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Content Warning

This book contains mature and potentially triggering content, including violence, murder, kidnapping, emotional trauma, manipulation, and explicit situations.

Some scenes may be intense or disturbing.

Reader discretion is advised.

This story explores dark themes and complicated relationships—every character is not meant to be good, and every choice is not meant to be right.

1, 2... Karma’s coming for you.

3, 4... keep running if you want to.

5, 6... I’m already in it.

7, 8... sealed your fate.

9, 10...

I don’t knock... I come in.

-Karma
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Prologue
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I heard her before I ever saw her. Shit, she sounded like an angel. She had a voice I could never forget. For years, I pretended I hated when she sang and rapped. She always did that shit in the bathroom while I was in there trying to get ready for the day. I told her it got on my nerves, told her it gave me headaches. Hell, I even told her I preferred jazz. Truth was... I loved it. I loved everything about it. I always loved her.

Slowly, I turned away from the bar inside the newest lounge that had popped up overnight here in Cuba. The place was already packed—tourists, hustlers, men with too much money and nowhere to spend it. Truth is, the shit was nice. Nicer than mine, I had to admit. That’s why I was there. It had to go. I refused to let competition outdo me, especially without my permission or cutting me in.

And then I saw her. My breath stalled, my eyes threatening to spill over with something I hadn’t felt in a long time. There she was—the most beautiful woman in the world. She exuded confidence, dripped in diamonds, wearing her signature red like she owned the color itself. Her hair was short now, but it didn’t matter. It was still her.

She stood under the stage lights like she belonged there, like the room existed just to watch her breathe. Her voice carried across the lounge, smooth and aching, like every note had been pulled straight out of a broken heart. It probably had been, and that realization hit me harder than I expected because I was probably the one who broke it. Me—the man who vowed to protect her, cherish her, protect her heart. I brought that sorrow to her.

The live band behind her played like their lives depended on it, like the Titanic was sinking and live music was the only thing keeping it afloat. But when she slipped into “Wrong Side of the Love Song” by Melanie Fiona, the whole room changed. You could feel it in the air—the hurt was damn near tangible, thick enough to reach out and touch. Every man in that place leaned forward like a starving animal catching the scent of meat, looking at her with lust in their eyes, but they didn’t understand. She didn’t just sing it—she lived it. Shit... she was it. You would’ve thought she wrote the song herself.

Then she picked up the bass guitar, and God help me, that shit was so damn sexy it made my jaw tighten. For a moment, I had to fight the urge to go up there and remind everybody exactly who she belonged to. She played that solo so perfectly the room went silent except for the music. I watched the men around me practically salivate, and that’s when it hit me—jealousy. Hard as fuck. This right here was exactly why I never wanted her singing, never wanted her in the public eye. She was a damn siren, and every man in that room was ready to drown.

My jaw tightened as I watched them look at her like she was something they could have, something they could touch, something they could take. They had no idea. I took a slow sip of my drink and leaned back into the shadows, because one thing was certain—this little reunion wasn’t an accident. No sir. This shit was fate.

And very soon, she was coming back to me.
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Chapter 1 — Chief

The Ghost of a Husband
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My wife did it. God damn it... I still can’t believe it. Well, shit, I guess actually I can. It is Karma. I mean, no matter what I ever ask her to do, she always comes through. That woman turns everything I touch into gold. The absolute best decision I ever could’ve made is marrying her. She is the real definition of a ride or die—for better or worse, rich or poor. And as God is my witness, she has the real Midas touch. But after having to step away from my throne and hearing that she took Senior down for good—something I can never seem to finish myself—it makes me want her that much more. She deserves the world and then some. I love Karma Rose.

I am told from my eyes on the ground that she clears house. And not in a quiet way. That lady eats flame and shits fire out. She rains down Armageddon. And all I can think about is seeing her again. I hate that I had to leave her the way I did. We had a plan, one that was supposed to get us out of the life. Away from the mess of polygamy. Just me and her somewhere quiet. Too bad that shit fell through. I had a target on me, and I didn’t want it to be on her head also. I knew that she was able to take care of the house and everything else. Now I miss her.

My dukes, Nina, was the only person I felt like I could trust at the time. I wanted to tell Karma everything. I wanted to tell her that I had to leave out. I wanted to tell her that I had a target on me. I don’t like keeping secrets from my wife. That woman made me the man I am today. But I couldn’t tell her. Not at that time. I had to figure some shit out. And I still can’t tell her now. At least not yet. Shit, she doesn’t even know that I am alive. As far as she’s concerned, she buried me damn near ten years ago. My dukes helped me plan it all out. The fake death had to look real—had to feel real. Everybody had to believe that shit. My mother loved me, and she would do anything for me.

