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Imani’s eyes fluttered opened and slowly adjusted to the bright light in the room full of beeping machines. She sat up in the bed and looked around, trying to recall the events that had led up to this moment. She couldn’t remember much but her heart started to pound in her chest at what she could remember.

“Miss, I think he's dead.”

“No, he isn't dead. San wouldn't leave me. He wouldn't do that!”

Santiago was dead? No, she had to be mistaken. What had happened before she was told that her fiancé was dead? Imani closed her eyes and tried to force herself to remember. Where was Santiago? She needed to know.

“Think, remember,” she whispered with her eyes squeezed shut.

Imani sat down next to Santiago in the quiet church full of grieving people. She still hadn’t cried and she probably never would. Yes, she had cared about Sergio but she wasn’t a very emotional person. Santiago was the only person that could awaken emotions that were buried deep inside of her. He’d held it together as much as he could and she hadn’t seen him cry yet and she was grateful for that.

As strong as she was, seeing her man cry would have caused Imani to break down instantly. She knew that he had to be hurting inside and there was nothing that could be done about it. Darius was already dead and that did nothing to make her feel better so she knew it did nothing for Santiago either. She just hoped that he’d be able to bounce back soon.

He’d been uncharacteristically quiet lately. She could understand why but damn she hated it. She wanted her fun, happy, loving man back. She was serious enough on her own. She needed him to make her smile and laugh. She really wanted her old Santiago back. She hadn’t grieved the loss of her father so she had no idea how long it would take until Santiago was back to himself.

Imani held Santiago’s hand as One Sweet Day was being sung by a young girl with the voice of an angel. Santiago’s mother Cynthia was sobbing uncontrollably and her cries could be heard throughout the large church.

“It’s okay,” Santiago said as he took his hand away from Imani and placed it on his mother’s shoulder. He had wanted to be there for her before, but she was so upset with him for still being with Imani that she’d made it impossible. He knew that she needed him right now and he really wanted to be there. They were all each other really had left.

“Get your hands off of me! Why did you bring her here?” Cynthia screamed as she pulled away from her son. 

“Calm down. We can talk about this later,” Santiago said through clenched teeth. 

“No! My son is dead now and it’s her fault! Get her out of here!”

Santiago’s jaws clenched and he sighed out loud. He didn’t care that everyone was looking at him and his mother like they were a circus act. What pissed him off was the fact that he couldn’t even mourn his brother’s death in peace. 

When he was at home Imani was all over him, apologizing and asking if he was okay. When he was with his mother, trying to help with the funeral arrangements, she was cursing and hollering about how he was just as much to blame for Sergio’s death as Imani was. 

He’d figured that he’d at least be able to have peace and quiet at the funeral, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. He had almost not bothered to attend but he was there for his brother. 

“Get her out of here!” Cynthia yelled again. 

“I’ll meet you in the car,” Imani whispered into Santiago’s ear as she stood up. She’d grown to hate Cynthia’s guts but she’d let it slide for the day, for her man’s sake. She knew that he was hurt and that he’d never get another chance to attend his brother’s funeral and burial.

Santiago stood to his feet, kissed his mother on the cheek and followed Imani towards the exit.

“How can you leave your own brother’s funeral? I hate you Santiago! I hate you, you selfish son of a bitch!” Cynthia yelled at his back. Her words hurt, his mother had never said anything like that to him in all of his life, but nothing hurt like the loss of his baby brother. His mother would get over her pain but his brother would never come back.

“You should stay,” Imani said as they stood outside of the church. She pulled her jacket closed as the wind whipped past her. She did feel a little guilty but everybody has to die sometime, right? There was nothing she could do about it now and she definitely wasn't giving her man up. Yeah, she felt that he blamed her just like Cynthia did, but they'd work through that. She knew that he needed her and as much as she hated to admit it, she needed him. 

“No, I’m good.” He nodded as he looked up and down the quiet block. He just wanted to get home, take a shower, have a drink and relax. His brother knew that he loved him and that he’d always have a place in Santiago’s heart. 

Santiago took Imani’s cold hand and started down the stairs as he spotted their limo driver stepping out of the shiny, black Cadillac. The couple headed towards their limo and Imani couldn’t stop thinking of how she would make things up to him. She had to show Santiago that she did love him more than money. More than she loved herself. She didn’t know why or how, but being with this man made her feel like a completely different person.

Although her mind was on her man Imani was still on alert. Being that her list of enemies was growing by the minute, she was more alert than usual. She didn’t have a whole team to watch her back and Santiago’s mind was a million miles away. He’d told her to leave her gun at home but she’d refused. She wasn't going to be caught slipping. He was packing heat so why shouldn't she be?

Imani looked around as she walked a few feet ahead of Santiago. There weren’t many people out, which was good for her. She liked to be able to see everything and everyone that was around her. 

Imani noticed a little white car parked behind their limo but it appeared to be unoccupied. Just as the limo driver opened the back door for the young couple to get inside, someone emerged from the passenger side of the white car. Imani’s hand went to her waist for her gun as she tried to see who the person was, but she was knocked to the ground by Santiago who was also reaching for his own gun. She hit her head on the edge of the limo door and was briefly disoriented. All she could hear were gunshots, screeching tires and screaming. 

She tried to get up but Santiago was lying on top of her. She wanted to kill whoever had the balls to be shooting at her but Santiago wouldn't budge. Even after the gunfire ceased he wouldn't move.

“San, get up.” Imani pushed him gently and something squished against her palm.

“Santiago. Baby, get up,” she said, willing her voice not to crack. “San, baby. Somebody get him up! I need to get him to a hospital!” She cried as she realized that her hands were covered in blood.

