he said. “I know,” she answered. “Especially, since I took the bullets out of the gun
before I brought you the bag.” Messiah opened the chamber and scoffed, before she removed
the gun from his hands and placed it inside her handbag. She sat on the floor beside him. “You
want to talk about it?” she asked. “Nah, B. If you just sit here, that’ll be dope. I need a minute. I’ll
be a’ight, though.” Bleu nodded and sat shoulder to shoulder with Messiah on the bathroom
floor. “You think you can love more than one person at a time, Bleu?” Messiah asked. It was a
question she had asked herself many times before. Bleu wasn’t a stranger to love. She had
experienced two, really big ones in her life, and she had a feeling that she was entering a third. A
different kind of connection. An odd one, but love, nonetheless. “I think so,” she whispered. He
turned his head to rest his chin on top of her head. “Yeah, me too,” he said. They sat there for
two hours, in silence, until the nurses came in with breakfast. “Come on,” she whispered, as she
stood, dusting off her jeans. She reached down and helped him to his feet, allowing him to rest
his weight around her shoulders, as they walked back into the room. “Hey, Ms. Hollis,” she
greeted, smiling at the old woman. “Good morning, Bleu,” the woman greeted, as she lifted a



bite of the Jell-O into her mouth. Bleu helped Messiah to the bed and then lifted the silver pan to
reveal his meal. She frowned. “I’m gonna get you some real food. Will you be okay while I leave?
Just for a minute,” she said. Messiah leaned back on the pillow. “Nah, B. I don’t care about the
food. My taste buds are fucking messed up anyway. It all tastes the same. This is fine. I just kind
of want you here. Somebody I know to be here.” Bleu’s brow dipped in concern, as she pulled
up the chair next to his bed. “Okay,” she said. She picked up the fork from his plate, dipped it into
the food and lifted it to his mouth. “You’ve got a good girl. A beautiful, young lady. You two make
a fine couple,” the old woman said. “Oh no,” Bleu said. “We’re no couple. He has a beautiful girl,
but it isn’t me. He’s just too stubborn to call her.” “Well then, he has two beautiful girls. You might
not be that girl, but you’re his girl, that’s for sure. It takes a life partner to go through cancer with
you. Somebody that ain’t gonna give up on you when it gets rough. That’s you for him, little girl.
Sometimes, the greatest loves of our lives are our friends.” “She’s senile as fuck, B,” Messiah
snickered. “Senile this,” the woman said, sticking up her middle finger. Messiah and Bleu
laughed along with the old woman. Messiah held up one hand, opening his palm, and Bleu
hesitantly placed hers against his, letting their fingers form a joint knot. “Thanks for coming, B,”
Messiah whispered. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. There were no butterflies for
them, no anxiety, no nervousness, just purity, simply friendship…a love so strong that nothing
would ever scare them from one another. Their foundation was solid. She wasn’t abandoning
him. She refused to, and he was undeserving…grateful. Bleu pulled her hand away and took a
seat in the chair, pulling out a bottle of nail polish, as she propped one foot on the side of his
bed. He focused on the television screen. They didn’t always talk. Sometimes, they said nothing
at all for hours, but just her presence soothed him…distracted him from the feeling that had
almost made him take his life just hours before.*** “You have to find him, Ethic,” Morgan
shouted, as she took aim at the paper target in the distance.BANG! BANG! BANG!Bella covered
her ears, as Morgan curled the trigger. Ethic stood back in awe, watching her put bullets through
the center of a bullseye. Repeated shots. Repeated kill shots. She wasn’t even trying. She
emptied her clip and popped out the magazine, handing it over to him.“He taught you that?” He
asked, stunned at how comfortable and accurate Morgan was with a firearm.Morgan looked out
at her target.“He wanted me to be able to protect myself. From him, I think.” Morgan’s eyes
clouded. “I think he’s in trouble, Ethic. He has to be. He loved me. At first, I thought he didn’t, but I
still feel him. It’s like he’s right here next to me… only I can’t see him. If he just left me and he’s
done with me, I need to hear that from him. I need to hear him say it. I need to see him. I have no
closure. He’s just out there somewhere and it doesn’t make sense that he… I need to…” Morgan
stopped talking and sucked in a deep breath. “Please, just find him.”“I will, Mo,” Ethic stated. He
passed the unloaded gun to Bella and then stood beside her. “It’s your turn, B. I avoided this for a
long time because I didn’t want any of you to grow up in a lifestyle that eradicates black people. I
didn’t want you a part of it; but sometimes, it finds us. So, if it ever comes knocking, I need you to
know how to handle yourself.” Ethic glanced at Mo. “Messiah was right. I’m glad he taught
you.”Bella’s hands trembled, as she pointed the gun at the target.“Daddy, my heart,” she



whispered. Her shoulders rose and fell. She was hyperventilating. Panicking.“Your heart is fine,
B. As long as you’re the one with the gun, you’re the one with the steady heart. You’re the one
who holds the power; but with power comes responsibility. You don’t pull a gun, unless you’re
prepared to pull the trigger, and you don’t hesitate. We not gon’ focus on the target right now. I
just want you to get used to pulling the…”BANG!Bella’s finger curled on the trigger, before Ethic
could finish his sentence, and she breathed heavily as her arms shook.“Bella, you have to follow
my instr-”“Ethic,” Morgan called. He looked up at Mo and then followed her gaze out to the target
ahead.Bella’s single shot had hit dead through the center of her paper target.Ethic looked at
Bella, in shock. He smirked, running a hand down the top of his head, overwhelmed. He shook
his head, as a reluctant smile lifted one side of his mouth. “Okay.” The threesome stayed inside
his gun range for hours. Ethic stood in the middle of Morgan and Bella, tattooed arms extended,
finger curled, as they fired. Round after round. Ethic and his angels. His devils, apparently,
because they were fucking shooters. Baby Bella, not even thirteen yet, was a fucking beast. Her
ability to measure line of sight like the geometry angles she had perfected in school gave her an
effortless kill shot. What had taken Ethic years to learn, Bella had done in one session with her
father. Morgan had been taught by Messiah, and Ethic had taught him. He hated to admit that
he was proud. Instead, they lit up the targets, so he could be sure they knew every aspect of a
firearm. How to clean it, how to load it, how to shoot it, how to control the emotions that came
with using one. Kendrick blared through the air, as Ethic annihilated his target.I got loyalty, got
royalty inside my DNAI live a better life, fuck your lifeThis is my heritage, all I’m inheritingMoney
and power, the making of marriagesTell me something…You motherfuckers can’t tell me
nothing… They emptied clip after clip - therapy. A way to release all the fuckedupness of their
world. When they were done, Ethic pulled in a deep breath and closed his eyes, placing balled
fists against the ledge in front of him. He bowed his head because he didn’t want this for them;
but at any moment of any day, they could become victims to tyranny. Messiah had taught him
that. No matter how much love and protection Ethic poured into his girls, some boy would
eventually come along. Messiah had hurt Mo. She hadn’t been equipped to handle a man like
him. She hadn’t stood a chance. The next nigga would receive a different Mo. The first nigga to
even attempt with Bella would be at a disadvantage. The streets wouldn’t swallow them whole.
