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Chapter 1

	[image: Image]

	You weak-ass cubs don't want no food. That's how you coming, younsta?

	Vito, did your daddy die out here in these jungle streets for nothing? I know he taught you better than that. Grab your fucking nuts.

	Vito charged Carmaine. Carmaine hit the ground hard, but he didn't stay still. He and Vito were tearing into each other.

	"Hell yeah, Carmaine. Show me that hunger. Show me how you handle that shit when somebody disrespects who you are. I know who your granddaddy is. He stood on big fuckin' business out here. He took down two fuckin' humans? Don't disrespect that legacy by being weak. A weak lion lets a human come in his house and fuck his bitch."

	Veins burst out the side of Coleone’s neck as he walked around the two lions. Blood was all over the floor. Everybody was just standing there watching. I had my hands in my pockets, trying not to make a scene. I was already on Coleone's shit list, so I didn't need any more attention, but it was hard to watch the two of them tear into each other. Vito had Carmaine by the back of the neck. He shook him hard and dropped him to the ground.

	Carmaine shifted back into his human form. He was stumbling around. He fell to the ground and was just lying there, sides heaving, his ribs prominent. I got a sick feeling in my gut, but then he got up, rolled onto his knees, and stood up.

	Coleone smiled and tipped his head at him.

	I took a breath of relief when I realized I hadn't just witnessed a murder.

	"Do you see this? This is how you represent that shit. This is how you stand on your legacy. Your elders showed you the way. You have got to fill their shoes. That's what being a man is all about, fulfilling the legacy and plans they left for you. All these other factions out here don't have what we have. They turn their noses up at us because of that water situation, but we are the real fuckin' kings, and only a king can birth a KING." He waved his hands in the air.

	"Mane, you and Face are up next."

	I looked over at Face. He was opening and closing his hands, bouncing on the balls of his feet. Even though he was older than me, it wasn't a fair fight. He was tall and slim, ribs showing, lips peeling from dehydration.

	"I'm not fighting Face."

	"Ahhh, did you hear that shit, Face? Mane, the goddamn traitor's son said you are not worth his time. Can you believe that shit? You and yours are out here in the trenches. The rest of the pride calls you all led babies, and the traitor's son says you aren't worth it."

	I wanted to defend myself, to tell Coleone to stop twisting my words, but this was the game he played, and I knew if I kept talking, he would keep twisting. I could tell Face was feeding into this bullshit. They always did.

	But I wasn't mad at him. Coleone was the reason for all of this. I wasn't scared of him, nor did I idolize him, but that's because my mother had been telling me the truth about him since I was a cub. She was only able to do that because somehow we managed to get an extra water stipend. I was the only kid, so we always got enough to eat, and Coleone never let me forget about it.

	"So, traitor's son, are you ready to tell us how you and your house are able to eat so good while the rest of us starve?" he said as he walked over and blew a cloud of smoke in my face.

	"Wasn't that traitor your brother?" he snarled. "A brother that is dead to me. I would cave in his chest if he walked in front of me, because it's pride loyalty over everything, and you must have forgotten who your alpha is."

	"Everybody, I want you all to look at this. The son of a traitor is out here, but look, his ribs aren't showing.

	"How is that possible while you and your families are out here being forced to beg like peasants? This one is out there high on the hog while you and your brothers and sisters have to share every little scrap. The fuckin' traitor is rolling in the fat."

	I looked around. Everyone was staring at me. My claws burned beneath my fingertips. They were all weaker than me, but there were so many of them. There was no way in hell I could overpower all of them.

	I looked at Coleone. I wanted to ask him if the alpha wasn't supposed to handle that so his pride didn't have to fight for those scraps, but I wasn't stupid. I knew saying that could be a death sentence.

	Coleone smirked and took a step back.

	"Face, you better show me something. Make that traitor-ass cub respect you. He just laughed in yo momma's face the same way they did when she came home with a blood..."

	Before he could finish his statement, Face charged at me.

	But his lion was slow, and he was already out of breath. I shifted easily and swatted him. He scattered across the floor. He stayed down and shifted into his human form. I was scared I had hurt him. I walked over and reached out my hand to help him up. He grabbed my hand and pulled me to the ground. He jumped on my chest. His claws were out. Even from a weak lion, that could kill me. I shifted and pushed him to the ground.