Someone pulled Santiago off of Imani and let his body rest on the cold concrete.

“Get him in the car! I gotta get him to the hospital!” Imani cried as she placed her arms underneath Santiago’s arm pits and tried to pull him into the back of the limo. She was using all of her strength but she just wasn't strong enough.

“Help me. Don't just fuckin’ stand there!”

The few people that were present were standing around looking lost and shit while she was trying to save her man’s life.

“Miss, I think he's dead,” a man said as he looked down at Santiago’s motionless body.

“No, he isn't dead. San wouldn't leave me. He wouldn't do that! Let's go! Let's get him some help!”

“Let the paramedics move him. You might cause the bullets to shift and make things worse if he’s still alive,” an older woman explained. She felt bad for Imani but she figured that Santiago was some kind of drug dealer or something and had gotten what he deserved.

“What paramedics?” Imani screamed as she looked around at all of the nosy people standing around doing nothing to help. Maybe they were in shock but that wouldn’t help her or her man. 

“They’re coming, but you can't move him. Just wait.”

“Santiago, baby don't leave me. Please don't leave baby. Just hold on.” She heard sirens in the distance but it seemed like help was a million miles away. Tears streamed down her face and landed on top of his head. 

Imani was in a state of shock as she sat behind Santiago, with her back against the limo, holding him in her arms. Santiago didn't appear to be breathing and there was blood everywhere. More blood than she had ever seen in her life. She knew that he was dead but she wouldn't allow herself to believe it.

“Baby, I love you. Santiago I love you so much,” she cried as she laid her chin on top of his head.

“San!” She screamed as she was pulled away from him. She was restrained by a strong man as Santiago was placed onto a gurney.

“Let me go! I have to be with him!” she screamed as she tried to break loose of the man’s grasp.

“I’ll drive you to the hospital,” the limo driver said calmly. Imani watched as the ambulance that had Santiago inside pulled away from the curb.

“Let’s go!” she demanded as she pulled away from the paramedic that had been holding her.

“Miss, do you need to be checked out? Were you hurt?” he asked her.

Imani ignored him as she climbed into the front seat of the limo. The driver didn’t have the heart to tell her to get into the backseat so he just put the pedal to the metal. 
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Chapter 2
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Imani lay back on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Santiago had died in the streets like that? While all of those dumb ass people just stood there doing nothing? She wished she could kill all of them but she was definitely going to kill whoever had shot him. She hoped that somehow he was still alive but she knew that he wasn’t.

He must have been dead. Why else would she be in a hospital room alone? That’s the only way he’d ever leave her alone like this. Imani closed her eyes and willed the tears away. Love wasn’t for girls like her. She was meant to be alone and she needed to accept that. Things had been nice with Santiago but she had to admit that he made her weak. 

He impaired her judgment and she didn’t need that. When she had been with him all she had wanted to do was to be with him. She didn’t care about handling her business as long as he was in her presence. She’d met her match in him but all good things must come to an end, right? 

What the fuck was I thinking? She should have known that no good would ever come to her. She knew that she was an evil bitch. It was just who she was. 

Imani had actually entertained Santiago’s request, or rather his demand, for her to leave the drug game alone. As much as she’d miss having him around she knew that it was for the best. Imani was better off when all she had to think or worry about was Money. 

All of that shit was easy to tell herself but it was hard as hell to accept. Imani really did love Santiago and as foolish as it was, she had actually thought that they might have been together forever. Wishful thinking, she thought to herself. 

As she lay in the bed Imani wondered how she would go on. Where would she even begin to rebuild her drug empire? Would she stay in St. Louis or move somewhere else? Her thoughts were interrupted and she sat up in bed and looked across the room as she heard a door quietly close.

“Baby!” she squealed as she jumped off of the bed. She rushed across the small room and wrapped her arms around Santiago’s torso.

“Ahh, easy baby.” He smiled as he stepped back a little. Imani was squeezing him so tightly that she was hurting his still fresh gunshot wounds.

“I’m sorry. I just thought... I’m so glad to see you,” she said as tears pooled in her eyes. 

“Damn, I just went to piss.” Santiago laughed as he placed his thumbs underneath her eyes. He wiped her tears away and kissed her forehead. 

Imani sighed and smiled up at her man. She took in the hospital gown that he was wearing then looked down at her own clothing. She was wearing a pair of white Victoria’s Secret sweat pants and a pink t-shirt. If she had paid attention to her clothes earlier she might have realized that she wasn’t a patient.

“Come on baby, sit down,” she said as she led him over to the bed. “How many times were you shot?” she asked as he lay back on the bed.

“Five. I’m gone kill somebody,” he said with his eyes closed.

“You gotta get better and get home to me first,” she corrected him. She wanted to have the honor of killing whoever had shot him.

“I’ll be home in no time,” he assured her.

“You sure? What the doctors say? How long we been here?”

“I think they need to look at your head again,” he said as he sat up. He rubbed the back of her head.

“Ouch,” she hissed as his fingers grazed a bump on the back of her head.

“You don’t remember the past couple days?” he asked.

“Ummm, kinda.”

“Well, I know this bed is killing your back. Go home and get some rest.”

Imani looked at him like he had lost his mind. She wasn’t leaving his side for anything in the world. 

“I’ll go home when you go home.”

Santiago sighed out loud and nodded. He knew that she was hard headed and wouldn’t leave until she was ready to.

They both looked over at the bedside table as his cell phone started to vibrate. He let it go to voicemail. Santiago had been in the hospital for a couple of days and although things were looking good, he wouldn’t be able to go home for another week or so. He had no idea when he’d be able to go back to work and he really didn’t care. Seeing his younger brother dead over some bullshit really made him look at things differently. Seeing his life flash before his eyes was eye- opening as well.

