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PREVIOUSLY IN MURDERVILLE 1

“TELL ME WHERE THE MONEY AT, BITCH!” the goon said as he circled the girl who sat bound to the wood chair. The beauty just sat there and cried in agony, the ropes were tied so tightly that they stopped her circulation. The masked goon grew frustrated and struck her across the temple with the butt of his gun, splitting her flesh open. Blood trickled down her face as she remained silent but cringed in pain. “Tell me! Where does Po keep the money?!” he screamed as he ripped the ski mask off his head, tired of waiting for a response. He knew that the money was somewhere in the house because he had been following her drug-dealing boyfriend for two weeks. He witnessed him enter the house with his street money, only to exit empty-handed. He knew that the stash was inside the house somewhere. The woman just cried in pain and never answered the intruder’s questions, frustrating him to the brink of rage.

“Yo, if you don’t tell me where the stash at . . . I’m going to blow your brains all over your pretty little wall,” the goon said as he pointed the gun at the young woman’s head. He waited for a response, only to get nothing from her except more tears. The goon knew that he didn’t have a lot of time, and he had already searched the house from top to bottom and came up with nothing. He slapped the girl, taking her silence as disrespect. He put his gun in his waist and wrapped his hands around the girl’s neck and squeezed with all his might. He watched as her face turned blush red. She squirmed but there wasn’t much she could do because of the ropes restraining her limbs. The goon thought about how she had blatantly ignored all of his questions, and he wanted to see her die. In his twisted mind, it would be payback for undermining his authority. He continued to squeeze her throat until the squirming stopped and her eyes stared into space . . . at nothing. She was dead.

The goon loosened his grip, letting her chin fall into her chest. He breathed heavily and stepped back from the woman’s lifeless body. He took one more look around the room and noticed a plaque on the wall. It was a high school diploma. It read: “Michigan School for the Deaf” and was awarded to Scarlett Jones. That’s when it began to make sense to the goon. She couldn’t answer my questions . . . because she was deaf. She didn’t even hear me, he thought as he was overwhelmed with guilt. He quickly fled from the house empty-handed, leaving the twenty-two-year-old beauty to sleep forever.

*    *    *

James “Po” Taylor drove down the highway and yawned as he glanced down at the clock on his dashboard. He hated that he was coming home so late, but it was for a good reason. He had picked up all the money he was owed in the streets. He finally had enough paper saved to buy the house he had promised his longtime girlfriend, Scarlett. He was deeply in love with her and had known her since she was a child. Although she was deaf, they had no problem communicating because Po had learned sign language years ago. He smiled as he thought about her beautiful face. He knew that he could finally give her what she deserved, and that was a beautiful house and a way out of the ghetto. He pulled into their driveway and grabbed the duffle bag full of money.

Po entered the house and reached for the light switch. He flicked it on and off repeatedly and smiled. He expected Scarlett to come from the den where she usually watched television until he came home. He saw the flickering of the television coming from the den and heard the news being telecasted. She must have fallen asleep, he thought to himself as he began to take off his coat. He hung it up and reached into his pocket for the ring that he had bought her earlier that day. He couldn’t wait until the morning to tell her that they were moving and decided to wake her up. Little did he know, Scarlett would never wake up.

He walked into the den and noticed that she wasn’t there. He then went upstairs, and his heart dropped when he noticed the way the house was torn up. It was as if a tornado ran through it. The bed was flipped over, and the drawers were pulled out and emptied onto the floor.

“Scarlett!” Po yelled as he frantically rushed to the other room. As he burst into the room, he saw the love of his life bound to a chair. “No!” he yelled as he raced to her and dropped to his knees in front of her. He unloosened the ropes to release her and tears began to fall as he noticed she wasn’t moving. Her lips were dark purple, a far cry from the blush red they usually were. “Please, God, no. Please!” he pleaded as she fell into his arms. He rocked back and forth with his love in his arms. Tears flowed as he begged God to somehow make Scarlett wake up. He looked down at her and rubbed his hand over her face to close her eyelids. He then knew that she was gone forever.

*    *    *

The sun’s beams crept through the blinds and shined on A’shai and Liberty’s faces as they lay next to each other. The hospital-issued pager sounded off and began to vibrate, making it dance across the nightstand. The sound woke a sleeping Liberty, and she opened her eyes and couldn’t believe her ears. It was the sound that they had been waiting on for an entire year. Liberty’s body felt so weak. She could barely lift her head, but she managed to smile as joy overcame her.