	His lion whimpered.

	"Ahh, looks like the traitor's son got a pair of nuts on him. Too bad he will never amount to anything."

	The door to the house opened, and all heads turned toward the sound. A tall, muscular man walked in. He was wearing a tailored suit and a pair of shiny shoes. He wrinkled his nose like we disgusted him. The twang of an alligator shifter wafted in.

	"Alright, you all are dismissed. I got to handle some business."

	Coleone said it like he was really doing something, like we didn't know he was about to pay the extortion fees.

	I ran out the door.

	When I got to the porch, I shifted back into my human form. I pulled out my phone and looked at my face, making sure I didn't have any bruises because if I did, my mother would ask me a million questions, and I didn't want to explain. On top of that, I knew she wasn't feeling her best, and she didn't need that stress.

	***

	Thirty minutes later 

	I walked into the house and damn near tripped over a pill bottle.

	"Shit."

	"What did you say, young man?"

	"My bad, Ma. I wasn't paying attention," I said as I picked the bottle up off the floor. I walked into her room and set it on the dresser.

	She smiled. "Look, just because you are twenty-something don't mean we friends."

	I smiled. "Ma, what you mean? You didn't know you was my bestie?"

	She laughed and pushed me. "Yeah, well, bestie, are you going to go down to Canal and bring me back some turkey legs?"

	I shook my head. "No, Ma. The doctor hasn't said anything about you eating turkey legs."

	"Boy, that damn doctor don't tell me what to do."

	"But Ma..." She held her hand up.

	"I told you I'm not claiming no sickness, baby. Now gone and get me what I asked for."

	I laughed. "Ma, you are on this turkey leg like it's a drug. Let me find out."

	She laughed and playfully tossed a pillow at me.

	"You know, Ma, if you got the energy to be throwing pillows, why don't you just get dressed and come out with me? We can get in and out early."

	She shook her head. "No. Even after all these years, it just don't seem like it's a day we are supposed to celebrate. I mean, what's to celebrate? The day the humans left us down here in a manufactured-ass world that they took the keys to?"

	"I don't know, Ma. Most factions say it's the day we got our freedom. They let us run our own shit."

	She got serious and turned her head to look over at me. "But can you really be free from a system that you never agreed to?"

	I looked at her. I hadn't seen her this radiant in a while, and I didn't want to waste it on a sad-ass conversation that had been happening for ages.

	"So, Ma, let me get this straight. You refuse to go celebrate, but you want me to go bring you some food? It's giving hypocritical."

	She stood up. "You know what, baby? You right. Let me go ahead, put my face on, and get dressed. It's about time to find you a stepdaddy anyway. Momma's going to get her groove back while you go off to college."

	My lion damn near ripped to the surface. The tips of my fingertips burned, and I could feel my incisors cutting through my gums. My skin burned as the fur tried to push through. I had to shake my head and push him away.

	"You always go too far," I said.

	She lay on the bed and laughed. I was glad to see that she had her quick wit back. Most of the time, she just lay in bed too tired to move, and it seemed like sometimes it took her a long time to just put her thoughts together, and that was one of the hardest things about it. My mother had talked to me my whole life, read me stories. She would make them up on the spot, and then later we would draw them in little notebooks, so it was heartbreaking when she couldn't even put a full thought together.

	I looked at her one last time before I walked out. Her face was soft and round for once. She wasn't pale. She was moving around easily, not having a coughing fit or lying there fatigued.

	The sickness had flared up two summers ago. It was rare that she had good days, and I didn't want to miss out on this one. But if getting her some greasy-ass turkey meat was going to make her happy, then I was going to do it.

	"Alright, baby. See you in a minute."

	"See you in a minute."

	That was the thing we had been saying since I was a kid. She had never let me say goodbye.

	I walked out of the house and turned down the sidewalk. It was dark but still early, but that meant the families were probably headed home and the nighttime activities were about to begin. Jungle Day was like that. It was levels to it, and most people felt the need to show their face. My mother had taken me when I was younger, but we never stayed late. Before the sun dipped, we were back in the house. Thinking back, it seemed like the only reason she went was to get a damn turkey leg.

	"Just greedy," I said, smiling.