He didn’t know anything about the many people that he’d killed. All he had known was that the price had been right. He’d killed mothers, daughters, sons, brothers, grandfathers and anything else that you could think of. He had never really thought about his victims’ families. He had never cared and he wondered how that could be. 

How had he become so cold? How had he been able to kill so many people without giving it a second thought? He couldn’t say that he was ready to give it up all together but he was definitely looking at things differently. 

Maybe it was time to give it all up though. He and Imani could give up their killing and drug dealing and start over. Everything inside of him told him that she was the woman that he’d been waiting for his whole life. They needed to chill out if they expected to actually enjoy life though. 

“You going to sleep?” Imani asked after a few minutes of silence.

“Naw, just thinking.”

“About what?”

“Us.”

“What about us, baby?” she asked as she placed her hand on top of his. She didn’t know if she really wanted to hear what was on his mind but she had to ask.

“You remember the night I proposed to you?” Santiago asked as he sat up in bed.

“Yeah.” 

“Well, after I left town, somebody called and ummm...” he looked into her eyes as he tried to find the right words. He didn’t want to scare her, because he’d always do whatever he had to in order to protect her and he didn’t want her to ever worry about or doubt that. 

“Somebody called and asked me to ummm...”

“Kill me?” 

Santiago nodded his head as he continued to look into her eyes. 

“At first I thought it was a joke and, I don’t know. I should have come right home and—”

“Who was it? Was it Darius?”

“I don’t know. I think so.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about it that night? If I had known I would have been prepared and—”

“Don’t you think I ask myself that shit every day, all day?” he yelled, startling her a bit. He had never really gotten loud with her. She was used to him being calm at all times. “I wish I had told you. I wish I had come home. I wish I had done something!” he said as the tears that he had been fighting finally won and rushed down his face. He knew that if he had come home earlier he would have saved his brother’s life. He replayed the phone call and his actions afterwards over and over again.

Imani closed her eyes as she gently wrapped her arms around her man. She couldn’t stand to see him cry. She couldn’t stand to see him hurting like that. She wanted to take it all away.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. She could only imagine how bad he must have felt. Santiago sobbed out loud as Imani held him and she couldn’t fight it any longer. Imani cried with him until neither of them could cry another tear.
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“You dumb fuck! You shot the wrong person! I said the bitch, the woman, the female!”

“I know that. I had a clear shot of her but he jumped right in front of her.”

“He’s a man and that’s his woman, what the hell did you expect him to do?” Cynthia had raised her sons to be men if nothing else.

“I thought I had her.” The man sighed.

“Well you didn’t. I should just kill the bitch myself. You’re lucky you didn’t kill my son. Where’s my money?” 

“I’ll do it. Just give me a few days.”

“A few days my ass. Give me my fuckin’ money.”

Cynthia didn’t know how but she knew that she was going to get rid of Imani. If it hadn’t been for that bitch her son would still be alive. There had always been something about Imani that Cynthia hadn’t liked since day one. Imani might have had Santiago fooled but Cynthia knew better. 
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Natalie was stressed beyond belief. She’d just buried her mother and her only brother and she’d had to watch as her aunt buried her youngest son. She knew that this shit was all Imani’s fault and if she ever got a chance she'd kill her. Imani had killed her mother and cousin in cold blood for no apparent reason. She didn’t deserve to live. 

Natalie didn't even know how she pulled herself out of bed these days. She was always sad and she had so much shit to do that she didn't even know where to start. Her money was running low, she didn't have much saved up and she hadn't even thought about going back to work. What was the point? She didn’t even want to live anymore. If it wasn’t for her son Nathan, Natalie might have killed herself the night that her brother had been killed.

The police had said that he’d been an intruder and that Santiago had shot him in self-defense, but Natalie knew that it was bullshit. Imani had probably set her brother up and had him killed. If she and Imani ever crossed paths she’d do her best to make Imani feel her pain, but right now she had other things to focus on. 

Natalie needed to sell her mother’s house and car. That would put some money in her pockets for the time being. She hadn't realized how much she had depended on Darius. Without his financial support she didn't know how she would make ends meet. 

She had thought about moving into her mother’s house since it had been paid off but she couldn't do it. She would never be able to step foot in there again without breaking down in tears. She didn't know how she would ever be able to get over the loss of her mom and brother, but she knew that she had to.

“Damn man,” Natalie cried as she covered her face with her hands. “I told him to leave that shit alone.”

“It’s okay honey,” Goldie said as she rubbed her friend’s back. “He was grown and going to do whatever he wanted to.”

“I just... I introduced them. I didn’t even know her and I let my brother fuck with her. He told me everything.”

“Everything like what?” Goldie inquired. 

“That bitch was running a fucking empire. She had him moving so much coke it was crazy. She was making millions of dollars a month! Why else would her selfish ass buy my mama that big ass house and shit? It was just to keep Darius doin’ her dirty work. She knew how much he cared about us.”

“Oh,” was all Goldie could say. She knew that Darius had started getting money after he’d started messing with Imani but she had no idea that it had been because of Imani.

“I let him work for her for this shit,” Natalie cried as she pointed at her expensively decorated condo. “I didn’t need all of this. He knew she was fucking that Santiago nigga too and he just took it. I let my brother play hisself for this bullshit!”

Goldie sighed as she continued to rub her friend’s back. She knew that Natalie blamed herself for everything that had happened but it really wasn’t her fault. If not through Imani, Darius would have found another drug connection. It was just something that he’d been determined to do.

“We’ll get through this.” Goldie assured her friend.

Nathan came and flopped down on the couch.

“You okay?” he asked as he gently placed his hand on his mother’s leg.