He couldn’t let them. So, he had to chip away at their innocence a little to make sure they could
handle the world around them. It hurt, but it was a necessary evil. He felt Mo’s head hit his
shoulder, as she snuggled beneath his left arm and Bella took her position under his right. He
had to protect them at all costs. It was his job. One he took seriously, but he couldn’t be there
every second of the day, so he had to make sure they knew how to protect themselves.Chapter
2 The sight of Eazy standing in his white karate uniform made Alani smile. She sat on the
sidelines with the other parents, snapping pictures because it was his first class. Eazy hadn’t
been formally diagnosed with ADHD. If it were up to Alani, he never would be. She would keep
him in every physical activity she could think of, to exert some of that overflow of energy he
possessed. She wished she could borrow some, in fact. It was always some old-ass, mad-ass,



wrinkled-ass bitch complaining about the youthfulness of children. In Alani’s opinion, Eazy was
doing exactly what he should be doing…being a kid…her kid…and as long as she was around,
she would go to war for him. The smile he gave her, after he successfully completed every
move, melted her. It was a welcome pick-me-up. Alani’s mood had been altered. Her miscarriage
was haunting her. She had been bleeding for some time and it made her mean. The
misunderstanding of God’s intentions for her life made Alani ill-tempered. It seemed that bad shit
always happened to her. Hard times came more often and lasted longer than any good moment
in her life. This was one of them, and she was having a hard time. She was distant, lost in
heartbreak from the loss of another child. She didn’t even count miscarriages as real babies
anymore. She had been through it so many times that it was making her bitter and Ethic had no
idea that she was dying a bit inside. The sensei dismissed Eazy and the other students and he
ran over to her. “Did I do good? Did I do good?” He was so enthusiastic and excited that Alani
had to smile brightly. “You did good, kid,” she confirmed. “How about ice cream?” she asked. “I
did that good?!” he shouted. “You absolutely did that good,” Alani answered. Alani took Eazy’s
hand in hers and walked out of the building. “You lost one of your heartbeats,” Eazy said. Alani
frowned. “What do you mean, Big Man?” “Well, a couple days ago when you held my hand, I felt
two heartbeats. Now, I only feel one. You lost one,” Eazy observed. Alani stopped walking,
looking at him, mesmerized by his ability to connect with her so naturally. “Yeah, I lost one,” she
whispered. “But all I need is one to keep loving you. Right?” Eazy nodded. “Yeah, that sounds
right.” “Hey! Can we stop by to see my mom? You like to read, right? We read to her. Can you
and I go? She hasn’t even met you yet,” Eazy stated. “She said she wants to, and we passed the
cemetery on the way here.” His eyes lit up and Alani stiffened. “I don’t know, Big Man,” Alani
answered. She was hesitant. It felt a lot like she was about to overstep her boundaries. “That’s
something you do with your family, Eazy. Your dad and Bella. Don’t you want to wait for them?”
“No, I always go with them. I want to go with you,” he countered. It sounded so simple to a seven-
year-old boy, but to Alani, it felt like mental math. Her head was all twisted up, trying to resolve if
this was okay…if it would be okay to Ezra… to Mo. “Okay, Big Man,” she conceded. She called
Ethic so many times; and every time he didn’t answer, her anxiety grew. Before she knew it, she
was sitting in the car at the cemetery, holding a cup of frozen yogurt in her hands. “Maybe we
should come back with everyone, Eazy,” she said. She didn’t know why her voice shook. “But
she’s right over there! Come on,” Eazy said. He bounced out the car and Alani sent a
text.AlaniPlease, call me back. It’s important. We’re fine, but it’s important. She climbed out the
car and watched, as he ran across the grass to his mother’s headstone. Alani’s heart stalled a
bit. It was so close to Kenzie’s and Love’s. Not even a hundred feet away. “I can just sit with them
while Eazy sits with his mom,” she whispered. Alani’s chest was so tight, as she began to walk
toward Eazy. He bounced around the grave, flipping, and talking, as if Raven was standing right
beside him. The sight made Alani smile. He has all that energy because she’s living inside him.