	I turned the corner, and the party was in full effect. It took me a second to adjust. I wasn't used to seeing so much activity, so many different shifters out and about in my neighborhood. 

	A part of me loved and hated it.

	But I wasn't out here to party tonight. I was getting my mother's food and going back in. All this hanging-out shit could wait till next year because I almost had enough money to get the tonic from the Silverbacks, and once I had that, I would have my mother back. But until then, I wanted to spend every good moment with her that I could.

	I scanned the street, then I spotted it at the end, a red cart. That was the only one she would eat from. She said the other one always tasted like old grease, but after that little quip she made, I wondered if it was something else because dude always recognized me and asked how she was. I thought it was because we were regular customers, but now I wasn't so sure, and that made me feel a way. I should get her ass one from another spot since she wanted to be funny, but I knew better.

	I jogged down the street and got in the back of the line.

	The music was loud as hell. I was standing there shaking my head. It felt like I was in the club. The bass surrounded me, slipped in my ears. The words were catchy, but it was the treble that caught me.

	"Hey, green eyes," a soft voice said.

	I didn't even have to turn my head. I knew it was Savannah.

	I turned toward her. "That's not my name," I said, smiling.

	She was wearing a short dress, and her ass cheeks were damn near peeking out. My dick was rock hard. We had been hooking up for the last three weeks. Truth was, I knew she was using me for her own reasons. No lion alive wanted his daughter mixing it up with the traitor's son.

	"Call me later?" she said.

	"I got you," I said.

	She smiled as she walked past me with a group of her friends.

	I pulled out my phone to text her to see where she wanted to meet up later.

	"Say, bitch, watch where you going!"

	I looked up immediately because I knew out here it didn't take long for shit to go down, and I needed to be aware of my surroundings. I looked over to where the shouting was coming from. It was two groups of beautiful women. Group one was dressed in bright blues, reds, and greens. They were wearing sparkling earrings and tall heels.

	The group they were staring down was wearing soft brown dresses and sandals. I recognized them immediately. They were a hyena faction. I immediately recognized Seethina. She walked over to one of the women in red.

	"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have called you that," she said, which surprised the hell out of me. Everybody knew how she got down. Word on the street was she had gone hand-to-hand with Coleone back in the day.

	The woman in red tipped her head and turned away back to the group she was with, and they turned and walked away.

	"Can you believe that? Those Macaw bitches come down here from their high horse, skinning and grinning," an older wolf female said from in front of me.

	Her husband was staring at the brightly dressed young women. She popped him on the back of the head.

	"Otis, just what is you looking at? You must want one of those bird bitches. Gone over there and wave your funky little check at them. See how far that gets you."

	I had to turn my head so I didn't laugh, and that's when I saw her.

	Reign was sitting on the edge of a water fountain. She was sitting there with her college sweater on, leggings, a pair of sneakers, and her big-ass glasses on.

	"Look at her nerd ass," I said, laughing. I never understood why she didn't get contacts or something.

	We had been best friends since we were kids. When her mother was pregnant with her, she had been raped by a human man. The pride treated Reign like she was a stain on the pride's legacy, which was stupid as hell. It's like they didn't have more important things to worry about, but my mother had never cared. She had welcomed Reign and her mother into our lives with open arms. We had literally been cubs together.

	Her mother died three years ago, but Reign had been adjusting well. She didn't speak to her father because he used to beat her mother. I remember many times Reign would sneak over to our house when the screams got too much. My mother never turned her away. Reign would stay, and we would sit up and play, and the next morning I could hear my mother telling her mother, Sasha, that she needed to put chloride in his food.

	I jogged over to her.

	"Why are you out here your face in a book?"

	She smiled. "Look, I'm studying."

	"Everybody in the damn jungle is out here hanging out, and you are sitting here reading? What even is this?" I said, taking the book from her hand.

	She laughed.

	 "Look, you didn't even tell me you was back in town. I guess we ain't cool no more,” I said.

	"Mane, knock it off. I called the other day. Your mother said you weren't home."

	"Oh, so you called my mom, not me? I see how it is?"

	She laughed. "Look, me and her had to catch up about our stories."

	I rolled my eyes. "Y'all weird, watching that human drama shit."

	"Soap operas are good storytelling." 