“Yeah.” Natalie nodded with a forced smile. She didn’t like for him to see her crying. He knew that his uncle and grandmother were dead but he couldn’t fully grasp it.

“Can I watch TV?” he asked.

“Yeah, go ahead.”

“And in other news, Santiago Palmer, the victim of the funeral shooting that happened a few days ago, is doing well. He is still at Mt. Vernon hospital and expected to make a full recovery.”

Not interested in the news, Nathan changed the channel.

“Go back!” Natalie demanded. She’d never forget that name. Santiago Palmer. It was the name of the man that had killed her brother.

“A funeral is a horrible place to attempt to kill someone and luckily for the Palmer family, the attempt was unsuccessful.”

“I’m a mother and can’t imagine having to bury one of my children, let alone two. My prayers are definitely with the Palmer family,” the second anchorwoman said sincerely. 

His family? Natalie thought as a Toyota commercial came on. Fuck him and his family. 

“That’s what the fuck he gets. I wonder who tried to kill him,” Natalie said as she sat up on the couch.

“Nate, go and watch TV in your mama’s room,” Goldie instructed.

“Okay.” He groaned as he obeyed. The TV in the living room was a lot bigger than the one in the bedroom.

“That shit is crazy.” Goldie sighed.

“Fuck him. I’d kill him myself if I could. What hospital they say he at?”

“Leave that shit alone, girl. He’ll get what he has coming, as you can see. Right now we gotta focus on you.”

Natalie heard what Goldie was saying but she wasn’t trying to hear it. She was going to kill Imani if it was the last thing she did. 

***
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Jordan frowned as she saw the report about Santiago. When she had seen the breaking news report a few days ago, she had been sure that Santiago would die and she couldn’t have been happier. Imani’s phony ass didn’t deserve a fine ass man like him. Seeing that he was going to be all right made Jordan mad.

Jordan’s mouth was still swollen, her eye was still discolored and she wanted Imani to feel her pain. Imani had everything and that still wasn’t enough for her. Jordan had never understood why Darius hadn’t been good enough for Imani. Hell, he was good enough for her. When she’d called to see if he was all right after seeing him at Imani’s old house, she’d known that she was going to find a way to make him her man. Imani didn’t want him, she had Santiago. 

Darius and Jordan hadn’t been all that serious but she did like him and he was never stingy with his money. He had bought her anything that she’d wanted and he always spent his spare time with her. When Imani had found out about them Jordan had been afraid that she’d flip out but she didn’t. 

Imani acted like she didn’t care about Darius and Jordan took that as a green light to lock him down. They were doing all right together. She was slowly winning him over. All she had to do was show him that she was loyal, which she had been doing by giving him Imani’s address. She’d had no idea that she was sending Darius to his death.

Imani thought that she’d taken everything from Jordan but she was wrong. When they’d decided to go into business together, Jordan had been sure to get her name on the lease to the property and she’d had a contract drawn up that named her and Imani as equal partners. Once she got her lawyer to take Imani to court she’d own half of the business or Imani would have to buy her out.

Jordan had also been taking kick boxing classes and self-defense lessons. She’d show Imani what it meant to hurt one way or another. 
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Chapter 5
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Polo walked into his office and flipped on the light. He jumped as he noticed a masked figure sitting behind his desk.

“The one and only Polo,” a male voice said from underneath the mask.

“Uhh, what can I do for you?” Polo stammered.

“Glad you asked. All I need you to do is to make a phone call for me.”

Polo frowned. He knew that there was more to the story than that. Who sneaks into someone’s office in a ski mask and waits just for someone to make a friendly phone call for them? 

“I can uh, I can do that for you.” Polo nodded.

“Good. But let’s have a lil’ chat first. Let’s talk Money.”

Polo frowned. 

“Money? I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sure you do. You’re her supplier.”

A light bulb went off in Polo’s mind. He’d known that J.B. was going to be a problem one day. Imani had never brought anyone else with her to cop from Polo so he knew that the masked man was J.B. He’d tried to warn Imani about J.B. but did she listen? No, because bitches never listen. They think they know every damned thing. 

“Right.” Polo nodded.

“So, where is she?”

“I wish I knew. I know she ain’t in Chicago. I don’t even think she’s in Illinois.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“A while ago. She was comin’ through on a regular basis, but I heard some shit went down wit’ her team. I ain’t heard from her in a minute.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, I heard about that fucked up shit she did to you. From what I hear she did the other dude worse. She killed him and his moms.”

The mention of Imani killing someone else’s mother caused J.B.’s stomach to turn. Imani had killed his mother as well. If she had a mother he’d kill her slowly. Since she didn’t, he’d start with Tianna. J.B. had to get his hands on Money first though. Tianna had moved and he wanted Imani to watch as he killed her slowly.

“Yeah I heard about that. Look, I need you to call and get her to come up here.”

“I can call her but I don’t think I can get her up here. Wit’ no team she ain’t got no need for what I supply.”

“You look like a resourceful man. Get her here.”

Polo dialed Imani’s phone number but she didn’t answer. He was forced to call her a total of five times.

“Call her every day until you get in touch with her. And don’t try no slick shit. Imma find that bitch one way or another, now if you wanna die for her, that’s your decision to make.”

I should kill that bitch myself, Polo thought to himself.

“Not at all. What we have is strictly business. When I get in touch wit’ her I’ll make sure to let you know.”

“No need.”

The masked man made himself comfortable behind the desk. He wasn’t going anywhere until Polo got in touch with Money.
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Chapter 6
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Imani eased out of the hospital bed and into the bathroom. She used the toilet, washed her hands and sat down in the chair next to the bed. She knew that she was crowding Santiago’s space by squeezing into the bed with him, but she wanted to be close to him at all times. 

