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This story explores complicated people, difficult choices, and the consequences of power. The characters in this world are flawed, morally complex, and often dangerous. Their actions do not represent endorsement, but rather an examination of how ambition, loyalty, trauma, and survival can shape a person.

Some scenes in this book may be disturbing or emotionally intense. Themes of violence, manipulation, addiction, and exploitation appear throughout the story as part of the characters’ journeys.

If any of these subjects may be difficult for you, please proceed with care.

⸻

––––––––
[image: ]


This novel contains mature themes including:


• Violence and murder

• Drug use and addiction

• Human trafficking and exploitation

• Emotional manipulation and abuse

• Death and grief

• Explicit language and adult situations

• Psychological distress and trauma
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Chapter One — Correction
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I sat, shoulders back, head held high, back straight in this brown, musty-smelling courtroom. I was adorned in my blue pantsuit, white button-up, bowtie crisp against my throat, navy loafers trimmed in white. I almost laughed. I looked exactly like a little Chief. Hell, I looked good. It wasn’t my signature red, but I wanted to make sure that I didn’t look too bodacious. I wanted to come across as if I was a nice, church-going girl. A mother and a wife.

I sat face forward, stone-faced. Still. Waiting for it to be over. Ugh, I couldn’t wait for it to be over. I was sick of it. I was sick of sitting here. I was sick of the entire ordeal, really. People bringing up files, saying shit. Speaking on shit they know nothing about.

I began to people-watch, bored with this place. I also couldn’t get the smell out of my nose. The courtroom smelled like recycled air and unfinished arguments. The kind of air that never truly leaves a building; it just kind of circulates, almost like regret. It was quiet enough to hear a pen scratch paper. Now it was time for the judge to rein down the judgment.

I already knew the outcome. I knew that they had nothing on me. I knew it was like trying to nail jello to the wall.

Being here was a formality. One I could really have done without.

I didn’t stand when they dismissed it. I didn’t need to. I have no respect for laws or governing bodies. I am my own government. Chief and I had been sovereign citizens for years. I command respect. I do not lose.

I am Karma. Karma is inevitable.

The judge’s voice was measured. He was clinical. Sterile, if you will. He seemed detached in that institutional way that avoids fingerprints. He was calm, but I could tell he was sick. He didn’t want my Black ass to get off.

“Due to a break in the chain of custody and compromised evidentiary procedure, this court has no choice but to dismiss.”

No choice—I almost smirked.

I loved that phrase, even though it was a lie. We always have a choice; they just made the right one at that given moment.

Nonetheless, there was no choice because I was unshakeable. No choice because I do not make mistakes. There was no choice, or better put, only one choice—and that was to do things my way.

They framed it like an accident. A procedural flaw. A clerical error. As if outcomes like this simply fall from the ceiling.

Nothing is accidental.

Things are simply “accidentally” on purpose.

I was always going to walk out. I always control the narrative. I was always going to win.

Karma was like gravity.

Karma was like the weather. I was no God, but I know He truly made me in His image.

I am inevitable. Right, wrong, or indifferent, you could not outrun Karma.

A murmur moved through the gallery. Confusion. Not outrage. They seemed to think this was all a waste of time.

People expected spectacle when a woman like me walks free. People expected tears. For me to show some gratitude. They wanted me to collapse to the ground, praise God, shout, and dance in triumph. They wanted fireworks.

They wanted me on my knees, thanking the court for mercy. I would do no such thing. The hell did I look like?

I pay my lawyer handsomely. He is the best. I would tolerate nothing less. Since I had the best, I had faith in him.

More importantly, and more realistically, I had faith in myself.

Instead of theatrics, they got paperwork.

Paperwork is boring. That’s all they received. They got clerical. They received bullshit. It didn’t matter what they received because they were never going to receive what they expected out of me.

They wanted a trial. They wanted to tear into my ass up on the witness stand. Instead, they got:

A hard drive that couldn’t be authenticated.

Surveillance timestamps that didn’t align.

A psychological evaluation deemed “inconclusive.”

Inconclusive was another beautiful word. It was one of those words that just meant not enough. In the eyes of America’s law, you cannot prosecute on not enough. In America’s law, you have to be beyond a reasonable doubt. I loved that. If it was Karma’s law, baby—well, let’s just say things would be different and people wouldn’t be committing a bunch of crime.