	"Yeah, like THIS, huh?" I said, handing her back her book.

	"Anyway, come stand in line with me. I gotta get Mom a damn turkey leg."

	She laughed. "That does sound good."

	We walked over, but it seemed like a half dozen more people had gotten in line in the few minutes I had been gone.

	"So, how long are you in town?" I asked as I looked around. 

	"I'm here all week. We are out for break."

	"Oh shit, so that means we are going to hang, right?"

	"Yes, we are. Have you started working on your admission thesis?"

	I rolled my eyes. "Look, some of us are out here LIVING."

	But even as I said it, I saw the way the other lions were shooting her dirty looks, and that pissed me off because I knew what it felt like to be on their shit list. 

	"Mane, I'm serious. I think you would love college life if you just gave it a try. We have been talking about this since we were kids."

	"Yeah, you are right. We always said we were going to move away. And as soon as I get Ma right, I'm going to make good on that."

	She gave me a tight smile. "How is she doing anyway?"

	"She's actually having a really good day. She was on her bullshit, talking about coming out here to get me a stepdaddy."

	She started laughing, which made me twist my face up.

	"Don't laugh! That bullshit ain't funny," I said.

	"I'm sorry." She pulled her glasses off. She was actually crying.

	"You know what? I thought we was friends, but you acting like an enemy right now."

	"I'm sorry, but that was a good one."

	BOOM! BOOM! The crack of fireworks popped into the sky

	She yelped, and her body tensed.

	"Hey, you okay?" I said, reaching out and rubbing her back.

	"Yeah, I hate those loud noises."

	"Yeah, it's just fireworks."

	"I know."

	My hand was still on her back. I quickly pulled it away.

	"Ayo, mane."

	I immediately bristled at the sound of Coleone’s voice.

	"I need to holler at you for a minute," he said, more insistent this time, but I didn't turn around.

	I tipped my head. I dug in my pocket and pulled out a stack of bills.

	"Hey, will you grab a leg for Ma? I'm going to see what he wants."

	"Mane, you shouldn't..."

	"Look, Reign, just do this for me. I'll be right back."

	I walked over to where Coleone was.  The pride was sort of divided on him. Everyone made it seem like they respected him, but I wasn't sure they really did. They just played the role.

	The truth was, I agreed with them. He refused to sit in at the meetings with other factions, and that was bullshit because we hadn't even known that they had started putting a tax on personal water capture. So, when the crocs came around knocking our shit down, so many of us had been caught off guard.

	"Look, I been hearing' a bunch of you all got a problem that I'm referring to us as kings instead of lions, so since we are standing here, speak your piece."

	He scanned the crowd, but nobody was volunteering.

	"See, that's what I'm talking about. All that outside jaw-jacking, but when you are standing right here, it's crickets. So let me address this shit once.

	"We are lions, but more than that, we are the true kings, and in our natural habitat we ran shit. Every animal on earth bowed before us, so the fact that the humans dropped us here at the bottom of the totem pole, we gotta reject that shit. 

	That's why I don't sit down on none of these bullshit meetings because there's nothing they should be able to offer us. We are supposed to run this shit, and if you don't believe that, it's time to pull out a book and study our fuckin' history."

	Then there was the sound of loud music and bass blasting. We all turned around.

	"I want y'all to look at all this shit. All these factions out here smiling and pretending like it's all kumbaya, like they don't be trying to flex on us every other day of the week. Now they over here on our streets and shit, and do you think any one of these mothafuckas is going to help us clean up this shit?"

	"But Coleone, each faction hosts Jungle Day every year. Everybody except the Macaws, so what's the big deal?" One of the lions said.

	"The big deal is they come over here playing in our fuckin' face, leaving trash all on the street, whistling at our women, sucking up our water and utilities, and acting like that shit is free. That's why next time it's going to be an admittance fee because they don't get to come over here and not respect us like the kings we are."

	There was the sound of loud bass.

	"Look at this shit," he said as a line of sleek black BMWs passed by us, followed by a line of blacked-out SUVs on big rims.

	"I swear these two groups of clowns swear they run shit," he said.

	I looked at the expensive vehicles. I didn't know why Coleone sounded so bitter. Truth was, the crocodiles and the hippos controlled the water, so they did run shit, and everybody knew it.