“You know I’ll still be here if you go home and come back, right?” Santiago asked, surprising her. She’d thought that he was still asleep.

“Yeah, I know.” She smiled.

“I want you to go home in the morning. I want you to take a long, hot bath and sleep in our bed.”

“You tryin’ to say I stink?” she asked, pretending to have an attitude.

“I wouldn’t say stink but stank.” He joked.

“Whatever. I smell like roses.”

“Naw baby, you smell fine but I want you to relax. I want you to be able to take care of me when I get released and you can’t do that if you’re all sore and tired form being here all the time.”

Imani just sighed and nodded. She knew that he’d put her out in the morning. There was only so long that she could protest for before he finally put his foot down. 

“Okay. I’ll go home for a few hours, take a shower and a nap, then I’ll be back.”

“Aiight.”

Imani rejoined him in the bed to enjoy their last few hours together before she’d have to leave him. It would only be for a few hours but it would seem like forever to her.

There was a knock at the door before it opened.

“I have breakfast,” a young, thin nurse said as she placed two trays on the bedside table. She wasn’t supposed to bring anything for Imani but she always did.

“Thanks Brenda,” Santiago said with a smile.

“No problem. Ya’ll need anything?” Brenda asked with a smile. She was always pleasant and always had a smile on her face.

“Nah, we good,” he assured her.

“Just call if you need anything,” Brenda said before she left them alone again.

“Ugh.” Imani groaned as she uncovered her food. The same two strips of thin ass bacon, barely toasted bread and eggs that had been boiled in a bag or thrown into the microwave. Who the hell enjoyed this shit?

“It’s not that bad.” Santiago laughed as he used his fork to move his eggs around his plate. He wasn’t too thrilled about the food either but he knew that if he told Imani that, he’d never hear the end of it.

“Well.” She sighed. “I’m not hungry.” She covered her food again and turned on the TV. 

Santiago scarfed down his and her food and washed it down with his and Imani’s cartons of orange juice. 

“You can eat when you get home,” he said with a smirk.

“I know.” She sighed. “I’m going, but I’ll be back.”

***
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Imani walked into the house that felt so unfamiliar to her and kicked off her shoes. She always had shoes on at the hospital and it felt good to be free and relaxed for a few minutes. She went up to her bedroom and a chill spread over her entire body. She hadn’t been in that bedroom since Sergio’s death. Neither she nor Santiago had been able to sleep in there. It just didn’t feel right. 

Imani opened the nightstand on her side of the bed and retrieved her handgun. She knew that Darius was dead but she also knew that she would never be safe. She had killed his and Natalie’s mother and she could have sworn that Natalie had been the shooter at the funeral. 

She started a bubble bath and peeked out of the bedroom window. Her block was pretty quiet and deserted but there was a silver Mercury Milan sitting in front of her house. Imani couldn’t see who was inside the vehicle but she could tell that someone was in the driver’s seat.

Imani cocked her gun and jogged down the stairs. She went out of the back door and crept around to the front of the house. She held her gun down at her side as she slowly crept alongside the Mercury. She pulled the gun up and leveled it at the driver’s side window and prepared to send someone to meet their maker. 

She wanted to look the person in the eyes first, but was surprised when she looked into the car and saw no one. She had been sure that someone had been sitting there a couple of minutes ago.

“Listen,” she heard a deep voice say from behind her as she felt a rough hand on top of her own. Imani started to turn around but her feet were kicked out from underneath her and she fell to the ground. She hit her head and watched as her gun slid across the street and stopped against the curb.

Imani cursed under her breath as she looked up at the unfamiliar man. He was tall, dark and attractive by many standards. He had a neat, low haircut and dark mysterious eyes. He was dressed in a tailored suit, looking like a young, black James Bond.

“My name is Xavier. Santiago asked me to keep an eye on things until he gets home,” he explained as he extended his hand to her. 

Imani frowned at him and pulled herself up to her feet. She didn’t know whether she should believe him or not but he had the upper hand at the moment. Her gun was across the street and she didn’t dare turn her back on this unfamiliar man.

“Imma call him.” Xavier smirked as he saw Imani’s eyes moving from the gun in his hand to the one lying in the street. Xavier dialed the number with one hand and placed the phone up to his ear, his gun aimed on Imani the whole time.

“Yo girl is definitely a beast.” Xavier laughed once Santiago picked up the phone.

“I warned you. She tried to take yo’ ass out?” Santiago laughed, causing his chest and stomach to hurt.

“Hell yeah.”

“Let me talk to her.”

Xavier held the phone out for Imani. She instead pulled her own phone out of her back pocket. She noticed that she had five missed calls from Polo. She disregarded him for the moment and dialed Santiago’s cell phone number.

“Why didn’t you take the phone from Xavier?” he asked with a chuckle.

“I don’t need no babysitter and you almost got his ass killed.” 

“I know you don’t, but I want him there anyway.”

“You could have told me. What the fuck is your problem with communication?” she demanded.

“I knew you would protest.” He sighed. “Just let him sit out front and do what he does while you relax. I’ll make it up to you later.”

Imani hung up the phone, retrieved her gun from the ground and went back into the house without another word. Who the hell did Santiago and Xavier think they were with their sneaky asses?

Xavier smiled as he watched Imani go back into the house. He’d known Santiago for many years and had never known him to be in a relationship so he had to find out what made this chick so special, besides the fact that she was sexy as hell.

Imani turned off the bathwater and let some of it out. It had been about five seconds away from overflowing and she was pissed. She didn’t want anyone babysitting her while Santiago was in the hospital. She could take care of herself.