He’s living for two people. He couldn’t sit still if he wanted to, she thought. “I’ll be right over here,
Big Man, okay?” she called out. “Who do you know here?” he shouted. “My kids are here, Big



Man.” “The ones from my dream?!” he shouted, running toward her. “Kenzie and Love? I want to
meet them!” Alani’s eyes betrayed her. She nodded, as he rushed to her, grabbing her hand as
she pulled him to their graves. She sat on the lawn, Indian-style, right between the two graves,
and Eazy tucked himself right in the middle of her lap. Alani held him so tightly, as she cried
silent tears. She kissed the back of Eazy’s head and rocked side to side. God, this hurt so badly.
“Kenzie, Love, this is Eazy. Eazy, this is Kenzie and Love,” she whispered. “Your mom is really
cool,” Eazy said, aloud. Alani laughed through the tears, as Eazy hopped from her lap. He was
so carefree in this cemetery. Where most were reduced to tears, Eazy found joy. She sat there,
watching him chase two butterflies around the graves. Alani fingered the grass growing over her
babies. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “If I could go with you, I would. I’m so sorry, my babies.”
They sat out there for hours; and out of respect, Alani kept her distance from Raven’s grave.
She didn’t realize how much time had passed until the sun began to set. She pulled out her
phone. “Damn it,” she hissed, climbing to her feet. She wiped her eyes and jumped to her feet.
“Eazy, baby!” she shouted. “Your dad is probably worried. Let’s go, Big Man.” “Wait! You have to
meet my mom! You have to come say hi!” Alani didn’t want to say no. How could she tell him
no? Alani walked over to Eazy and stared at the headstone of Raven Atkins. “Mom, this is Alani.
She’s taking care of me,” Eazy said. Alani couldn’t breathe. She was so nervous. Like Raven
was watching her every move. “I’m really happy to share this with you, Eazy,” Alani said. “So
honored to meet your mom.” Eazy’s arms around her waist, holding her tightly, just unearthed
emotion inside her. It felt like she had so much to live up to. To love Ethic and his children, after
Raven, was intimidating. “We’ve got to head back, okay?” “Okay,” Eazy said. He leaned
forward, putting lips to stone. “I love you, Mom.” Alani had to look away, she was so emotional. It
was the only way he would ever kiss her. The only way she would ever kiss her babies. A damn
shame. Alani bent and touched the engraved name. Raven Atkins. “I don’t know if this is okay,
but I promise to love them. I hope that’s okay. That deal you wanted to make? The one from
Eazy’s dream. That’s a bet. Please, love on mine,” she whispered. Alani sniffed. She had a hard
time controlling her tears and she lingered there for a little while, before gathering herself and
standing. When she turned to head back to the car, she froze. Ethic stood, leaned against his
Range Rover, arms folded across his chest. She could read his disposition from twenty yards
away. “Dad!” Eazy shouted, as he took off. Alani was slower, timid, in fact. I shouldn’t have
brought him here. Alani stopped walking, when she was at the edge of the road. Ethic didn’t
speak. Eazy had already climbed in the back seat of his car. “He begged me to stop, Ethic. I
tried to call to see if it was okay. I didn’t want to say no, and I didn’t spend much time with her.
Just a moment at the end. I just kept an eye on him, while I sat with my kids. God, why did I come
here? I should have told him no.” Alani was rambling. Explaining, and Ethic was just standing
there. She couldn’t read him. Couldn’t feel him. Silence was a bad thing, right? Alani was in
knots, as he kept her trapped there, under his stare. “Can you say something?” Ethic swiped a
hand down his mouth, fisting his beard, as he ran his tongue along the inside of his jawline. “It’s
a sensitive subject,” he said. There was a hint of anger, but it was masked in something else.



Sorrow. He was drowned in sorrow. “Are you mad?” she asked. “I feel something,” he said. “It
ain’t anger. If I look at all angles of the board, there’s no way I can really be angry, but I’m not
comfortable with this, Lenika. I’m not ready to share this part yet. That has to be okay.” Alani
swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded. “Come.” Alani crossed that road so fast that she
might as well have flown to him. She loved the way he hugged her. Every time. Encompassing.
Protecting. He was her protector, but somehow, she knew that today she had inflicted pain. She
hadn’t protected him in return. She could feel his hurt, as he wrapped strong arms around her.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered, as she buried herself under him, in the space between his neck and
shoulder. It was the closest they had been in days because Alani didn’t want to be touched. She
couldn’t be touched while there were pieces of him being flushed down the toilet daily. She was
experiencing death, right now, in this moment, losing life and he was clueless. “Will you ever
open up that part of your heart? Or will I forever be on the outside looking in?” she asked. He
craned his neck back to look in her eyes. He didn’t answer, and Alani knew better than to push.
She wasn’t looking for a fight, just an answer because it kind of felt like she was filling the shoes
of a ghost. Like Ethic had a wife that he loved with his whole heart and she was the side chick.
He turned her, placing her back against the car, and then hovered over her, staring right into her
soul before forcing kisses that he knew she would resist. Her body was rigid, uncomfortable, but
he kept kissing her, until her contention disappeared. She submitted, lifting delicate fingertips to
his face, as she kissed him back.HONK!They looked into the car where Eazy pressed on the
horn.“I think he’s jealous,” Ethic said, smirking. Alani smiled.“He doesn’t have to be jealous. He’s
my number one. He lets me all the way in,” she said. She blew Eazy a kiss and he beamed,
before settling back against the seat. She turned to leave but Ethic snatched her back. She
came crashing into his chest, as he seized her chin.“You’re not on the outside,” Ethic stated.“If
only I was naïve enough to believe that,” she whispered. “You try, and I appreciate you for trying,
Ezra.” She fingered his lips, wiping away the color her lipstick had left behind. “But I’m very much
an outsider. I’ll follow you home.” Ethic caught her fingers, before she was out of reach,
and she looked at him, frowning. “What is it?” she asked, noticing his disposition, his
hesitation.“I’ve got to handle something, I’m not headed home right now. Take Eazy and I’ll meet
you later. We’ll talk when I get back,” he said.Alani didn’t know why her heart stalled, but the
handling of something scared her. He wasn’t a normal man. He was a man in position; a man of
power. Something could be anything. It could be dangerous. It could be life-changing. It could be
murder. He could be going to murder someone.“Big Man, get in the other car,” Ethic called out.
