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Synopsis

On the streets of inner city Baltimore, loyalty means
more than love. Raq Overstreet has pledged her loyalty to Ice
Taylor, the drug kingpin who made her a star. The cheers Raq
receives during the underground boxing matches she excels in almost
make up for the hardships she has to endure as she establishes her
reputation as the most intimidating enforcer in Ice's crew.
Almost.

Raq's growing feelings for Bathsheba Morris put her
loyalty to the test. For the first time, she allows herself to
dream of a life different from her own. But Raq's dream could turn
into a nightmare if she discovers Bathsheba is not the naïve
newcomer she claims to be but an undercover cop trying to
infiltrate Ice's organization in order to bring him and everyone
who works for him to justice.
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Life is composed of a series of choices. Some good,
some bad. Some easy, some difficult. The characters in Charm
City have made some tough choices and are trying to live with
the results.

My decision to adopt the Mason Dixon pen name was a
tough one as well—I get a thrill each time I see my name on the
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color as the main characters, and I hope they will continue to
reach an audience. I don’t write because I want to make a political
statement. I write because I have stories to tell. Stories that
feature fictional characters as diverse as the ones readers
encounter in real life. Love is love, no matter the ethnic
background of those feeling its effects.

Thank you to Radclyffe and the rest of the BSB team
for allowing me to create my stories using all the colors in the
rainbow.

Yolanda “Mason Dixon” Wallace


Dedication

To my boo. Thanks for always having my back.


Chapter One

Raq knew her hand was broken even before she heard
the bones snap.

Ice had said her opponent—a five-foot-nothing Asian
chick who had lots of speed but very little power—had a glass jaw.
But when Raq landed a hook that left her hand looking like she had
a bag of rocks under her skin, the shit felt like reinforced
steel.

The Asian chick went down from the blow and stayed
down for the count. That was no big surprise. Ice didn’t believe in
weight classes, so Raq outweighed her opponent by a good thirty
pounds. As soon as she tapped her once, Raq knew it would be lights
out. But even though her opponent lost the fight, she put Raq out
of commission for two months. Eight weeks without a bout had put a
serious hurt on Raq’s pocketbook.

Ice had offered her some other jobs so she could
make some paper while she healed up, but those gigs didn’t pay
nearly as much as her primary one or earn the same amount of
respect on the streets. Not the gigs she was willing to accept,
anyway. For her, the underground fights she participated in were a
way of life. For Ice, they were nothing more than a nice sideline.
The icing on an already sweet cake. She knew how he made his real
money, but she didn’t get down like that. Never had. Never
would.

Today was her first day back in the gym since the
uptight nurse at the free clinic cut off her cast with a tiny saw
she had allowed to drift a little too close to Raq’s skin. Raq
flexed her fingers as she tested the tape on her hands. Her right
hand felt pretty good, but the left was a little tight. The hand
was already swollen, and she hadn’t even thrown the first
punch.

“What up, Raq?”

“Wassup, Zeke?” she asked, giving him a pound.

Zeke Walker’s build was slight, but his voice was
deep. Just like his father. When he said, “Same old, same old,” he
sounded just like the old man.

The sign outside the run-down building read Pop’s
Gym. Ezekiel “Pop” Walker Sr. had been retired for five years now.
His son, Ezekiel Jr., had taken over the business, but he hadn’t
inherited the name. Not all of it, anyway.

“You ready to do this?” Zeke asked.

“Ready and willing.”

“After you warm up on the jump rope, I’ll work with
you on the heavy bag. Then you can finish up with some speed work
on your own.”

“What about sparring? There must be someone here who
needs some ring work today.”

“Plenty, but I don’t want you to take too much of a
chance on that hand on your first day back. I don’t want Ice to
come after me if I let his moneymaker get hurt.”

Raq looked longingly toward the ring, where two male
heavyweights in thickly padded protective gear were doing more
clinching than punching. She had never fought against a man for
pay, but she had sparred with several of them before. She had held
her own each time out. She had even knocked one down with a right
hook he hadn’t seen coming. He had tried to play it off like he had
slipped on a wet spot on the canvas, but she could tell by the
glazed look in his eyes her punch was the real reason he had ended
up on his ass.

She wished Ice would set up a bout for her against a
guy—especially one of those cocksure hotshots who thought they were
all that because they’d managed to get in a lucky punch a time or
two—but he kept saying “the streets weren’t ready.” More like the
odds weren’t long enough for him to turn a suitable profit. When
the money was right, maybe she’d finally get her shot.