Doctor Jackson, the psychologist that I had to tell my long, drawn-out story to. The lady that took pity on me when I told her the story of my life. She just didn’t know that Chief was a great husband and that I had to maybe exaggerate the truth a little. Now listen—Karma is still that bitch, but I would never have overstepped Chief’s lead. He also never cheated; he wasn’t abusive, but I needed her to believe me. I laid it on thick. Either way, Doctor Jackson did her job. I was grateful to her, even though I had to manipulate her a little bit. She was my lawyer’s idea, which is exactly why I trusted him, and like I said, I paid him well. She was paid to assess me, and she delivered exactly what was required.

Nothing said that I was innocent. Her assessment said that I may have been unstable at the time of any crimes. Her assessment says I may have been under the influence of Mr. Braxton. Without my husband, I would have never done any of the things I was charged with.

Everyone in that room probably knew the truth. Or at least they thought that they knew the truth. These imbeciles in this courtroom had not the slightest idea. They knew nothing of real power.

Anyway, in this instance, I was thankful that courtrooms are not built on truth.

They are built on what can be proven. Like I already explained—try to keep up.

And what they could prove was simple:

Not enough.

I adjusted the sleeve of my suit jacket and continued to stare straight ahead while attorneys packed folders and clipped briefcases shut. They were trying not to look disappointed. I didn’t care that they were disappointed. I was always told you win some, you lose some. Well, unless you’re me, of course.

I didn’t look at the officer who refused to meet my eyes.

I didn’t look at the clerk who signed faster than necessary.

I didn’t look at Doctor Jackson, two rows back, pen resting still against her legal pad.

Even though I won and I knew I was going to win, I didn’t gloat.

I simply observed.

Destiny squeezed my hand once, I guess trying to reassure me. Of what, I was unsure.

But I was certain it wasn’t celebratory.

It was more or less like confirming, I guess.

As if to say, We’ve beat this. You’re coming home.

Autumn stood on my other side. Her posture was straight, shoulders back, kind of how I was sitting in the courthouse. Her expression was careful. She didn’t smile, but she wasn’t frowning either. She was plain, blank-faced. Autumn was always careful now. It was starting to become painfully obvious that she had nervous energy about her. There’s a nervous current under her skin at all times now. It’s omnipresent—hell, almost visible.

I’ll fix that when we get home. It’s been so long since I’ve had any form of affection. But I really could use a stress relief. Some extra dry red wine. Autumn could put on that sexy red nighty I liked. I would start slow and passionate. Mhmm, tonight I would take my time. Thinking about it had a slight smile on my face—I had to bring myself back to reality. Autumn still had the ability to make me lose focus.

Then there was Shakina. She stood composed, business casual, aura steady. She never doubted me. She was always so confident. Shakina was my rock. I loved her for her confidence and how she always held the fort down. She was pretty much my no-limit soldier.

The children stayed home. They didn’t need to see the machine up close. They didn’t need to know what all I had been charged with. I tried to keep them innocent as long as possible. But they were growing up. I knew I couldn’t shield them forever. If it were up to me, they would at least know the details of the trial. But I tried to keep peace with Autumn—she wanted them completely sheltered. She wanted them to be soft. My biggest thing is that I wanted them to always be able to talk to me. I didn’t want them to fear me or resent me. I tried to make sure they still saw me as safe.

Walking out of the courthouse finally. Once outside, there were cameras waiting. I had no intention of feeding them. They were a bunch of damn vultures, really. Inside the courthouse, where I had just left without looking back, the system “corrected” itself. That’s what they call it when something disappears. The system that we depend on to make laws, the system that we depend on to protect and serve, was literally in there covering its own ass.

Everyone just accepts it. Everyone just moves on like it’s normal for shit to just get lost. No one ever asks how a flaw appears at the exact moment it’s needed. They call it coincidence because the alternative is uncomfortable. Just like me. Karma was uncomfortable.

By the time we stepped into the sunlight, the narrative had already shifted.

They were blabbing about technical dismissal.

Reporters spoke of insufficient procedure.