Eazy climbed out. Worry etched all over Alani’s forehead, as wrinkles filled it.He knew she had
questions. Instead of providing answers, he simply kissed her lips, a quick peck that spoke
volumes.Don’t worry. I’ll be back.Don’t ask questions, just do as I said.Alani’s lip quivered, as
she corralled Eazy. “Come on, Big Man, let’s get home.”She opened the back seat of her car and
he climbed in. She rounded the back of the Tesla, with a knot in her gut. What the hell is he going
to do? What does he have to handle?She opened her door.“Ezra?” she called. He was about to
get into the Range. He had one foot in and one on the pavement, as he peered above the door.



When he saw her headed his way, he stepped out. “What’s wron-” Her arms were around his
neck and her tongue danced in his mouth, before he could pose the question. “Dadddddyyy!”
Eazy groaned, peeking out of the back seat. Ethic held up one finger to Eazy, putting him on
pause, without even breaking the kiss. Alani’s face was wet, as her tongue sent shock waves
from his mouth to his dick, and then bouncing from there straight to his heart. She was sending a
ping pong of emotions through his entire body. Fuck, he loved this woman. She pulled back,
reluctantly, a bit breathless, as she hurriedly fingered the tears that fell. “I didn’t want the other
kiss to be the last kiss, just in case it’s the last kiss,” she whispered. He saw it. Her fear. She
wasn’t asking questions, but she wasn’t taking any chances either. She wanted him to know
exactly how she felt about him before she pulled away from him. Her intuition was going haywire,
and she didn’t like that it felt like he was about to dirty his soul a little. “I love you,” she said.
“You’ll do me a favor?” he asked. Her face lightened a bit, as confusion painted on her features.
“Of course.” “Fry some chicken tonight and make some macaroni and cheese. Some greens.
Homemade, not the shit in the can, and some biscuits from scratch. Oh, and that pound cake
you think I don’t know Nannie made the first time you fed me.” Alani smiled. “I made that!” she
shouted, lying through her teeth. “Nah, nigga. You made it again about a month ago and the shit
tasted way different, so I know Ms. Pat made the first one,” he said. Alani giggled, crossing her
arms. He had distracted her, effortlessly. Eased her worries. Switched her focus and she didn’t
even realize it. He knew it would take her hours to prepare the meal. She would have to go buy
the stuff because his refrigerator wasn’t stocked with soul food ingredients, and then she would
have to cook. It would leave her no time to worry over him. She took the bait. “You don’t even eat
soul food like that,” she answered. “I’m saying, though, a nigga in the mood for it, so I need you
to whip that up for me. You got me?” he asked. He ordered up the full-course meal like he knew
she wouldn’t say no. So damn cocky. Alani nodded. “Okay,” she answered. “But you’ve got to
walk through the door tonight to eat it.” “I’ma always walk back through the door to you and my
babies,” he said. “You know what it would take to stop that from happening?” He nudged her
with his nose. A challenge. “Only real nigga ever came close to stopping that from happening is
this little live wire named Nika from Susan Street.” She nudged him back, smiling, heavy
breathing, gulping him in. His nose caressing the side of her face. Breathing her in. Just a little
oxygen. A little saving. CPR, for a gangster’s soul. A little glue for a damaged woman’s broken
heart. His aura. This man. Her affection. This woman. The way they loved one another. The way
they expressed it. The way they stood there, his pinky locked around hers, unknowingly, pinky
swearing to return. A promise he wouldn’t break. Nothing else needed to be said. Alani walked
to her car, got in and pulled off.Chapter 3 Ahmeek took the plastic-wrapped stacks of money
and stuffed them into the couch cushions of the brand-new furniture. He looked around his
mother’s business. The business he’d purchased her. He washed every single dollar he trapped
through the successful, neighborhood business, and the warehouse was the perfect place to
hide cash that hadn’t yet gone to the cleaners. He zipped up the cushions and then took the
plastic to the entire couch, wrapping it until every inch of the fabric was secure. He snatched up



the empty duffle bag and pulled up his hoodie, as he headed out the back door. “Ahmeek
Harris, 25 years old, mother is Marilyn Harris, 1224 Avenue B; daddy is detained by the
Michigan Department of Corrections at Jackson Prison. Inmate #7913420841.” Meek reached
for his pistol, without hesitating. “You pull it, you better kill me, nigga,” Ethic stated, calmly, as he
sat on the hood of Meek’s car. Meek gripped the handle of his gun, staring Ethic down, a game
of wills, as he bit into his bottom lip in frustration. Ethic’s hands were empty - for now. Didn’t
mean they would stay empty, but he clearly hadn’t come to kill. Ahmeek knew if that had been
the case, he would have never seen the bullet coming. He left his pistol holstered and then used