I know she loved my pops too. It just took her years to realize the kind of snake he really was. Senior was a piece of work. The man got a whole white woman pregnant and tried to line it up so I’d take her on as a wife, like that shit was normal. He knew good and damn well that my wife was not going to go for that shit. My woman was the orchestrator and the recruiter in the family. She was a big dawg—he knew better. Just thinking about it and him pissed me off.

Sitting in my office, I lean back in my chair and think about the one thing I actually want out of life, and that is simple—my wife. I know the way I got with her might look wrong to some people. Matter of fact, I know the way I got with her is wrong. But I waited for her. I courted her. I didn’t touch her until she turned eighteen. I got to know her, and I absolutely loved her. I still remember the first time I saw her.

She was outside with three of her friends. We were at a block party in the Sampson home project housing development. One girl looked just like her—she was obviously her sister. One girl was so very light-skinned I could’ve sworn she was white, and the other had a big afro and an attitude that could set a building on fire. I was there with my younger brother Prophet. There was some girl he went to school with that he was interested in that he wanted to see at this party.

At the time, I thought they were just young. I didn’t realize they were underage. But I guess that made sense—I was there with my younger brother, and he was there to talk to a girl he went to school with. Looking back on it now, my ass was slow. But there was no denying it—I was already smitten with Ms. Karma Rose Kareem. I found out from around the way that her mother ran the block back in the day and that her father was a respected man in the community before he passed away. But that night, she told me that her name was Faith.

I can’t lie, the party was lit. Her friends were dancing and laughing while me and Karma stood off to the side talking, getting to know each other. There was one time when the light-skinned girl came up to Karma when they started playing Project Pat “Where Is the Bud,” handing her a blunt. I hit it a couple times myself. This was my type of party.

Time flew. We were all having a good time. Prophet was talking to Karma’s light-skinned friend—they seemed to hit it off. Afro was high as hell, bobbing to the music. We were just having a good time. Karma was cool as hell, and she loved music. She knew almost every old-school hit that came on. As time wound down, the girl that favored her looked panicked. “Girl, we have to go. We have to have the car back over to Sunset Blvd before Mommy gets ready to leave for work.” Karma rolled her eyes and said her goodbyes to me anyway.

After that night at the block party, I thought of little Ms. Karma Rose almost every day. She stayed heavy on my mind. I secretly hoped that I would see her again. I couldn’t help but think about her—she was beautiful, and her energy was everything. The way she carried herself... I just had to have her.

Out of nowhere, my father, Senior, started talking about these girls and their father—how he owed us money. How the father was willing to sell one of them. That made me sick to my stomach. Then my father said something even sicker. He said they were too young for an old man like him, though, chuckling to himself. Then he said that he told Prophet to invite them to the church.

When he said too young, I had no clue he meant underage. I had no clue who on earth he was even talking about at the time. Thinking about that son of a bitch always brought up the same rumors, the same bad feelings. Senior was not a good man and certainly not a reputable man of the cloth. Senior had babies everywhere. He loved young women, and he had them everywhere. Side chicks. Side families. Secrets all over the damn city. His secrets had secrets.

One thing that was not a secret was that I hated that man. He absolutely disgusted me. When he died, there would be no love lost. It wasn’t enough that he had my mother, Nina, and Margot—the mother of my little brother—two beautiful women. He still had to chase every young, hot-ass girl he could find. Scrunching up my face like I smelled something foul, I felt like I needed a drink just thinking about it. I poured myself a glass of cognac, rolled up a blunt, and let my mind wander wherever it wanted to go.

Of course, my mind went straight to the last time I saw my wife. That memory still sat heavy on my chest—something I will never forget. Every time I think about it, I relive it. I saw the horror in her eyes when she found my “lifeless” body lying next to her. My poor baby... she screamed, she cried, she slapped me and shook me like she could force my soul back into my body. From my “dead” body, watching that nearly broke me.

Thankfully, the medication my mother gave me temporarily paralyzed me and slowed my breathing down so much it was barely detectable. But lying there, listening to Karma fall apart? That shit hurt worse than death. After the funeral, they moved me to a secure location and pulled me out of the casket. Shortly after, they sent the hearse and the casket to the cemetery, and the empty box was put into the ground.