“You know where everything is,” Zeke said, pulling
her out of fantasyland. “I’ll come back in half an hour and spot
you on the heavy bag. Cool?”

“Cool.”

She gave him another pound and picked up a worn jump
rope with heavy wooden handles. The wood had been worn smooth over
time, and the once-white rope had faded to a dusky gray.

Raq flicked her wrists, whipping the rope over her
head and down toward her feet. Her heart rate rose as she quickly
found her rhythm. She used to hate training, but she hadn’t
realized how much she’d missed it. The sound of the rope whipping
through the air and slapping on the scuffed floor beneath her
bouncing feet. The smell of sweat, blood, and spit buckets. The
sense of belonging.

Pop’s wasn’t one of those upscale places where
yuppies spent their lunch hours working out in designer wind suits
and two-hundred-dollar tennis shoes. It was the kind of place
frequented by plain folks in sweatpants, ratty tank tops, and
run-over boxing shoes with soles as thin as a sheet of notebook
paper. It was the kind of place where desperate people tried to buy
a ticket out of the ’hood.

No one came to Pop’s because they wanted to. They
came because they had to. They came because they had nowhere else
to go. They came because Pop’s offered their best chance to make a
name for themselves on something other than a police blotter. They
came because this was the only place that would allow them to put
their pictures alongside Jack Johnson, Sugar Ray Robinson, Muhammad
Ali, Marvin Hagler, Sugar Ray Leonard, Tommy Hearns, and Mike Tyson
on Pop Walker’s Wall of Fame. They came because the only people who
believed they could be anything but crime statistics were a skinny
old man and his son.

Raq felt sweat roll down the intricate tracks of her
cornrows and soak into the thin cotton of her wife-beater. She felt
something else, too. The electric heat of someone’s eyes on her.
She scanned the faces on display in the floor-to-ceiling mirror on
the opposite wall until she locked eyes with the only other woman
in the place.

The woman was pounding the hell out of the speed
bag—both the bag and her hands were moving so fast they were
nothing but blurs—but her eyes were focused not on the bag but
Raq’s face. Her eyes were nearly the same shade as her skin, a rich
dark brown. Her black hair was pulled back into a ponytail that
bounced between her shoulder blades as she moved. Her workout gear
was loose fitting, but Raq could tell she had a banging body
beneath the baggy clothes. Despite her sharply defined muscles, she
projected an air of femininity. The perfect blend of hard and
soft.

Raq was twenty-six. The woman appeared to be a year
or two older. Her age might have been a mystery, but one thing was
certain: she didn’t look like any of the women from around here.
She didn’t look like the kind who would go in for a quick fuck and
wouldn’t expect or ask Raq to call in the morning. She probably had
to be wined and dined before she gave it up. Raq was down for that.
As good as the woman looked, she was down for whatever.

Raq squared her shoulders, gave the woman the nod,
and mouthed, “Wassup?”

The woman laughed and shook her head as if Raq
needed to step up her game.

“Wipe the makeup off your face,” Zeke said as he
helped her slip on a pair of boxing gloves, “because you just got
clowned.”

“Who is she, anyway?”

Raq pounded her fists against each other to check
the gloves’ fit, then dug a right into the heavy bag before
following up with a tentative left. The jab didn’t have much pop on
it, but her hand began to throb nevertheless. She pulled back even
more, not wanting to risk re-aggravating her injury. Zeke wasn’t
the only person Ice would come after if she hurt herself today.

“Bathsheba Morris.” Zeke leaned his shoulder into
the bag to absorb the blows. The stocking cap he wore to maintain
the waves in his closely cropped hair made him look like he had a
giant condom on his head, but it got the job done. “She’s been
coming in three times a week for the past month or so. She hasn’t
been in the ring yet, but if she’s as good in there as she is on
the speed bag, she might give you a run for your money.”

Raq doubted that. She had yet to meet a woman who
could challenge her in the ring or out. Before she busted her hand,
Ice had said he was tempted to have her fight two at a time to see
if the matches would last longer. She would have been down for that
and still might be if it meant she got to take home twice the pay
at the end of the night.

“Bathsheba? She must have one of those mamas that
prays all the time.”

“Either that or she watched too many Pam Grier
movies back in the day.”

“Can you blame her? That sister was fine.” Raq
circled the heavy bag like she was stalking an opponent. “What does
Bathsheba do?”