his thumb to finesse his lip. One swipe. Then, two. He swung his hands in front of his body,
clasping his hands, before finally resting one hand locked around the opposite wrist. “Ezra
Okafor, 36 years old, 3330 Maywood Street, Grand Blanc, MI.” Ahmeek spit the information
back at Ethic, without hesitation. “Is that a threat?” Ethic asked. “I just thought we were fact-
checking, O.G. No threats given.” Ahmeek stated, holding up hands in surrender. “It’s all respect
until one of us get disrespectful.” Ethic scoffed. “You niggas. You niggas with nothing to lose. You
think it makes you untouchable.” “I never thought that,” Ahmeek stated. “Just if I got to go, I got to
go. I’ma do it like a man. I’m chasing this paper full speed. I know the risks. You have always been
the biggest fucking risk.” “And you took the risk anyway,” Ethic stated. “I know Messiah’s
reasons. What’s yours?” “Because he my mans and I’ma ride through the mud with him, right or
wrong. I don’t apologize for that. It was never personal.” Ethic drew on Ahmeek, in the blink of an
eye. BANG. “Neither was that,” Ethic stated. The bullet sent Meek staggering backwards, as
he gritted his teeth, placing one hand over the hole in his shirt. Ahmeek’s legs loss strength, as
he reached for his pistol. “I’ma put the next one between your eyes, if you fucking pull that gun,”
Ethic stated. “You ain’t dying. Hurts like a mu’fucka, but you’ll live,” Ethic stated. “If you get to the
hospital in time.” Meek backpedaled until his back hit the brick wall of the building, and then
allowed his weight to stumble to the ground. He blew hot air out of his mouth, puffing his cheeks
with every breath, trying to control the burn that seared him. “You tell me what I want to know,
and you can be on your way. You ain’t got forever. Shit’s gonna bleed out,” he stated. “Fuck you,
nigga,” Ahmeek stated, spitting blood out of his mouth, as he took labored breaths. He leaned
his head back against the brick wall and chuckled. “Fuck,” he whispered. “The crew the three of
you built. Young, hungry,” Ethic stated. “I saw it. I respected it. Carving your names in the
concrete. This wasn’t a part of the game. You niggas should have stayed out the way. You could
have been getting pussy and money; but now, you’re here, under a nigga gun. You miscalculated
your moves, young.” Meek rolled over to the side, pulling away a bloody hand, as he groaned in
pain. He reached into his pocket and Ethic kneeled in front of him, putting the gun under his chin.
Meek pulled out his phone and Ethic pulled it out of his weak hand. “See, I know Messiah. I
know he’s a hothead and the other lanky, little mu’fucka, Isa. He is too. You thought this shit out,
didn’t you? What? Messiah was supposed to get close to Mo? Then what?” Meek gritted his
teeth, as Ethic pressed his gun harder into the soft skin beneath Meek’s chin. “Mo was never
involved. She wasn’t a part of the plan. Having her around was…” Meek groaned, as he closed



his eyes, absorbing a deep breath and more pain. “Was what?” Ethic sneered. “Was the sun,
man. We been thuggin’ since we were kids. Shit got dark. Can’t feel shit. Don’t give a fuck about
shit. Shit’s like winter, hustling these blocks, man. The block is cold, and Mo was the sun,”
Ahmeek stated. “These blocks turned us into men. Mo gave us a chance to reverse the clock
and be boys. We got to be young around her and her people. It wasn’t about the play when he
brought her around.” Ethic burned a hole through Ahmeek, as the realization that Morgan had
become a queen of her very own kingdom hit him. Ethic was a man and he knew infatuation
when he saw it. She had turned whole gangsters to putty. Two of ‘em. They were wrapped
around her finger. The wars a girl like Morgan Atkins could spark. She wasn’t a baby anymore.
He could see her entire future playing out before his eyes. She had unknowingly earned the
allegiance of not just one man, but two; and if Ethic had to bet money on it, he was pretty sure
Isa would be a third. She had shooters. She had a three-man army. Killers. Ethic knew because
he had taught one of them, and undoubtedly, Messiah ran with men of equal pedigree because
Ethic had taught him that too. To make sure his team was thorough. The fearlessness he saw in
Meek told him that he was built for this, he was prepared to die for this. He was certified. Morgan
was no longer his and he didn’t realize it until that very moment. Messiah had made her a
woman.“Where’s Messiah?” Ethic asked, through gritted teeth. “Huh?”“Even if I knew that shit, I
wouldn’t have a motherfucking thing to say. You might as well pull that trigger.”Ethic retracted his
gun and tossed the phone at Meek’s chest, before heading back to his car and driving off into
the night.***Bella stood in the middle of the football field with the other middle school girls.
Spring had finally arrived, and after running two miles on the high school track, Bella was
exhausted. She leaned over, hands on her knees, as she looked up at the cheerleading coach.