I heard the phrase again—break in custody.

The reporters and journalists, podcasters—hell, every housewife who was looking for me to fall—would be debating incompetence for weeks. But I wouldn’t. I don’t debate gravity.

I don’t debate things that are finished. I move on. I press forward. Life was both too short and too long to dwell on insignificant things.

The air outside was warm. It was so beautiful. The sky was blue and had big, white, fluffy clouds. The kind me and Patience used to lay in the grass and look at. We used to lay there for hours naming the clouds and seeing what kinds of animals they looked like. That was before she started growing up. I took in a deep breath. The air was so refreshing—it smelled like I needed to throw a cookout, even though I wouldn’t. Freedom just smelled different when it was earned.

Looking at me, and I guess seeing the strange look come across my face, Destiny leaned in close to ask, “You good?”

I smiled without showing teeth. That thin-lined smile white ladies do when they’re uncomfortable. When they want to show that they’re being polite, but not really.

“As ever,” was my response. I meant it. I was good. I would always be good. I was pretty much unshakeable. Most importantly, I was free. We were about to be on the way home.

Across the street, a young reporter looked frustrated. She was the first one I saw that looked visibly upset. Everyone else reported the facts, what was learned in the case that day. This lady, though—she wanted a villain. This intrigued me. She wanted a meltdown. A headline that bled. She must be a new journalist just starting out. This was probably going to be the story that kicked off her career.

Instead of all the Riq Monroe, she got a woman adjusting her sunglasses. Instead of someone who was unwell, she got a lady in a designer tailored suit. Instead of a monster, she got Karma.

The guard who testified against me avoided eye contact. I didn’t see fear. I saw relief. He was probably just happy all of this was over. Hell, I was too.

People relax when pressure is removed.

Even when they don’t understand who applied it. Now I’m not saying that I applied pressure to this man to tell anything in my favor. I just think he understood that it would behoove him to be on the right side of things.

I don’t tamper with evidence.

I don’t threaten officials.

I don’t make dramatic moves.

I tell stories.

Compelling ones like the one I told Doctor Jackson.

Stories travel.

Sometimes they land in the right ears.

Sometimes they make people reconsider what they remember.

Sometimes they make them second-guess what they signed.

It seemed like it took forever, but finally we reached the Tahoe. By the time we reached the truck, with its nice black leather interior and its nice new car smell, the headlines were already updating.

Everywhere was being told that the charges were dismissed.

Soon every newsroom, salon, church, barbershop, school hallway, and nightclub whisper would know.

Karma was free. I was back out here in these streets. I knew there were some bitches out there mad when they couldn’t take a bitch like me down. This made me smile. Hating-ass, dirty-ass, funky bitches. Classless hoes.

Destiny opened the Tahoe door for me. I slid into the passenger seat. My normal seat. I rarely drove anywhere anymore.

Seated directly behind me in her normal seat, Autumn scanned the street. She often scanned the street, counting the cars, counting the trees, playing a mental game in her head.

Sitting to Autumn’s left, in her normal spot, Shakina scrolled her phone. She was probably playing a game. She enjoyed doing those word searches or playing Candy Crush. Anything to keep her mind busy.

Destiny drove. She always drove when it was all of us together. Destiny was a great driver—hell, she was our designated drunk driver. She taught our kids how to drive. She had an impeccable driving record. Everything was going as planned. Everything was in our usual formation.

The world didn’t end. Nothing fell apart. The machine kept running as it should. I put a lot of work into my family, into my systems, into the machine to make sure that it always ran smoothly. At this point in time, shit probably ran off muscle memory.

As the courthouse shrank in the rearview mirror, I allowed myself one quiet thought. They believed they were evaluating me. They believed what they wanted to believe. They were measuring how much of me they could prove. They never considered how much of them I could move. They never considered who controlled the board. Even though this was a victory, I didn’t celebrate. I don’t celebrate acquittals. I reorganize. I regroup. I realign. And this? This was only the first correction.
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Chapter Two — The Shift
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Once I got home, I was ready to put the courthouse, the jailhouse, and everything dealing with that case behind me. But shit was weird now. The house felt different after the courthouse. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. It now felt like everyone was on pins and needles. I don’t understand why. The house... it didn’t feel tense. I guess it felt... adjusted. I thought everyone would be happy that I was home. No one really even paid me much mind. I wasn’t mad. I guess they got adjusted to me being away for a little while.