“I don’t know. Since you’re so full of questions,
why don’t you ask her some of them?”

“Maybe I will.”

Zeke grunted as Raq put all her strength into a
right that landed squarely on the bag’s duct-taped center. “Damn,
girl. You could have broken someone’s rib with that punch.”

Raq smiled at the comment. Mike Tyson, her idol,
would have been proud. Before he turned into the circus act who
chewed on Evander Holyfield’s ears and guest starred in
Hangover films, he had been the man who had tried to shove
Jesse Ferguson’s nose bone into his brain.

Raq performed a left-right, left-right combination
and turned to see if Bathsheba approved of her show of strength,
but a wiry Mexican featherweight was working the speed bag
Bathsheba had been using only minutes before. Raq saw her heading
for the women’s locker room. Just before she turned the corner,
Bathsheba stopped and looked over her shoulder as if she wanted Raq
to follow her.

“Hell, yeah. That’s what’s up. I’ll be back in a
minute, Z.” Raq loosened her gloves with her teeth and quickly
pulled them off. “I need to take a piss.”

“Yeah. Uh huh.”

She could tell by his tone he knew she was lying,
but if anyone would understand, he would. She would bet serious
money none of the guys who trained at Pop’s knew Zeke was gay, but
she had seen him hugged up on the drag queens at Club Peaches
enough times to know he didn’t frequent the place for the
overpriced drinks.

When Raq got to the women’s locker room, which was
more of a closet than an actual room, Bathsheba had already
unwrapped the bright pink protective bandages on her hands and
pulled on a dry sweatshirt over her damp T-shirt. Like Raq, she
probably didn’t feel safe taking a shower in a facility filled with
a bunch of testosterone-filled guys with impulse control
issues.

Raq leaned against one of the dented metal lockers
Pop had snatched up after one of the local schools shut its doors
for lack of funding or lack of interest. Around here, it was hard
to tell.

“I saw you on the speed bag. You got some pretty
fast hands. What else can they do?”

Bathsheba smiled and shook her head like she had in
the gym. “Is that really the best you can do?” she asked, tossing
her duffel bag over her shoulder.

Raq shrugged. “This isn’t the kind of thing I
normally do.”

“So you don’t go around trying to pick up strange
women in gyms every day?”

“No, just three times a week. Isn’t that how often
you come in?”

Bathsheba flashed a glimmer of a smile. Raq was an
expert at reading people’s body language. She usually smelled fear
when she bore down on someone in the ring. Now, all she could sense
was interest.

“Have you been watching me or something?” Bathsheba
asked.

“I don’t have to. I have people everywhere.”

“I’ll watch my back from now on.”

“I’d rather watch your front.”

Bathsheba groaned and rolled her eyes. “That was
your worst one yet.”

“That’s ’cause I was trying to make you smile. See?
It worked.” Raq took a step closer. “I’m Raq.”

“Oh, I know exactly who you are.” Bathsheba folded
her arms in front of her chest, framing a pair of nicely sized
breasts. Raq licked her lips as she imagined getting a taste of
them.

“Then why don’t I know you?”

“You and your people must not have been paying
attention because I’ve been right here the whole time.”

“Let me make up for that mistake.”

“How?”

Raq moved closer still, but Bathsheba didn’t give
ground. During a fight, Raq liked to crowd her opponents into a
corner and wale on them until they went down or their seconds threw
in the towel. Bathsheba probably tried to keep the action in the
center of the ring, where speed mattered more than power.

“Let me take you out for a drink or a bite to eat.
Can I get your number?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t give away things that need to be
earned.” Bathsheba spread her arms and indicated the body Raq had
been ogling all afternoon. “You have to earn this.”

“Don’t worry,” Raq said after Bathsheba stepped
around her and began to walk away. “I intend to.”

*

Bathsheba’s hands shook as she sat behind the wheel
of her car. She had campaigned for this assignment because she
thought she was most qualified to take it on. The other officers in
Major Crimes knew the streets of the Middle East as well as she
did, if not better, but their faces were so visible in the rundown
area infamous for its rampant crime and numerous abandoned houses,
the people they wanted to take down knew exactly who they were and
where to find them.

She had grown up in this neighborhood. Come of age
here. But she had gotten out when she was sixteen. After ten years
in DC, where she was known by her middle name instead of her first,
she was back.