She stripped out of her clothes and sank into the hot water. She had to admit that it felt good to take a bath, and knowing that Xavier’s stealthy ass was watching out for her gave her a sense of relief.

Imani had started to doze off in the tub when her phone started to ring. She was startled awake by the loud music playing. She usually kept her phone on vibrate, but she had her volume turned up to the max, just in case Santiago called. She frowned as Polo’s name and number illuminated her screen. What the fuck did he want?

“What’s up?” she answered.

“Money, how you been?”

“I’m good, but why you on my phone?” 

Polo never called her, she called him.

“I was just checkin’ on you. You know you were one of my best customers. I heard about what happened wit’ yo’ boy.”

“Oh, I’m good. I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

“All right.”

Polo was about to hang up the phone when he was hit in the back of the head with a gun.

“Oh, Money!” he called out.

“What?” she asked impatiently.

“I uh, I can send it to you if you need me to. Just tell me where you at and—”

Imani pulled the phone away from her ear and frowned. What the fuck was Polo trying to pull?

“I don’t need you to send me shit and don’t call me again.”

Imani hung up the phone and shook her head. She didn’t know what was going on but she had a feeling it was some bullshit. She washed up, rinsed off in the shower and slipped into a pair of Santiago’s pajama pants and one of his t-shirts. 

Once she was dressed Imani went to lie down on the couch. She still didn’t feel comfortable in her bed. She set the alarm clock on her phone to go off three hours from now and closed her eyes. The couch wasn’t as comfortable as her bed but it was a hell of a lot more comfortable than that cheap ass hospital bed.
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Chapter 7
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Santiago sighed as someone gently knocked on the door. He just couldn’t get any sleep in this place. No wonder people could never recover and get well.

“Come in.”

“Good afternoon Mr. Palmer. How are you?” the older, brunette nurse asked.

“All right.” I was a lot better before your ass knocked on the door, he thought as she placed a bouquet of flowers on the nightstand. 

“Someone has great taste,” the nurse said, nodding towards the flowers.

“Yeah. Thanks.” Santiago forced a smile as he removed the card from the bouquet. Imani tried to act tough but she was soft, somewhere deep inside. He took the small card out of its envelope and smiled as he prepared to read what his little lady had come up with to make him feel better.

I wasn’t aiming for you but I think you got the message. Money’s days are numbered.

He read the note a couple of times before he called for the nurse.

“Yes?” she asked with a smile.

“Uhh, where did these flowers come from?” he wanted to know.

“They came from our gift shop. They were sent up a few minutes ago.”

“By who?”

“Ummm, I don’t know. One of the girls brought them up and I brought them to you right away. Is something wrong?” she asked nervously.

“Nah, just take ‘em.”

The nurse frowned as she picked up the beautiful bouquet.

“Are you sure?” she asked from the doorway.

“Yeah.”

“You mind if I take them home?”

“Do what you want.”

Santiago laid back and sighed heavily. His baby was out there with somebody set on killing her and he was laid up in the hospital. Santiago knew that Xavier was damned good at what he did but no one would protect Imani like he would. He needed to get home so that he could watch her back like he was supposed to. 

He thought about calling Imani to see if she was all right but he decided against it. If she was finally asleep he wanted her to stay that way. He decided to call Xavier instead.

“What’s up Sandman?” Xavier answered after the first ring.

Santiago thought that it was a secret but Xavier knew that he was a hit man. He’d figured it out pretty early on but he’d never said anything about it. He told Santiago that he called him Sandman because he always looked sleepy when in fact he called him that because Santiago put people to sleep for good.

“What’s up, man? How the future Mrs. doing?” Santiago asked, trying to remain calm.

“She good. Sleeping like a baby.”

“You sure? She’ll pull a fast one on you.”

“Yeah. I went in and turned her alarm off a lil’ while ago.” Xavier chuckled.

“You notice anything suspect?”

“Naw, everything good out here. Ain’t nobody makin’ no moves over here.”

“Aiight. Make sure you keep a close eye on her stubborn ass.”

“I got this. You just get healed up so I can get home to my own girl.”

“I hear you. I won’t keep you away too long. Good lookin’.”

Santiago could rest a little easier knowing that his woman was sleeping peacefully but he wouldn’t feel complete until she was back in his arms. 

***
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Imani rubbed her eyes and picked her cell phone up from the coffee table. It felt like she’d been sleeping for days and her alarm hadn’t even gone off yet. 

“What the hell?” She groaned as she read the time. It was three o’clock in the morning. She was supposed to have been awake and back at the hospital by three o’clock the previous afternoon. She must have slept right through her alarm. 

She sat her phone back down on the table and debated on whether she was going to go to the hospital right away or wait until morning. She knew that the nurses would be bitching and moaning about visiting hours and she wasn’t in the mood for that bullshit. She wanted to go and see Santiago but she was still tired as hell.

The nurses woke him up every two hours and of course Imani would wake up as well. She hadn’t had any real sleep in days and she needed it. She sent Santiago a text message letting him know that she would see him in a few hours and that she loved him. She was asleep again before the message had even reached its destination. 
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Chapter 8
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Imani walked into the hospital bright and early and smiled at Brenda, glad to see her. Brenda never tripped about visiting hours and all of that bullshit. She could tell that Imani and Santiago were deep in love and she loved seeing it. She loved black love. She also admired Imani’s devotion. She didn’t know if she’d be able to stick by a man that had put her life in danger.

All Brenda knew was that Santiago had gotten shot a lot of times and that Imani had been with him when it had happened. She knew that men tended to get themselves into messes and women were dumb enough to stand by their side. She had no idea that Imani was more than likely to have been the intended victim. Imani was always as sweet as pie whenever Brenda saw her. She had no clue who the young lady really was. 