	"As a matter of fact, it's time to get to business. Everybody, it's time to go to the Pride House. We got some shit to handle."

	"Look, Coleone, I got something to handle. Can this wait?” I asked

	He marched over, pushing through the crowd until he was standing right in front of me.

	"I know the fuckin' son of a traitor ain't out here acting like he too good for pride business."

	I sucked my teeth. "Look, I didn't say I was too good. I got some stuff to do while you just standing over here ranting..."

	Before I could finish my sentence, he whipped around and punched me hard in the stomach. I was about to shift, but Marco grabbed me by the arm and shook his head.

	"That's right. Listen to this fuckin' mixed breed before you get embarrassed out here," Coleone said before he turned and walked away.

	"You good, mane?" Marco asked.

	"Yeah, man, I'm good."

	Marco was good people, and he wasn't a mixed breed. He was just born with two black fur patches, but according to Coleone, that meant he had some type of mix in his blood. It was stupid. I personally thought Marco looked cool, and it didn't stop the females from trying to throw pussy at him, so from where I was standing, he was winning.

	"Alright, man, let's go see what dude is on so I can get back to my flavor of the week," Marco said

	I laughed and shook my head. "Bro, you gone fuck around and have some cubs out here."

	He smiled and shook his head. "Not me, bro. But fuck that. Let's shift and run to the house because I'm not in the mood to listen to no more shit from him tonight."

	We shifted into our lions and ran toward the Pride House. I had told Reign I was coming back, but I would call her the moment I got back.

	 




Chapter 2

	[image: Image]

	When we got to the Pride House, it was me, Marco, and the rest of the twenty-something males from the pride. Everybody called it the Pride House, but the shit was really just a big old-ass house with busted couches that smelled like weed and old pizza.

	 The carpet was stained to hell, and half the lightbulbs were out, so it was always dim as fuck in there. Dudes were posted up on every surface, some standing, some sitting on the floor because there wasn't enough furniture. The air was thick, and everybody was on edge.

	"The dogs over in Zone Two have those new chemicals that we need."

	"But that shit is toxic, isn't it? What do we need that for?" Somebody asked. 

	Coleone clenched his jaw.

	"Because that way we don't have to keep kicking in to the fucking lizards who think they run shit. Stop questioning me; that's the problem, and when you get that shit, don't let it get on your hands. It will burn like hell. That's how I got these scars." He held up his hand.

	It looked like something had stripped the top layers of skin clean off The new skin was thin, almost translucent in spots. You could see veins underneath.

	I had seen the scars before, but I had never known what they were.

	"And listen to me. Y'all go over there, get the fucking pills. If you see some money, get that too."

	"I don't understand why we can't just all work with the Silverbacks to get the more stable version,” I said, feeling like all this shit was unnecessary.

	"Because since when do kings, fucking beg monkeys to do a goddamn thing? And those apes already have the cure, but they want their people to get it first. So, what do you think is going to happen, mane? You fucking know-it-all. You walk over there, hold your little dollars out, and they just hand you the golden vial?"

	"Look, Coleone, I'm just asking..."

	"No, you just interrupting because it's yo mammy who needs it. 

	I balled my face up. "What are you talking about? It's not anything like that. I just think it makes more sense we all know somehow the dogs got the less stable version of what the Silverbacks have, so it seems like working with them makes more sense than stealing something that could kill us all."

	Coleone drew back and slapped me hard across the face. I roared and ran over to him. He shifted into his lion and knocked me to the floor hard.

	"You must have forgotten, pretty boy, that you are alive because your mother got on her knees and begged me to let you live. I only let you live 'cause she could take a dick. So, I suggest you remember your  place."

	 I lunged again. He stepped back and laughed.

	"See, this is why I say even a traitor's son can have heart. A lot of you lions need to take note. This one will never be shit, but he out here trying. A lot more than I can say for a lot of you cats.” 

	He snapped his fingers. “Mane, you Vito and Carmaine go get the stimulant, lay those dogs down if you have to, and I'll break bread with you.”

	The van crept down the street. I sat back and looked out the window. We were deep in dog territory now, and everything smelled different. 

	I was still thinking about that backhanded-ass compliment Coleone had given me. Talking about how I had heart but would never be shit. 