Everyone gathered around it, grieving, too caught up in their own pain to notice anything else. I still went to the gravesite, though. I stood far enough away that nobody could see me and watched everything. Autumn and Shakina collapsed into each other crying—two women I left behind, two of my wives, and two women I realized I never truly loved. The only woman I ever truly loved—the only woman I ever wanted—was Karma Rose Braxton.

And she stood there calm, composed—a picture of perfection draped in all black from head to toe, the good Mormon girl she was raised to be. Karma didn’t scream. She didn’t cause a scene. She just stood there, graceful and quiet. Too quiet. Watching her like that made me wonder... did she know the truth? And if she did, who told her? Or worse... was she relieved a nigga was dead?

A knock at my office door pulls me out of my thoughts. I already know who it is at this time, so I don’t even bother looking up. “Come in,” I call out. It is my brother, Mar’Ques. He steps inside looking uneasy, like he doesn’t really want to say what he came to say. That’s when he tells me about the new club opening up, right in the same area as mine.
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Chapter 2 — Karma

Soft Life, Sharp Edges
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I was so excited—I can’t ever really remember feeling like this before. Tonight was my opening night, and the turnout was better than I ever imagined. I mean, I couldn’t believe that after all this time I was back in business. I was thriving, and I was happy. When I moved to Havana, I was supposed to be retired and just enjoy my life, but I became so bored and lonely that I had to step out and show everyone how the queen moved. The place was packed wall to wall with beautiful people. I saw a lot of smiling faces, fancy outfits—the kind of crowd that knew how to have a good time. The kind of crowd that knew how to spend money and didn’t mind showing it. Matter of fact, the kind of crowd that enjoyed spending and showing that they had it.

My bottle girls were working the floor like professionals, and I guess now that I hired them, they were. These bitches could cash out a million dollars fucking with me. They were walking around, working the room, smiling, laughing, pouring drinks, and convincing men to run their tabs all the way up. They did that shit exactly the way I trained them to. I loved to see it. I didn’t ever want to look around and see any of my workers sitting down. We are not here to lounge—we are here to run up a bag, collect a check, bank mama’s coin. Thankfully, every single one of these bitches understood the assignment, and for that I was grateful. I was always good at picking out good girls, no matter if it was recruiting for salons and my businesses, recruiting a wife, or recruiting at the palace. I was a professional woman picker. That thought made my silly ass giggle to myself as I continued to make my rounds around the full lounge.

The music was loud enough to shake the walls of the lounge—loud enough to probably shake the walls of the neighbors too. Thankfully, I planned to buy them out and put my own businesses in their places soon enough. Plus, it was late as hell, so most of them should’ve been closed anyway. The bass thumped through the floor while bodies moved under the lights. It looked so sensual, and something about it was electrifying. I used to love going to the clubs. Shit, I used to love a good-ass block party. I just loved being out with my two favorite things—music and people. I loved to listen to music and let the emotion of it take me away while I people-watched and made up scenarios about them and their lives. All of this reminded me of being a young girl. I leaned against the bar for a moment and took it all in.

This was mine—entirely. No Chief, no wives, no one else. Just me. The whole concept had been my idea, which, whether I was with someone or not, most things usually were. But this time, I had no one to run it by. This was all about what I wanted, so it could be all about me. I wanted it to have dual purpose so it was never empty. I wanted my people to always have work if they needed it. More importantly, I wanted people to always have something to do and feel like my place was the place to do it. During the week and in the daytime, the spot ran like a classy lounge where people came to unwind—smooth music, leather booths, cigars burning slow in crystal ashtrays, and hookah smoke curling up toward the ceiling. A place where deals could be made and people could relax without feeling rushed.

But at nighttime? Oh, at night it was completely different. At night, the place was a club. There was going to be some ass shaking and risk taking going on. I wanted the type of environment where a man wasn’t afraid to shoot his shot, and a bitch felt sexy enough—or drunk enough—to take that leap and go home with him. I wanted a bitch to walk in and feel the level of confidence that I feel every day. I wanted a real club—none of that standing around on your phones bullshit. One thing I noticed, and loved, was how everyone in here looked like they came from money. I didn’t have to worry about any riffraff. Not in my club. I was no longer going to allow drama to ease into spaces that I occupied. I was no longer going to be at war. I would allow the authorities to do their jobs. I was simply Karma Rose. No one here knew me as Mrs. Braxton, even though I still carried the name like it actually meant something. And it did—it meant that I still loved the man who made me Mrs. Braxton. I loved Du’Shawn Amari Braxton, and that would never change as long as I lived and breathed.