Isaac “Ice” Taylor had been running the streets of
East Baltimore for almost eight years, quite an accomplishment for
a man still on the right side of thirty. He owned several legal
businesses ranging from a real estate agency to the soul food
restaurant that served as his headquarters, but his illegal empire
was even more vast—drugs, prostitution, and illegal gambling on
everything from dogfights to underground bare-knuckle boxing
matches.

Everyone knew what Ice Taylor was up to, but the
cops had never been able to pin anything on him that the DA’s
office could get to stick. Witnesses either clammed up or
disappeared. Associates, despite generous plea deals or offers of
immunity, refused to roll over. Because no one crossed Ice
Taylor.

After months of lobbying, Bathsheba had finally been
able to convince her superiors in the newly formed Middle Eastern
Division what they already knew: the only way to bring Taylor down
was from the inside. Thanks to Raquel Overstreet, Ice’s favorite
enforcer and the best, most punishing boxer in his ever-growing
stable, Bathsheba had just found her way in.

Bathsheba thought of the videos she had seen
uploaded to the Internet. She had studied the shaky images almost
daily while she prepared herself for this assignment. The merciless
woman she had watched mow down overmatched opponents in makeshift
rings in backyards, abandoned warehouses, and back alleys was
nothing like the woman she had met today.

The woman she had encountered in Pop’s Gym had an
unexpected sweetness about her. An undeniable appeal. If she didn’t
know what Raq did for a living or who she worked for, Bathsheba
wouldn’t mind getting to know her better.

Bathsheba stared at her reflection in the rearview
mirror. When an officer went undercover, she had to completely
commit herself to the role she was assigned to play in order to
lessen the risk of discovery and increase the chance of success.
Ice Taylor had been ruling the streets of the Middle East for far
too long. How far was she willing to go to get her man?

“As far as it takes,” she said, feeling her jangled
nerves begin to steady. “As far as it takes.”


Chapter Two

Raq wished she had worn gloves. She rubbed her hands
together to ward off the cold. October wasn’t normally this bad. Or
maybe she simply wasn’t used to standing on street corners
babysitting junior gangsters all day. Half Pint sold more product
than anyone in Ice’s crew, but he probably didn’t know how to wipe
his own ass, let alone cover it.

“Five-oh,” she called out as she saw a patrolling
police car turn the corner at the end of the block. She pushed off
the wall she was leaning against, shoved her hands in the pockets
of her low-slung jeans, and hardened her expression as the car
began to roll up.

Half Pint pulled ten small plastic-wrapped packages
from his pocket and dropped them at his feet. Then he covered them
with a piece of cardboard that had been laid there for that
purpose. The packets wouldn’t be hard to find if the cops looked
hard enough, but since the baggies weren’t on Half Pint, he
couldn’t be charged with possession.

The police car slowed as it passed by. The beefy,
red-faced cop taking up most of the passenger’s seat stuck his head
out the window. “Pull your pants up.”

Like most guys Raq knew, Half Pint’s pants started
out well south of his ass and the hems pooled around his Timberland
boots. A good eight inches of plaid cotton peeked between his belt
and the bottom of his Ray Lewis jersey. Hers were only slightly
higher, but the cop wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were squarely
on Half Pint.

“Have a good day, Officer.” Half Pint held two
fingers against the flat bill of his side-turned baseball cap. As
soon as the police car was far enough away, he turned the salute
into a middle-fingered one. “Fucking pigs.” He bent to pick up the
drugs he had dropped. “Why can’t they leave me alone and let me do
my job, man?”

“They have a job to do, too. If they don’t meet
their quotas, it comes out of their budget.”

Half Pint sucked air through his teeth in
disapproval. “If I don’t meet mine, it comes out of my ass. When it
comes to his money, Ice don’t play.”

“True that.” Raq held out her fist and gave him a
pound. Then she lifted her Terps cap to scratch her head. Her
cornrows were getting loose and she needed to get them redone, but
she didn’t have the scratch. Not many people braided hair for free.
The ones who did were lousy at it, plus Raq would have to hit them
up first. Too bad they were usually lousy at that, too. “Heads
up.”

One of Half Pint’s most persistent customers was
lurching toward them, scratching at her face and arms as if she had
something crawling on her skin. Everyone called her Gumby because
she didn’t have any teeth, but her real name was Deborah or Delilah
or some shit. Something that started with a D.

“Looks like someone needs a fix,” Half Pint said,
lighting up one of the singles he had bought from the corner
store.