“Shai, Shai, baby, wake up. We have a heart,” she whispered faintly as she rubbed Shai’s cheek with the back of her hand. “Shai?” she called again, noticing that his skin was cold to the touch. “Baby, wake up,” she called as she managed to prop herself up. She nudged him with all the might that she had, but he didn’t move. She didn’t know at that point, but all along she had thought he was having a glass of cognac when in actuality he had been sipping on an old Creole drink called Black Tea. He had slowly ingested it as he told her the story of their lives, wanting to die with his soul mate. A’shai had been dying before her eyes, and she didn’t even know it. His “special drink” caused a slow death and showed his commitment to his love for her. If she couldn’t live, then he no longer wanted to, so he chose to die with her so they could forever be together.

Liberty continued to shake A’shai, but it was to no avail. She noticed that he wasn’t breathing, and it all hit her like a ton of bricks. She mustered all her strength and grabbed the phone to call 911.

“Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?” the operator asked.

“Somebody please help. Shai isn’t breathing. Oh God . . . He’s not breathing!” she said, not even caring about her own health or the heart pager. Her time was also ticking, and if she didn’t get to the hospital she would also die, but at that point, she didn’t care. She was ready to meet A’shai on the other side.

Tears began to run down her face as the harsh reality set in. She collapsed on his chest on the brink of her own demise.

*    *    *

Liberty saw a bright white light, and she smiled, knowing that she was about to meet A’shai and they could finally be happy together. No more pain and no more of life’s ills. She was ready to go to the afterlife. She saw a little boy standing in front of the bright light. As she looked closer, she saw it was A’shai as a young boy. He smiled from ear to ear and called her name.

“Liberty,” he said in a playful tone. “Liberty,” he repeated as he reached out his hand for her. Liberty knew that she was approaching death and rather than being scared . . . she was happy. She began to walk toward him, but for some reason she could not get any closer.

“Liberty,” the paramedic called as he stood over her.

“No,” Liberty whispered as she slowly shook her head. “No . . . Let me go with him.” The paramedics scurried to save her life, something that she did not want. Liberty tried to tell the paramedic to let her die, but she was too weak to get another word out. An oxygen mask was placed over her mouth as she tried to mouth that she didn’t want to be saved. She overheard the other paramedic talking.

“What happened to the guy that was with her?” one of paramedics asked.

“He was DOA. We had to call in the coroner.”

ONE MONTH LATER

Po stood over the grave of his lost love and gently placed a bouquet of flowers on the grave. He rubbed his hand across her tombstone and bowed his head as he prayed for God to take care of his woman. Guilt overwhelmed him as he thought about how he had put Scarlett in harm’s way. A single tear streamed down his cheek as he knelt down and shook his head. “Whoever did this to you . . . They are going to pay. I promise. You . . .” his voice began to crack. “You didn’t deserve this, baby,” he continued. Po stood up and began to walk to his car. He felt his phone vibrate on his hip. He looked at the caller ID and noticed that it was his right-hand man, Rocko.

“Hello,” he said as he placed the phone to his ear.

“Yo, I know where the kid at that ran in your spot,” Rocko said with the hostility showing in his voice.

“Word?” Po asked as he clenched his jaws and his heart began to speed up. He had been waiting for a break for two weeks, and his man had finally found one. Po had put fifty thousand on the goon’s head, and it had paid off quickly. The streets had spoken.

“Yep. I’m in front of the kid’s mother’s house right now. Niggas is saying that he skipped town because he knew that you would be looking for him.”

“So, let’s bring him back into town. You already know how we going to do that, right?” Po said as he felt his trigger finger begin to itch.

“Say no more,” Rocko said just before he hung up the phone. Without saying it, Po had just ordered the goon’s mother to be killed and he would find out the logistics later. He had to return to the hospital and pick up Scarlett’s belongings and sign a few papers since he was her only family. Scarlett’s parents were killed in a car crash, so Po was all she had. He also had to sign off on the donor papers. Scarlett always expressed that she wanted to be an organ donor when she died, and Po had kept her wishes. As fate would have it, someone with the same rare blood type as Scarlett needed her heart. The organ was immediately removed from her chest moments after she was pronounced dead. It was one of the hardest decisions Po had to make, but he knew that Scarlett would have wanted it that way. For some strange reason, something in his gut wanted to know where the love of his life’s special heart had ended up. Nevertheless, he would never know. It was against the hospital’s policies so all he could do was wonder.

*    *    *

Liberty walked into the hospital to see the surgeon that performed the heart transplant. She had been released from the hospital only a month prior and was instructed to return that day to get a checkup. Although she had a new heart, it was still broken. It would forever be empty, and A’shai was the only man who could fill the space. She felt the soreness of the stitches that rested on the left side of her chest, which would always be a constant reminder of the reason A’shai committed suicide. If only he had waited . . . then we would be together right now, she thought. She kept replaying the night that he drank the Black Tea that had eventually sealed his fate. 