Instead, the house felt like furniture had been shifted two inches to the left and no one could explain why the room felt off. I couldn’t place my finger on the feeling. I just know this isn’t how it used to feel. Even after Chief, we were still able to come together. We still felt like a loving family.

I had no clue what this was now, though. Was it paranoia? That’s strange because I am not one to feel paranoid about anything.

Tonight, the kids were louder than usual. That was okay. I never expected them to be quiet. I loved how lively they were, actually. They were being kids. At least that’s what I thought at first. It was starting to get louder and louder. Victory energy, I supposed. Patience and Knowledge, that is. Those two genuinely seemed happy for me to be home. Lil Chief, which is what I used to call Chief Amari Braxton—Chief’s first seed—was different. The children didn’t understand legal nuance. I didn’t expect them to. I didn’t even want them to. I wanted them to stay innocent for as long as possible. Well, innocent—not sheltered. But since they were always on them damn phones, they understood headlines.

“Does that mean it’s over?” Chief Jr. asked, leaning against the kitchen island like he owned the marble. The way he said it, though, was like he didn’t want it to be. He seemed like he couldn’t have cared less if I was home or not.

I didn’t bat an eye. I acted like it didn’t phase me in the slightest. “For now,” I replied, pouring coffee into a tumbler—the Pooh Bear one Chief bought me. Using it always made me smile. I allowed myself to think back on the days when Mr. Du’Shawn Amari Braxton was still here. That man could still make the seat of my panties wet. Whoo... he was the finest man I ever knew. I just thought about the first time we ever made love on our wedding night. Oh, it was the best experience I ever had. Mhmm, damn, I wish I could just have some of Chief right now. That would really relieve my stress. Damn, now I’m thinking about Chief and his good dick.

Returning my mind to the conversation at hand, I began looking back at Lil Chief. I tried to read him. He seemed distant, like he had something on his mind that I was unaware of. For a fleeting moment, I started to ask his ass if he had a problem with me, because I was going to solve it. But I relaxed myself—this was a child. My child. He had looked disappointed in my answer, though. I really couldn’t tell if it was because he wanted it to be over or if he was hoping I’d be sent away. Either way, I do not lie to my kids. One thing my sorry-ass parents got right with me was how they never lied. I appreciated growing up in an honest house. Now, the shit they were honest about and had me involved in was some unscrupulous shit, but I digress. Anyways, as I was saying, I don’t lie to my kids, and I wouldn’t dare tell him yes unless it’s absolute. And where I stood right now, nothing was absolute.

Patience, my baby girl, watched me instead of her phone. That’s new. She typically lived in that damn phone. We used to be so close, but when she became a teen, the phone took over. I actually missed hanging with her. Teenagers were hard to connect with, but I did hope that I could at least have some more time with her before she grew up too fast. I also knew that I’d have to make sure there wasn’t some little boy sniffing in behind her. Or worse, make sure there wasn’t a predator sniffing in behind her. I chuckled to myself, thinking about the little boys, then I frowned slightly. My baby. My princess. So innocent, sheltered, and sweet. I couldn’t imagine if a man approached her and stole that away from her.

She’s old enough now to understand tone, where before she was blind to it. Jesus, when did everyone grow up? She understood that the vibe in the house was slightly off. That’s why she was watching me. Then, splitting the silence, “People at school said they thought you were going to prison,” she said carefully, but in a matter-of-fact tone. “And?” I asked, brow raised. “And I said you don’t lose.” That was her retort, and I was more than proud of her for it.

Autumn, on the other hand, didn’t seem to be entertained by her antics. Her fork paused midair. I clocked it like it was tea time. She wasn’t expecting that statement. Honestly, neither was I, but I welcomed it. She didn’t do it dramatically, just long enough for me to notice. But still, I couldn’t help myself—I had to give an answer back. “I don’t,” I answered quickly, evenly.

Destiny finally decided to participate in the interaction. She smirked from the other end of









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NG

e,

RAY






d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