	Meanwhile, we had to drive to go hit this lick because his two little sidekicks were too weak to run a distance. Vito was sitting up front, breathing hard just from climbing into the van, and Carmaine hadn’t said a word since we left. Both of them were skinny as hell, ribs damn near poking through their shirts. But Coleone had them gassed up like they were soldiers.

	The whole thing was bullshit. The pride was falling apart, and instead of fixing it, Coleone was sending starving lions to rob dog shifters for chemicals that might not even work. But he would blame everything and everybody except himself. Never once did he look in the mirror and ask himself why his people were dying under his leadership. A real alpha would have gone to the Silverbacks and worked something out.  leaned my head against the window and closed my eyes.

	After I got the money from this job and bought the medicine for my mother, maybe I would figure out how to leave. Even if Reign wasn’t talking to me. Even if I had to go by myself. There had to be something outside of the Jungle that was better than this.

	The van slowed down, and Vito cut the headlights.

	I pulled the mask down and jumped out. The chemical smell from the house was strong. It covered our scent. 

	I went to the front door and kicked it in. The wood splintered.

	The inside was a small living room. 

	Empty food containers everywhere. A stained mattress on the floor.  Plastic jugs and tubes running everywhere, chemical residue crusted on every surface. 

	The floor was sticky. Burn marks on the walls. Empty pill bottles scattered around. Used syringes in piles. The whole place felt one spark away from exploding.

	A female dog was sitting at the table wearing a gas mask. She was breaking down big bricks of chemicals on a table. Large stacks of cash were piled up next to her. She screamed and scrambled back.

	I looked around; there were no male dogs. Just the women doing the dirty work. I thought it was weak. The males let their women take the risk. But I couldn't talk too much shit. In a real lion pride, the females handled the hunting and the infrastructure. 

	The dog shifted and jumped on me. She grabbed me by the back of the neck and slung me to the ground. I roared and shook her off, throwing her into the wall. She hit it hard and slid down, but she didn't stay down. She lunged at me again.

	I sidestepped and caught her with my paw across the ribs. She yelped and stumbled. I could have killed her, but I didn't see the point. 

	 I just wanted to get what we came for and leave.

	I ran into a back room. There was a small box. I ran over to it. Inside was a brown-skinned baby girl. She had the same curly hair that the female who had attacked me had.

	Why would anyone bring their cub to this?

	I heard a snarl, and the female limped into the room in her human form. Her eyes were wide as she looked from me to the baby.

	"Look, I won't hurt you or your baby," I growled. "But you gotta tell me where it is."

	She snarled, but her eyes flicked toward the bed. I ran over and looked under the bed. It was a black duffle bag. I unzipped it. It was full of cash.

	"Where are the pills at?"

	She was clutching the baby against her chest.

	"It's in the kitchen, inside the stove."

	I looked at her like she was crazy. She had to know that shit was flammable, but that wasn't my business. If they wanted to be in here with that shit, that was on them.

	I turned to run out. Vito looked over my shoulder.

	"Aye, she kinda cute with some big-ass titties."

	"We can handle that. These dog bitches got some good pussy."

	I froze.

	What the fuck did he just say?

	"Plus, you know leave no witnesses,” he said still staring at the woman who had backed herself into a corner.

	My brain was trying to catch up. He said it like it was normal. Like they'd done this before. How many raids had I not been on? What the fuck had they been doing? 

	“Nah, we are not doing that,” I said. Vito looked at me like he wanted to say something but thought better of it. He looked me up and down and then walked off.

	I turned around and looked back at her.  She was still pressed in the corner, holding her baby, shaking.

	"Look, I'm going to get dudes out of here, but I can't guarantee they won't come back on some bullshit when we leave. Get your baby and don't come back."

	She shook her head, her eyes wide. 

	Thank you

	I ran out with the bag and ran to the kitchen. I opened the oven and grabbed the small briefcase.

	"Alright, y'all, we out."

	"Nah, man. I think I'm going to stay back for a minute. Make sure it's all clear on the back end." Vito said.

	"Dude, no. You are leaving. We got what we came for."

	"Mane, last time I checked, your daddy was a traitor, so you got no say-so."

	I shifted into my lion and knocked him into a wall. I snarled in his face. He bowed his head in submission.