Her life had been a blur over the past couple of weeks. Burying A’shai, going back into the home that they once shared, and living alone. She felt like her life would never be normal again. A’shai had enough money stashed away so that wasn’t a problem. She had a nice home and every material thing that she could want, but all of that was meaningless without her knight in shining armor. Liberty went to get checked by the doctor and after getting her prescription she was on her way back out. She headed out the door, and it seemed like everything began to happen in slow motion. She saw a young man coming toward her in a black hoodie, and then a tinted truck slowed down behind him. The only thing she saw was the back window roll down, and it felt like her heart dropped to her stomach. The sinister face of Samad appeared. A’shai’s bullets hadn’t been enough to take his life. He had been looking for Liberty for years, and today was the day that he had finally caught up with her. It was as if she had seen a ghost. A’shai’s bullets hadn’t been enough to take his life. Since that day, Samad sought out revenge and vowed to kill A’shai and Liberty. He sat in the back seat and looked at her with pure hatred and crazed intentions. 

Liberty saw another masked man stick his body out of the window while holding an AK-47 assault rifle. She froze in fear, her mouth dropped and her legs began to shake. She could see the goon point the gun directly at her and she braced herself, preparing for her death. Her life flashed before her eyes and she dropped her purse and waited for the gunshot that would end it all . . . 


ONE

RAT TAT TAT TAT TAT TAT TAT

The sound of the assault rifle thundered through the village, and panic ripped through Liberty’s chest as she was startled from her sleep.

“Get up! Get up now, girls!” her mother whispered frantically as she shook Liberty and her cousin, Dalia, in urgency.

Liberty’s eyes darted around the thatched hut home as her father guarded the door. In his trembling hands he held a hunting rifle, the only weapon he owned. Seven bullets were all he had been able to afford when he had gone to market. A week’s worth of ammunition. One shot for every day to catch his family’s dinner. Instead, he was preparing to use seven bullets against seventy men. It was hardly enough. He was about to fight an unmatched bout . . . an unwinnable war. As much as he wanted to run he had to stand his ground. His impending death was near, but he prayed that his actions would be enough to spare his family. He squared his shoulders in an attempt to appear strong, but he was afraid and his fear was like an infection that spread to his heart, sealing his family’s inevitable fate. He was sick with silent grief as he anticipated the torture to come. 

“Mama, what is happening?” Liberty yelled in confusion, eyes wide, heart rattled, as gunshots rang out loudly. The sound of boisterous men grew increasingly louder as the caravan of violence grew near. Their whoops and hollers were barbaric as they screamed out their war cries, full of pure adrenaline as they announced their presence.

“It’s the rebels! They have come,” her father revealed.

“My mother!” Dalia screamed as she darted toward the door.

“No! No! You can’t go out there. They will kill you!” Liberty said as she grabbed her cousin’s hand.

“They will hurt her!” Dalia cried as the thought of her widowed mother facing the rebels alone caused her to tremble.

“Enough, girls. That’s enough! No one is going anywhere. We have to be quiet. We have to be still. You have to be brave.” Liberty’s father kissed his wife on the forehead as she gripped his forearms with shaky hands. Her terror crippled her as pools of tears formed and the dreams of tomorrow washed away in streams that flowed down her cheeks.

“But my mother?” Dalia insisted with big, pleading eyes.

“She is in God’s hands now. It is up to a higher power to keep her safe. It is my responsibility to keep you three safe. There isn’t much time,” he said as his eyes darted toward the door. He gripped the gun so tightly that the palms of his dark hands lost all color and his fingertips throbbed. His breaths were short, shallow. He was suffocating in silent affliction as he stared at his doomed family. His gut told him that this would be the last time he would ever be in the presence of his wife and child. He fought the emotion that threatened to spill from his eyes, and his pride remained intact. He kept his tears at bay and prepared to put up the fight of his life to save his family.

“I love you,” her mother whispered. Liberty looked into her father’s eyes as he stared into her mother’s face. In him she saw undeniable grief. Even at the tender age of ten she recognized his sadness and her soul bled as her heart became heavy with uncertainty. The madness surrounding her filled her with trepidation, and she could hear her pulse racing as her heart galloped with intensity. She could see her father mourning her very own death before it even occurred.

“Father?” Liberty said as a lump filled her throat.

“Be brave,” he repeated as he kissed her, and then Dalia. His lips were ice cold, and although it was a gesture he did every day, this kiss felt final. Liberty knew that it might be the last show of affection she would ever receive from her father, and she cherished it. She closed her eyes and locked the brief, yet intimate moment into her memory. When she finally looked up, she saw her father’s back as he headed over to the door.

“Under the bed, now . . . hurry!” her mother insisted as she ushered the girls to their knees. “We have to hide.”

They waited . . . waited for death as they huddled together, hiding, while their eyes focused on the rickety door that separated safety from destruction.