The DJ had the crowd moving, dancers working the stage, and men throwing money like they were trying to prove something. They were throwing money like they were trying to make my bitches rich on the first night, and baby, I was already in love with my new space. This was going to be a very lucrative venture for me. I knew a bitch got her rent paid tonight—shit, maybe for a few months. If she didn’t, she was a ditsy, dumb broad. The men were more than generous. The bar was three people deep across the whole thing, and the champagne bottles hadn’t stopped popping since the doors opened. They were buying top-shelf everything too—I was impressed. For an opening night, I was doing very well. I kept watching as people steadily popped bottles, steadily cashed out, steadily ordered more. I could’ve squealed like a schoolgirl. I loved to see it. I loved every last second of it.

I moved through the crowd, checking on my people, making sure my girls felt comfortable, making sure no one got touched inappropriately—unless they wanted that type of attention, I guess. I once ran the type of establishment that paid for that, but not anymore. I was no longer in the business of exploiting women. I had a daughter and a granddaughter now. I couldn’t do that to another woman and live with myself. Pushing that thought aside, I continued my trek through the club floor. Making sure everyone got paid right was important to me. Loyalty came from taking care of the ones who helped you eat.

I cashed out the bottle girls first. “Good job tonight, my babies,” I told them, handing over envelopes thick with tips and commission. “Keep the customers happy and they’ll keep coming back.” They nodded, grinning from ear to ear. I could tell most of them had never had this kind of real money before, and that made me happy. I still had that kind of power—the kind that could put money in people’s pockets and change their lives.

Next were the dancers. A few of them were still catching their breath from the last set, sweat shining under the club lights. They counted their money right there in front of me, smiles spreading across their faces. Now that shit—that’s what I liked to see. After that, I tipped out the bartenders, who had been running nonstop all night. Bottles, shots, cocktails—whatever the crowd wanted, they delivered. I made sure everyone was good. That’s how you keep a business running smooth.

When the last envelope was handed out and the music finally dropped a few levels, I took a slow breath and looked around the room again. For the first time in a long time, things felt... stable. There was no chaos. There was no war. Just business. And I thought this was what I wanted. I wanted to say, “For tonight, that was enough”... but I couldn’t.

Something still felt like it was missing.
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Chapter 3 — Chief

Rightful Ownership
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Somebody had me fucked up. I needed to know who the hell thought it was a good idea to open a club right in my territory. Not only did this club just open up, but the place seemed to pop up overnight. There was absolutely no warning, and whoever this was didn’t even have the decency to make a courtesy call to me. They acted like they didn’t know that Chief ran this shit out here in Havana. Since there was no attempt to check in, that alone pissed me off. I would have to show them exactly who I am and exactly why it was wise to check in with me first. Nobody just opened up shop in my area without at least having a conversation with me. So tonight, I was going to see this place for myself. I needed to see firsthand who the hell had all this audacity.

I stood in front of the mirror adjusting my jacket. First time in a while a place made me have to pull out a suit to go out. I couldn’t lie—I liked what I heard about the place. The club had a dress code, and from what Ques told me, it ran like a laid-back kind of joint, maybe more of a lounge vibe during the day. Shit would be cool as hell if it was done the right way. It would be nice to have something smooth around, like a little day party vibe—something with cigars, drinks, and music. My clubs were more of a gentleman’s club where women got naked. This situation here... it sounded nice. Too nice. Which meant whoever owned it had money.

Ques walked into my room while I was finishing getting dressed. He looked decent, still a little fuck boy swag about him, but he cleaned up nicely, though it looked like the clothes were wearing him instead of the other way around. I was tailor-made tonight. If this place was as classy as I heard, I hoped he didn’t expect to get any broads tonight looking like that. Looking at him, though, I noticed there was something different about him. He seemed eager to go to this club for some reason, like this was going to be a good deal for him. I noticed that and put it away for now—no need to trip on my brother. Ques is my right hand. He’s all I got out here. Looking at me from the doorway, he said, “Been watching that place all week.” “And?” I asked while taking my dreads down and putting in my set of silver grills.