Raq took in Gumby’s outfit. She was wearing a dirty
sweater, ragged jeans, and a pair of men’s house shoes that were at
least two sizes too big. “Does she have money?”

Half Pint blew out a stream of cigarette smoke. “She
don’t need it.”

“Since when? You giving freebies now?”

“Don’t worry, Raq. I got this.”

Raq hung back and waited for him to prove it. He had
been trying to prove something to one person or another since he’d
started out on these streets. His real name was Rashad Jefferson,
but everyone called him Half Pint because he was small for his age.
He had the Little Man complex to match. He considered the gun he
carried in the folds of his jeans his great equalizer, but it was
Raq’s job to make sure he didn’t have to use it.

“You holding, Half Pint?” Gumby asked. She smelled
like a skunk that had been rolling around in cigarette butts and
malt liquor. And that was just her breath. Raq didn’t even want to
get started on her body odor.

“I might be.”

“Let me get a dime bag,” Gumby said.

“You got the cash?” Half Pint asked.

“You know I’m good for it.”

“If you’re looking for a loan, you need to head to
the bank. I don’t give something for nothing.”

Gumby grabbed the drooping crotch of Half Pint’s
oversized jeans. “I’ll do you right. You know I will.”

A grin creased Half Pint’s face, making him look
even younger than he already was. “All right then. Give me five
minutes and I’ll meet you in the usual spot.”

“Can I get the stuff first?”

Half Pint shook his head. “You know it don’t work
like that.” He pointed to the boarded-up building across the street
that had been marked for demolition for so long Raq had forgotten
what it used to be. “I’ll meet you there in five minutes.”

“That’s nasty, man,” Raq said after Gumby lurched
across the street. “Are you really going to hit that?”

“Hell, no, but I’ll let her suck me off.”

“So you’re going to front her ten dollars in
exchange for a blow job?”

“The pros would charge me more than that and most of
them have all their teeth.” He swiveled his narrow hips. “I like
the way she gums my shit. Nothing ruins a good blowjob like teeth
scraping on my joint. Watch the spot, okay? I’ll be back in ten
minutes.”

“Are you really going to do this shit on company
time?”

“Consider this my lunch break. Everyone’s entitled
to one. I read that someplace. You know where the extra stash is,
right?”

“Yeah, but I’m not going to sell any of it for you.
That’s your deal, man, not mine.”

Half Pint frowned like the little boy he was trying
not to be. “Slinging crack is a hell of a lot easier than getting
punched in the face. I don’t know why you pretend you don’t want to
switch.” He put two fingers in his mouth and whistled to get the
attention of his partner on the opposite corner. Then he held up
his hands to let Little Tony know how long he’d be gone. Little
Tony normally acted as a lookout, but he knew how to make a sale if
a buyer came along.

Raq moved closer to him so she could cover his back
if she needed to. She watched cars come and go, some stopping so
their owners could make a buy, others slowing to check out the
competition. None of the established dealers were stupid enough to
encroach on Ice’s turf, but you never knew when some young buck
would decide it was his time to try to move up the food chain.

Raq stiffened when a black SUV with tinted windows
squealed to a stop a few feet from her position. She searched for a
potential escape route when the power window on the passenger’s
side began to slide down.

“Yo, Raq!”

She relaxed when Desmond Lassiter, Ice’s
second-in-command, stuck his head out the window. The diamond studs
in his ears glittered in the sun. A similarly encrusted cross
dangled from a white gold chain around his neck. “Wassup, Dez?” She
moved closer to the car. “Sweet ride. When did you get it?”

“I picked it up this morning, but I have to get a
new set of rims before I start claiming it as mine. Right now, it
looks like something my mama would drive.” He stroked his neatly
trimmed goatee. His hair was worn in an Afro Raq thought of as his
nappy natural. It was always the light-skinned brothers who felt
the need to prove how black they were. Dez was no different. “Hop
in the back. Ice wants to see you.”

Those words always put a chill in Raq’s heart.
Because, more often than not, they were the last words some people
ever heard.

“I can’t go anywhere right now. I have to watch the
spot until Half Pint gets his rocks off.”

“That should take all of two minutes if the chick
he’s banging can even find what he’s working with. Get in. Bigfoot
will keep an eye on things until you get back.”

The rear door opened and Bigfoot, a six-foot-eight
giant who had been an offensive lineman for the Terps before he
tore up his knee and flunked out of college, climbed out with a
great deal of effort.

“What’s good, Raq?” he wheezed.

“Nothing to it, big man.”

His
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