“Good morning Mrs. Palmer. You look well rested.” 

Brenda knew that Imani and Santiago weren’t married yet but she still called her Mrs. Palmer.

“Hey. I am. How is San?”

“He’s fine. The doctors say he doesn’t have any infections and his lungs are looking good, so he should be able to go home soon.”

“Good.”

Imani tapped on the door before she walked into Santiago’s room.

“I brought you some—”

She stopped talking and her smile faded as she saw Cynthia sitting beside his bed. Apparently they’d had the same idea because Cynthia had brought him some breakfast as well. Hers was home cooked while Imani’s was from McDonalds. Imani figured that hers was still warm while Cynthia’s had probably been cold by the time she’d gotten it to Santiago.

“Hey baby. Why you up so early?” Santiago asked after he’d swallowed a mouthful of buttermilk pancakes. He was relieved to see her.

“I was bringing you breakfast,” Imani said as she rolled her eyes. She was surprised that Cynthia was even there after the way that she’d acted at the funeral.

“Well, I already took care of that. I know what my son needs,” Cynthia said as she looked Imani from head to toe.

“Well, good for you.”

“Don’t come in here gettin’ smart with me wit yo’ funky ass. This is my son and will be even once you’ve moved on to the next.”

“Who you callin’ funky?” Imani asked as she sat the bag down on the floor and stepped in closer to Cynthia. Imani didn’t care who this woman was, she wasn’t going to be talking to her like she had lost her fucking mind.

“Ay ya’ll, chill out wit’ all that,” Santiago said as he climbed out of the bed. He stood between the two women, knowing that neither of them would back down. Imani stepped away from Cynthia and led him back over to the bed.

“Sit down baby. I’ll be back when she leaves,” Imani said before she kissed his cheek. Santiago sighed and looked up at the ceiling. Why couldn’t they get along for five minutes?

“I’m leaving now. I still can’t do this.” Cynthia sighed. She loved her son with all of her heart but seeing Imani just brought back bad memories. She still blamed her for Sergio’s death. 

She also knew for a fact that the person that had shot Santiago five times had been aiming for Imani. Hell, she had hired his no aim having ass. Imani only brought bad news Santiago’s way and Cynthia hoped he’d see that before it was too late. Cynthia had warned him after Imani had shown her ass at his birthday party. That wasn’t the kind of woman that he needed. He needed a sweet girl with class. Imani was as classless as it got and Cynthia wouldn’t allow her son to marry her. She just wouldn’t. 

Imani watched Cynthia leave and was glad when she was gone. She hadn’t had anything against Cynthia before, but if Cynthia didn’t like her she wasn’t going to kiss her ass. She didn’t give a fuck about anyone but Santiago. It could be them against the world and she wouldn’t care as long as he was by her side. She did have a bone to pick with him though.

“Who is this Xavier character and why is he my new shadow?”

“He just doin’ me a favor.” Santiago smiled. 

“Who is he? You trust him with my life?”

“Yeah I do.” He chuckled.

“What’s so funny? This shit ain’t no game.”

“I know but you’re being a lil’ dramatic right now. He used to work for Murder. We came up together. He’s as thorough as they come.”

Imani believed that Xavier was thorough. He’d seen her coming before she’d even decided to approach him. She liked having him watching her back but she wouldn’t tell Santiago that.

“Well, you better tell me next time or I might kill one of yo’ lil’ friends.”

“Aiight baby.” He nodded, stifling a laugh. 

Xavier had already told him about Imani’s attempt to take him out. Santiago thought that it was funny that someone had knocked her off of her square. He knew that she thought that she could hold her own but he knew that she wasn’t as tough as she thought she was. He hoped that the way that Xavier had effortlessly disarmed her and knocked her on her ass would get her to see that as well.

“I see you got some sleep,” he said, changing the subject.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “Did you?”

“A lil’ bit. You sleep in the bed?”

“The couch,” she said looking down at her hands.

“Oh.”

“I think... I mean if you want to, I think we should get another house,” she suggested cautiously.

“I was thinking about that but I don’t know.” He shrugged. Santiago was uneasy when he was at home but he still had a few fond memories of his brother being there.

The guest room was still as Sergio had kept it and Santiago didn’t want to move anything.

“We could always keep it, but I just feel like it ain’t the same.” Imani shrugged.

“I agree. I guess it’ll never be the same.”

“Well, it’s whatever you wanna do.”

Santiago knew that he’d never sleep in the room that his brother had died in. Moving into another bedroom wouldn’t work either. He knew that they needed to move but he wasn’t ready just yet. Maybe they’d get a new place and he would keep the one that they lived in now, just in case.
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Chapter 9
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Imani was becoming more comfortable with leaving Santiago alone at the hospital. She’d found a nice house that she thought he’d love but she hadn’t told him about it just yet. She wanted to be sure that she loved it before she mentioned it to him. She knew that moving into a new house would be a big step for him.

She’d gone to look at the house five times already and the realtor was just about sick of her window-shopping ass. Santiago was due to be released from the hospital within a couple of days so Imani figured she needed to tell him about the house soon.

Imani parked in the hospital’s parking lot and killed her engine. She looked around, wondering where Xavier was. She knew that he was somewhere nearby, although he usually did a good job of staying out of sight. She grabbed her purse off of the passenger seat and opened the door.

She paused as her phone started to ring. No one had called her lately, besides Santiago so she figured it was him. She frowned as she saw an unfamiliar number on her screen.

“Hello?”

“Money?”

“Who is this?”

“That ain’t important right now.”

“Then what is?” she asked as she retrieved her gun from her waistband and scanned the parking lot.