Some of the other girls were already acquainted. It was clear that some of the girls had been on
the team last year, cliques were already forming, and the team wasn’t even chosen yet. The
incoming 7th grade girls were silent, and Bella didn’t rush to make new friends. She stood
straight up and folded her arms across her Nike cropped hoodie. “Okay, we’re going to learn
three cheers and one dance routine, over the course of two days. You’ll each perform them solo
on Friday…I’m going to give you ladies ten minutes to grab a drink and we’ll go right into the
cheers…but…” Bella’s ears went deaf, as she saw Hendrix and three other boys come strolling
onto the field. They walked by the girls and took a seat at the top of the bleachers. “Is that Li’l
Henny and them?” one of the girls behind her whispered, getting excited, as she let off an
uncontainable squeal. “He’s going to Central next year. What he doing back at the middle
school?” A caramel-colored girl, with long feed-ins and what Bella was almost sure was a
stuffed bra, piped up. “He’s here for me. That’s my man.” Bella didn’t even realize she was
staring, until the girl snapped, “Damn, your eyes stuck? What you looking at?” “A liar,” Bella
scoffed. “Who you talking to?” The girl asked. “I swear these little dusty-ass kids, straight out of
the crib, still got milk on they breath. I’ll smack somebody out here. This one got staring
problems and that one shouldn’t even be here. Look at her shoes. Them boys talking.” Bella bit
her tongue, but she felt a bit of sympathy for the other girl. “Yo, Pretty Girl!” All the laughter and



chatter stopped, and the group of girls looked at Ms. Loudmouth, assuming he was talking to
her. Bella flipped her hoodie up around her long hair and made her way over to the fence that
separated the field from the bleachers. “What are you doing here, Hendrix? What if my daddy
had been here?” “Then, I would have stayed low-key,” Hendrix answered. “How long are
tryouts?” he asked. “Four hours,” she answered. “You want to spend four hours doing this or
four hours doing something else?” he asked. Bella looked back at the group of girls who were all
standing there gawking at them. “Hey, Henny!” Loudmouth shouted, adding an extra sweet tone
to her voice for him. “She’s so thirsty,” Bella muttered, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, well, I ain’t got no
drip for these hoes,” Hendrix said. Bella’s eyes widened. “I call ‘em how I see ‘em. How you
think you got the name Pretty Girl? We out,” he said. Bella looked back at the group of girls,
reluctantly. Ethic was at Mo’s apartment, an hour away. Alani was sick. Lily wouldn’t be back until
the end of tryouts. “I need to be back here in three hours, way before my ride gets back.” “I’ll
have you back in two.” Bella snatched up her duffel bag and walked next to Hendrix. His friends
lifted from the bleachers. “These my niggas, Kyrie and Emil,” Hendrix introduced. “Fat nigga up
there is Lynch.” Hendrix pointed to the top of the staircase. The field sat low in the valley, next to
the school, and the hefty kid at the top had opted not to climb down the steps it took to get to the
bottom. Bella walked up the stairs where three motorcycles and a four wheeler were parked.
Hendrix climbed onto the four wheeler and revved the throttle, as he waited for Bella to hop on.
She glanced back at the field of girls and then climbed on. “Hold on tight, Pretty Girl,” he said.
Bella reached around his waist and placed her face flat against his back. “Tighter,” he
said. Bella locked one of her hands around the opposite wrist. “Agh!” she shouted, as he took
off. He lifted on the rear wheels and steered with one hand, flexing the other behind him to
secure Bella, as he maxed out the speed. He rode a quarter mile, popping a wheelie, before
putting the dirt bike on all four wheels. Bella’s heart pounded, and she laughed in his ear, as the
wind whipped through her hair. “That was crazy!” she shouted. “I thought I was gonna fall off.”
“As long as I’m on, you ain’t never got to worry about falling off.”Chapter 4 “I thought about
slitting my wrists,” Morgan admitted, as she laid in her bed, phone to her ear. “But you didn’t,”
Nyair answered. “You’re fighting, Mo. That’s dope. That’s progress.”  Morgan yawned. “That
baby kicking your ass over there,” Nyair said, chuckling. “Butt, Pastor,” Morgan answered. He
amused her every time he let his gangster show. “You’re probably going to hell; you know that,
right?” “You’ll sneak me into heaven through the back door,” he said. She laughed. “It’s late. I’m
gonna try to get some sleep.” “A’ight, Mo. Close your eyes.” “Our Heavenly Father, we come to
You humbly, asking for covering. Cover Mo in Your love. May she feel it so strongly that she never
doubts the plans You have prepared for her life, despite that she can’t quite understand the
design. Order her steps, dear Lord. Make her legs sturdy, so that she may bear the load. Bless
the life growing within her and fill her with faith, so that she will never doubt the beautiful
outcome that is ahead. We ask these things in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy
Spirit. In Your son Jesus’ name, we pray…” “Amen,” Morgan finished. “Goodnight, Mo.” “Night,
Ny.” Nyair was a godsend. Therapy with him kept her breathing on days she just wanted to give



up. He was a confidant. She was learning that even without the cloth of God, he was just a solid
dude who wouldn’t spill her fears to anyone else. Nothing she said ever got back to Ethic, and he
never judged her, not even a little bit. It gave her an outlet. One she needed, because after the
phone call with Messiah, she was barely making it.Morgan tossed and turned. Another night of
restlessness kept her up and the damn morning sickness was killing her. She was pulled from
the bed by nausea. She rushed to the bathroom and her knees hit the hard tile full force, as she
heaved up her soul. Morgan collapsed her back against the wall, her knees pulled close to her
body, her elbows on her knees, her hands clasped together desperately, acting as a resting
place for her bowed head. She cried. This was so hard. Being pregnant. Being lonely. It felt like
she was dying slowly, like every day that ticked by, her baby grew but she shrank. She had
dreamed of this time in her life so many times, but the reality was nothing like the fantasy. It was
harder. It was miserable. She had asked for a baby and God had given her one, but he had
snatched the man she thought she loved in exchange. If she had known she couldn’t have both,
she would have never asked for this at all. Messiah was supposed to be bringing her ice cream
and Coney dogs, because Morgan had an overwhelming urge for a fucking Coney dog with
cheese and relish on top or lamb chops. It was close to midnight and that’s what she wanted,
and he wasn’t around to fulfill her need. She managed to her feet, flushed the toilet and brushed
her teeth. She gagged the entire time. Even the toothbrush in her mouth was too much. It
activated her gag reflex so badly that Morgan threw up again. She splashed water on her face,
brushed her hair up into a ponytail, and slipped a pair of leggings beneath the jersey. She
grabbed her keys and her handbag. Can’t have Messiah, but I can have my fucking food, she
thought, as she stormed out her apartment with an attitude. He used to make runs like these.