	I would never beat the allegations of being a traitor by fighting another lion to protect a dog, but at the moment I didn't care because since when had lions raped women of any breed?

	I let Vito up. He shifted and ran out of the house. The rest of us followed. I stayed in the rear just in case somebody tried to turn around.

	“Damn, Vito, can you believe that shit? We should have had the rest of the pride with us. We could have really set it off in that bitch.”

	“Hell yeah. I’m still mad I didn’t fuck that bitch, but it’s all good.”

	I was sitting in the back seat, irritated as hell, listening to these two act as if they had really done some gangster shit. They were hyping each other up like they had just pulled off the heist of the century when all they really did was run up on a woman and a baby in a trap house that smelled like it was about to blow.

	On top of that, what would they have done to her if I hadn’t been there? All that king shit Coleone preached was looking like straight clowns 

	I looked down at the duffel bag and the briefcase sitting next to me. This was supposed to be worth it. This was supposed to get me closer to helping my mother. But the cost of it was sitting heavy on my conscience.

	The van pulled up to the Pride House, and Vito jumped out before it even stopped. He was already heading inside. I knew exactly what he was about to do.

	As soon as I walked in, Coleone walked over to me.

	"I heard you left a witness. And that you put hands on Vito."

	I balled my face up. "I left a woman and a baby. And Vito was about to..."

	"I don't give a fuck what Vito was about to do. You challenged another lion."

	I stood there waiting for him to hit me and get it over with. But instead, he shrugged.

	He stepped back and rubbed his hands together.

	"But he submitted, so that's on him. He's weak. You just proved it. But that doesn't negate the fact that you were out of line."

	I stood there looking at him.

	He looked over at Vito. "Go in the back and grab that bag from my bed." Vito smiled and ran out of the room. I looked around 

	 There were a few other dudes in the room.

	I couldn't take them all, but some of them were going down with me. My lion was standing right at the surface. A snap of a finger and we would tear this bitch up.

	Vito walked back in with the bag and handed it to Coleone.

	"I want you all to watch and see the price for insubordination."

	He unzipped the bag and pulled out a pair of clippers.

	My heart sped up. My hand instinctively went to my hair. My mane.

	"You can face your consequences right here tonight, or you can leave the pride. And I mean immediately. No goodbyes, no nothing. 

	I want you to know that no lion out here is going to babysit your mother. But like I said, she can take pipe, so maybe a few of us might."

	He walked up to me and lowered his voice.

	"Get on your knees and bow before your alpha."

	My lion was screaming at me to run, to fight, but I couldn't. Not if it meant abandoning my mother.

	I dropped to my knees.

	He walked over beside me. The clippers hit my hair. Pain shot through my scalp, down my neck, into my spine as it was ripped from the root.

	My arms felt heavy. My legs shook. I felt like something deep inside of me was being taken, not just hair, but strength. Muscle. Bone density.

	 Every pass of the clippers made me weaker. I could feel it draining out of me with each fallen lock.

	"Look at this traitor bitch on his knees. He might as well be sucking dick," Coleone said.

	There was a bunch of nervous laughter. My hands balled into fists, and my eyes got glassy. I had never in my life been so humiliated.

	"Your daddy would be proud. You got those green traitor eyes just like his, but think about this, mane, and hear me good. Your traitor-ass daddy is eating good. Sleeping good. While his son is in the dirt where he should be."

	My jaw was starting to ache from holding it closed.

	The last piece of hair fell.

	Tears slid down my face. Coleone dropped a stack of money on the floor in front of me.

	"Oh yeah, mane, here's your cut from the job. I took out an insubordination fee."

	I wanted to spill his blood, not pick up the money, but I needed it. I was so close to helping my mother. My pride in myself was gone as I picked the bills up off the ground.

	"Traitor's son, you look like you got something to say."

	"Nah, Coleone, we good. I don't have anything to say."

	"Good. Then take your money and get the fuck out my face."

	I pulled up the hood on my hoodie and rushed toward the door. As soon as I got outside, I stumbled to the side of the building. I took my hood off and ran my hands across my head. The skin was rough and uneven where the clippers had caught.

	He had made me kneel. In front of everybody. Had me on the ground like I was begging.

	The worst part wasn't even the clippers or the pain. It was the fact that I had let him do
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