“I noticed that since Darius got killed it ain’t been no work on your blocks. Niggas feel some kind of way about what the fuck you did to the kid but at the same time niggas still gotta eat.”

“Get to the fuckin’ point!”

“Chill, bitch. What I’m sayin’ is, you need to make sure his team keeps eatin’ before we decide to chow on yo’ ass.”

“Is that supposed to be a fucking threat? Apparently, you don’t read the newspaper or watch TV or you’d know that I ain’t the fuckin’ one!” she snapped as she turned red in the face.

“I ain’t scared of you and you way out numbered anyway so shut yo’ dick suckers and listen the fuck up.”

Imani wished that she knew who was on the other end of the phone so that she could body his ass immediately. 

“What the fuck you want me to do?” she asked calmly.

“Get the shit back out in the streets. I’ll hit you back wit’ where I want it dropped off and when.”

“I—” The phone went dead and Imani slammed it into the dashboard. 

She knew nothing about Darius’ team and she wished like hell that she did. She didn’t like anyone telling her what the fuck to do. She hadn’t yet decided if she was leaving the game alone or not but it was her decision to make. Wasn’t nobody gone make her do shit that she didn’t want to.

She’d have to call Polo soon to find out what he’d heard. She had a feeling that his phone call had something to do with this one. Was Polo trying to find out where she lived? Was he trying to set her up? She’d kill him if she found out that he was. Then again, Darius hadn’t even known about Polo so she was sure that no one else on his team knew that Polo was her connect. 

She’d have to figure all of this shit out later. Right now she needed to check on her man and see when he’d be home. She didn’t know how she was going to explain her trips to Chicago as Santiago had ordered her to stop dealing drugs but what choice did she have at this point? She’d have to figure this shit out and fast.

If only she knew who the scary ass mystery man was, she’d make an example of his ass and be done with it. She didn’t see how Rio had done this shit for so long. It was way more stressful than she’d originally thought but she wasn’t willing to back down. She always did shit her way and she always would. Niggas were still sleeping on her but she was about to deliver a rude awakening. 
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Chapter 10
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Imani rolled over and reached for her vibrating cell phone as it moved around on the nightstand. She eased out of bed and down the stairs. The caller had hung up by the time she’d made it into the kitchen but they called right back.

“What?” she answered.

“I’m ready for that work.”

“And?”

“Oh, now you wanna act brand new?”

“I ain’t actin’ like shit. If you want work, get it. Why do you need me?”

“You know why the fuck I need you but you wanna act crazy so I hope you ready to die.”

Imani knew that whoever was on the other end of the phone had no idea who she really was and had even less of an idea where to find her. If they had known where to find her they’d be having this conversation in person. She was calling his bluff and there was nothing that he could do about it.

“I was born ready,” she said before she hung up and turned her phone off. She wasn’t expecting any more phone calls. She poured herself a glass of Kool-Aid and sat down at the table.

“What you doing?”

Imani dropped her glass before she realized that it was just Santiago.

“I scared you?” he asked as he turned on the light.

“Yeah.” She sighed as she started to pick up the glass.

“I got it. Sit down,” he told her.

She sat down and watched as he cleaned up the mess.

“You all right?” he asked as he looked at her cell.

“Yeah. Just hot and thirsty.”

“Oh. I thought I heard you on the phone.”

“Oh yeah. That was one of the girls calling in again.” She lied.

“Oh, okay.”

Santiago finished mopping the floor and washed his hands. He dried them on a paper towel then took her hand.

“You coming back to bed with me?” he asked as he pulled her into his arms.

“Yeah.” She nodded. 

“You sure you all right?” he asked as he turned on the central air. 

“Yeah, I’m good.”

Santiago sat at the foot of the bed while Imani went into the bathroom to rinse off her calves and feet. They were sticky from the Kool-Aid that she’d spilled.

“Come on,” she told him as she climbed underneath the covers. He lay down and pulled her onto his chest. She moved away and he frowned.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothin’. I just don’t wanna hurt you.” She was still a little uncomfortable touching his gunshot wounds. 

“If them bullets couldn’t hurt me you can’t.” He assured her.

Imani sighed and made herself comfortable on his bare chest. 

“What you thinking about?” he inquired.

“Nothing.”

“Well, I wanna talk to you about something.”

“What’s up?”

“I need you to do something for me.”

“What baby?” She’d do anything for him.

“I want you to stop worrying.”

“I’m not worried.”

“I know you wanna know who shot me but don’t worry about it.”

“Don’t you wanna know?”

“I’ll find out in due time.”

“Okay.” She sighed. 

His sneaky ass probably already knew who had done it. He’d probably already killed the person by now.
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J.B. had to regroup. He didn’t know where Imani was which meant that there was nothing he could do to her. He’d tried to use Polo but Imani had seen right through that.  

He hadn’t planned to but he needed to put the word out that he was looking for Imani. He didn’t want too many people knowing and running the risk that she’d find out so he started with someone that he knew would keep the information to himself.

“What up?” Scooter said as he joined J.B. at the bar. 

“Tryin’ to get shit back in order.”

“Yeah? Ol’ girl hold you down?” Scooter inquired. He already knew the answer but he liked to play dumb sometimes.

J.B. chuckled before responding. 

“Nah, she moved on. I’m actually tryin’ to find out where she at.”

“Ya’ll got a kid or somethin’?”

“Or somethin’. I got a hundred g’s for anybody that can tell me where she livin’.”

“Is that right?”

“Yeah.”

“I think I might be able to put somethin’ together. How soon you need her?”

“As soon as possible.”

“Aiight. I’ll check around, see what I come up wit’.”

The men exchanged handshakes before
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