Messiah would drive from an hour away to bring her what she desired. Those days were over.
Darkness swallowed Morgan, as she hustled to her car. She drove the two miles to the nightclub
she performed at sometimes. They had the best food, and Morgan could devour the entire menu
in her current state. She bypassed the line to the club, uncaring that she wasn’t dressed for the
occasion. “Mo’ Money, what’s good, baby? Didn’t know Stiletto Gang was performing tonight,”
the bouncer said. “Hey, Dee. They’re not. I’m just here to grab food,” she said. He lifted the rope
and she walked right in. The people in line groaned in protest. Morgan made her way to the bar.
“Hey, Mo!” the bartender greeted. “Hi, Carla. Can I get the lamb chops with mac and cheese
and a Coney with relish and cheese, no onions?” Morgan ordered. “What kind of combination is
that?” the bartender asked. “An amazing one,” Mo replied, with laughter. “I’ll get it right out for
you.” Morgan took a seat at the bar and planted her nose in her phone, as she scrolled through
her social media. She felt the presence next to her but didn’t look up. “Yo, baby, for real, it’s a lot
of women in here in heels and all types of sexy shit to grab a nigga attention, but the J’s and the
jersey got me blinded…you just wake-up like this, huh?” Morgan rolled her eyes and placed her
phone face down on the bar top. “Hey, Carla, how much longer on that food?” she asked,
ignoring the man beside her. “About a good twenty, Mo. Kitchen’s backed up.” “Great,” she
mumbled. “Yeah, that mean shit is perfect. My bitch can’t be too friendly, anyway. Spin niggas



just like this when I’m not around, and I’ll give you the world. Fuck around and marry you.”
“Nigga,” Mo stated, finally placing eyes on the flirtatious man beside her. He was easy on the
eyes. That part would be hard not to notice. He had a little paper in his pocket too, based on the
watch he sported, but he could be a billionaire and it would do nothing for her. He wasn’t
Messiah, so he wasn’t for her. “I’m so uninterested it’s not even funny.” “A nigga like me can
change your life,” he said. “And a bitch like me can get you hurt, so walk the fuck away,” she
snapped. She was so used to having that card to pull…her Messiah…her ace when she got into
a tight spot. He was her muscle and he would come blazing on her behalf, all she had to do was
let him off his leash, clench her teeth, and say, Psk, psk. That nigga would bite. She had
forgotten that he was no longer available for moments like this. “Get hurt? Watch that pretty-ass
mouth before I put something in it.” “Nigga. Get. The. Fuck. Out. Of. My. Face. With your lame-
ass,” she said. Morgan placed her hand in her crossbody bag and went to stand, but he blocked
her. He gripped her elbow and frowned as he stood, towering over her. “Bitch, I’ll…” Morgan
stuck the gun in his side, before he could even get the words off his lips. Messiah had taught her
well. She clicked that safety off so fast it wasn’t even a thought. Red means dead. “Bitch, what?
What was that?” she asked. He lifted his hand from her elbow. “Now, leave me the fuck alone,”
she stated. She saw the challenge in his eyes and her heart fluttered nervously. “Oh, you a
shooter? Somehow, I don’t think you’re a shooter. Pull that shit, bitch…” He had called her bluff,
but before Morgan had a chance to test her own gangster, the man was picking his jaw up off the
ground. “Meek!” “Fuck you talking to, nigga?” Meek asked, as he leaned over the guy, gripping
his shirt, as he delivered a heavy fist across the man’s face. His wheat Timberlands straddled
the man while he beat the life out of him. Meek felt every stitch that the doctors had used to sew
him up, threatening to tear, but he had already pressed go. He couldn’t stop himself if he wanted
to. He was a calm-ass nigga until he wasn’t. Once he became aggressive, he had to get it out of
his system. He hit the man, again and again, again and again. The whole damn crew had
aggression problems… because Meek didn’t stop. Just like Messiah. It was on sight, without
thought, full speed, no brakes. Meek snatched him up, like he was weightless, and pressed his
bloodied face into the bar top. The gun was pulled so swiftly that Morgan didn’t even see it
coming. Meek pressed it to the man’s temple so hard that Morgan could see the man’s head
denting. Skulls weren’t supposed to dent that way. “You talking to her?” he asked, delivering the
man before Morgan. “You think shorty won’t curl a trigger. How about me, huh?” “Ahmeek, stop,”
Morgan pleaded.  “Niggas real slick with they tongue. Better know who the fuck you addressing,
homie,” Meek gritted, as the man struggled beneath his grasp. “Fuck you think this is? She
affiliated, nigga.” “I ain’t know!” the man yelped. “My bad, Meek. I was just fucking with her. I ain’t
mean no disrespect. I apologize, my dude.” “That apology ain’t owed to me, nigga,” Meek stated,
as he sent the butt of his gun crashing into the man’s temple.“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Meek pushed
him so hard the man fell. “Take that nigga for a walk,” Meek barked. Two workers made the man
disappear. Morgan didn’t have to wonder if she would see him again. She knew she wouldn’t.
Nobody would. He was already a memory. “What you doing in here, Mo?” he asked, holstering



his burner behind his back, hiding it in his waistline, and pulling his jacket down over it. He
winced, as he felt the bullet wound in his middle throbbing. His entire abdomen was on fire. He
wasn’t even supposed to be moving around yet, but there was money on the floor; and when
there was paper at play, Meek got in the game. He rubbed his hand over his head, frowning so
hard wrinkles filled his forehead. “What are you doing here?” she shot back. “Ain’t you supposed
to be playing disappearing acts with your boy?” “We got money up here, Mo. Money don’t stop.