“The owner is a woman.” That made me pause. A woman? That’s interesting and unexpected. I figured this would be easy. I would tap in, smile at her, charm her a little. I’ve always been good with women—I could cast a spell with the snap of my fingers. I’m sure she’d see things my way, and we would be able to work something out. After tonight, I had no doubt we would walk away in control of the situation and make sure her business didn’t start cutting into ours. This was simple. Like taking candy from a baby.

“So what does she look like?” I asked, finally ready to head out. Ques shrugged. “Fine shit from what I hear.” That didn’t narrow shit down. He was being weird, like he suddenly couldn’t describe a woman to me. “Everybody says she runs the place herself though,” he added. “Real hands-on.” That caught my attention. I love an attentive woman. She seemed like the type of woman that I would have to use a softer side of myself with if I wanted to woo her into doing what we needed to keep her business contained.

Then he started describing her. She was short but loved heels—no one ever saw her without them, even when she was dressed casually. Very confident. Always dressed sharp. Carried herself like she owned the whole damn city, even though no one had seen her until a few months ago. Something about the way he was talking started sounding familiar. I could feel it—it felt too familiar. I shook my head. No, it couldn’t be. That made no sense. Plus, what were the odds of it being her? It was practically impossible. I lost contact with her years ago. She retired. That was the deal.

We left the house and headed over to the club. The place was packed—first night packed—but still packed. As soon as we walked in, the music filled the room, smooth but lively, and the whole atmosphere felt different from most clubs. People were dressed nice, laughing, drinking, actually enjoying themselves. The crowd wasn’t rowdy—it was noisy—but then it all quieted down as if expecting something. Just like that, the music shifted. The lights changed, and a woman walked onto the stage.

Soon as I spotted her, my breath caught in my chest. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. She picked up a bass guitar and the room went quiet. Then she started playing and singing. Her voice filled the whole damn place—smooth, powerful, confident. The crowd was completely locked in. But I wasn’t looking at them. I was looking at her. Mrs. Karma Rose Braxton. There she was—my wife, on stage performing and singing like she was an artist.

When the song ended, the crowd erupted into applause. I knew this was my first time coming by here, but everyone in that place was captivated by her. I always knew she was a siren, a regular songbird for real. She smiled and stepped up to the mic. “Thank you all for coming tonight,” she said, her voice calm, steady, controlled, and elegant. “My name is Mrs. Braxton.” My Mrs. Braxton. Well... shit, this just got complicated.

I felt Ques shift beside me. “Yo,” he muttered. “That must be the owner right there.” This fool looked like he was about to make his move when she stepped off the stage, like he was really about to walk up and talk to my wife. I grabbed his arm harder than I meant to. “Don’t,” I gritted. “Just don’t.” He looked back at me, confused as hell. I knew what he was thinking—that this was the whole point of us being here. But I didn’t explain. I didn’t need to explain myself to my little brother, and I damn sure wasn’t ready to open that can of worms. My mind was spinning. Seeing her again after all this time felt unreal.

Once I got back to the house later that night, I sat alone in my office thinking about the same thing I thought about most nights. Only this time, it actually felt possible. I could be with my wife again. I could bring her home. We could live life the way we always wanted to. The kids were getting older now. I knew they were in their late teens, and I had missed a lot of their lives, but they deserved their father. I knew my dukes Nina talked to them about me sometimes. The oldest three probably remembered me at least a little. For the first time in years, I allowed myself to imagine what it would look like.

Then there was a knock at the door that pulled me out of my thoughts. It’s always something—what the fuck could anyone possibly want? Much to my chagrin, Angelic walked in. She was wearing a thin nightgown that barely covered anything. She looked good—really good. But I felt absolutely nothing. “Thought you might want some company tonight,” she said softly. I leaned back in my chair. “Not tonight, Angelic.” Her face changed instantly. “What?” I knew this was about to be a headache. “I’m not in the mood,” I said in a calm, even tone, because that was the truth. My mind was somewhere else—with someone else.

Her tone shifted fast. The sweetness disappeared. “You serious right now?” she snapped. Carletta appeared in the doorway before things could escalate. “Miss Angelic,” she said calmly. “Let’s go.” Angelic turned back to me with fire in her eyes. “You’re going to regret this. You don’t just break up with me like that.” That’s when my demeanor changed and I frowned. “Break up?” I leaned forward in my chair. Who the fuck did she think she was talking to? “We’re not together.” I told her what it was from the beginning. I honestly didn’t even know why she was still here. Carletta guided her out of the room before things could keep going. The door closed behind them, and the house was quiet again. But my mind wasn’t, because the only
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