I’m in and out, though,” he said. “Then be out then. I don’t need your help,” she snapped. She
was so glad that she was carrying so small. Morgan’s morning sickness was so bad that she was
actually losing weight instead of gaining, and her belly was barely visible. He chuckled, as he
finessed his beard. “I see.” He took her in, head to toe. “It’s normal to shake. It’s normal to be
afraid to pull the trigger. Especially, the first time. It’s different than shooting paper targets. Next
time, you shoot first, ask questions later.” Morgan didn’t respond. She turned her head in the
opposite direction. Ahmeek’s presence made her so emotional. It made her miss Messiah more.
He knocked on the bar twice. “You be easy, love.” He turned to leave, and Morgan finally spoke. 
“Thank you,” she said, giving in, as a sigh escaped her. “For getting rid of him.” “You the queen,
Mo. Niggas got to play they part,” he stated. Morgan’s eyes watered, as she looked at Meek.
“Does he even think of me?” She couldn’t help but ask. She had been ex-communicated. Meek
was her only line to Messiah. She wanted to be stubborn and pretend she was okay, but she
couldn’t. “I’m sure he does, Mo,” Meek stated. “He was never going to hurt you. You weren’t a
part of it. It wasn’t about you.” Morgan looked down and closed her eyes, and then batted sad
eyes back up at Meek. “The things he said…he just left me, Ahmeek. He left. He’s not coming
back, is he?” Meek sighed and looked off, grabbing the edge of his hat, before letting his arms
swing. “I don’t know, Mo. Messiah’s off the grid. It’s necessary. After everything that went down,
he’s…I don’t know. He didn’t just leave you, Mo. He left everything. Dropped everything. I don’t
even know where he is. We talk about the money and then he gets off the phone. He’s pulled
away from everybody, it’s not personal.” “I’m not everybody. He was my everything. It doesn’t get
more personal than that,” Morgan answered. “I’ve seen him be cold and cruel to everyone else.
How could he do me like this? Like I’m one of them…like I’m not a part of him…” She let a tear
fall and Meek looked away, frowning, as he blew out a sharp breath. “Come on, Mo. A nigga not
trying to see you cry. One time was too much.” She nodded, but the tears continued, flowing so
heavy that she had to lower her head because she couldn’t stop, and it was humiliating.
“Morgan…” Ahmeek ran a hand down his wavy head and blew out a sharp breath. Her tears
made him uncomfortable. Morgan swiped at her cheeks, clearing them, but more came to her.
She was so overwhelmed. How was Meek this close but Messiah was so far away? “I’m sorry,
Mo,” Meek stated. Morgan couldn’t control herself. She sobbed, turning toward the bar and
reaching for napkins, and then resting both elbows on top, as she planted her face in her hands.
“Mo, I don’t really feel comfortable just leaving you out here like this. You got to let me know
you’re straight out here, before I walk away,” Meek said. “It’s late as fuck and you out here dolo
like shit is sweet.” “I’m straight,” she answered, lifting her head, only to lower it again. “Okay,



fuck it. Ways to cheer women up,” he said, as he pulled out his phone and typed the words onto
the screen. Morgan frowned and then snatched his phone. “Nigga, are you Googling it?” she
said, a laugh breaking through her somber. “Not Ahmeek Harris. Not Meek with all the hoes. You
don’t know how to stop a girl from crying? I know you know how to make them cry; so, you don’t
know how to stop the tears you cause?” He smirked at her sarcasm and snatched his phone
back. “It ain’t like that. I don’t be on no shit like that.” “So, you’re not a hoe?” she asked. His
silence pulled another laugh from her. “I give women what they want, they give me what I want.
Love ain’t never what they ask for. If somebody came along and asked for that, I’d do that.” She
nodded and looked at him curiously. “You know what will make me feel better? Besides these
slow-ass lamb chops!” She said the last part to Carla. “I’m on it, Mo,” the bartender shot back.
“What’s that? What makes Morgan Atkins smile?” Meek asked. “Dancing,” she said, as she
hopped up from the bar stool. She pulled his hand. “Come on.” “I don’t dance, Mo. Hell nah,” he
protested. “Today, you dance,” she said. Ella Mai crooned from the speakers.I don't know
what's living in my body‘Cause I don't recognize a thing about itThat don't even matter, I'm just
glad I got into the partyMorgan smiled, as a group of people on the floor fell into a popular
ballroom step. A Detroit groove that she knew well, and she joined in, as he stood in front of her,
dreading it. The original Hustle put new-school vibes like the Wobble to shame. It was smooth. It
was a dance she had seen her mother do with her father back in the day. A groove. Ballrooming
was a groove that just made people feel good. The light footwork and easy, old-school steps
were impossible for anyone to mess up. It reminded her of the old-school barbecues that her
father used to host when she was a kid. They would hustle and flow all night, as the fireflies lit up
the night sky. She remembered, and instantly, with the rhythm of the music, Morgan felt her
chest lighten. “I know you know this. You can’t be from Flint and not know this,” she said, as she
Hustled. “Come on, Meek. I won’t tell nobody,” she teased. She danced around him, snapping
her fingers to the beat.She raised her eyebrows, impressed and furthermore surprised, as Meek
matched her movements in a cool way that didn’t make him look corny at all. In a subtle way that
made him look like the coolest kid in the room.“Oh, so you dance?” she asked. “You a whole
gangster in these streets. I thought hood niggas didn’t dance. Like you had bricks tied to your
feet that stopped you from having rhythm.” She laughed, as she snapped her fingers, and then
clapped her hands, as she kept the rhythm.
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