The screams that began to fill the air caused the girls to sob uncontrollably.

Liberty gripped Dalia’s hand so tightly that her fingers were numb, and she closed her eyes, squeezing them tightly, while wishing that it were a horrible dream. They all knew the threat that the rebels posed. Everyone knew. When the rebels came they destroyed everything in their paths, leaving nothing but mutilated bodies and fatherless children in their wake. A rebel invasion symbolized the end . . . extinction . . . and it was right outside Liberty’s door.

The rebels invaded her home mercilessly, chopping down the door with bullets, turning it into Swiss cheese. The sparks from their weapons were like flashes of lightning that illuminated the darkened hut.

Rat tat tat tat! Rat tat tat tat!

The cadence of the guns matched the pace of Liberty’s heart as horror caused her breath to catch in her throat. She wanted to close her eyes, but she was too afraid to blink. Her young eyes witnessed mayhem, and for the first time in her young life she realized that the devil was real. The evil she saw in the sweaty, blood-covered rebels as they raided her home was all the proof she needed. They weren’t men of God. These men marched with Lucifer’s army.

Liberty’s father aimed his old, rusted gun and fired, hitting the first man that came through his door. “Aghh!” her father roared as he stood his ground, killing three members of the regime without hesitation. He pushed the men all the way out of his home, not wanting them to discover his family inside. There was no time to think. He acted out of instinct and fought with all of his strength until he no longer could. His efforts soon proved futile. He was outnumbered. The few rebels that he managed to kill were easily replaced. They came like roaches, one after the other, relentless in their pursuit of murder and power. The rebel regime was too strong and large. There were too many rebels to count . . . too many to fight . . . too many to remain fearless, and as he looked into the eyes of one of the men, the ruthlessness that he saw caused his fingertips to grow ice cold. He was staring into an empty shell, a dark soul whose only intention was bloodshed.

The world seemed to move in slow motion as Liberty watched her father aim his gun and wrap his finger around the trigger, but before he could let off another shot he was fired upon, the bullets lifting him clean off the ground as his body jerked . . . left, then right . . . right, then left. He landed with a thud, murdered in cold blood right in front of his home for the entire village to see. His dead eyes fell upon Liberty as a blood river flowed beneath him. The intensity of emotion that she felt overwhelmed her. Her chest was so heavy with sorrow that it caved in. No child should have to bear witness to such atrocity. In that moment she was scarred forever. Liberty had never been so full of fear in all of her life, and she couldn’t stop the gasp that escaped her lips.

Her mother quickly put her hand over Liberty’s mouth, but it was too late. Liberty’s cry was like a speck of blood in a pool full of sharks. Her cry had been heard. The rebels ransacked the hut, destroying everything. It wasn’t long before they flipped over the bed, discovering their hiding spot.

“No!” her mother roared as she instinctively jumped up to protect Liberty and Dalia.

“What do we have here?” one of the rebels taunted, speaking slowly as he circled her like a predator stalking his prey.

“Please. Don’t hurt us,” her mother spoke, her voice so fragile that it broke with every word.

The man smiled in amusement as he stepped behind her and gripped her neck, applying pressure as he bent her over.

“No!” her mother screamed as she tried to fight. “No, please!”

The rebel ripped the thin fabric of her skirt and forced her against the wall as he roughly spread her legs. The retched scent of his breath filled her nostrils as she screamed in protest. His hands were not her husband’s hands, and they violated her in the worst way. The sweat that dripped from his brow felt like acid on her back as he entered her, defiling her womanhood, filling every hole of her body with shame as he thrust wildly.

“No!!!”

Dalia cowered near Liberty as they watched the rape. Their small bodies were paralyzed in agony as they witnessed the unspeakable act of sin. Their screams mixed with the pleading that erupted from Liberty’s mother. The young girls hugged each other, and Dalia whispered, “Cover your eyes, Liberty.”

The girls closed their eyes and held hands until the screams became whimpers and the whimpers became moans of a woman hanging onto her last breaths. When the moans stopped Liberty knew that so had life. Life as she knew it had ceased to exist and tears flowed nonstop down her face. The rebels hovered like rabid dogs as they salivated over the young girls. The fronts of their army fatigues rose in sexual heat as they marked their next victims.

The men wanted them, and as they approached, the girls wished for death.

“Enough!” a voice bellowed from behind the mob of men. Trembling, the girls clung to each other, arms intertwined desperately as if they had the strength to stay connected that way forever.

They watched in trepidation as the men parted and one of the senior rebels stepped forward. The thud of his heavy combat boots beat the dirt floor, resounding like an African drum, providing the soundtrack to the massacre he had brought upon the village. “Go rally the others. Make sure every hut has been searched. Take anything of value,” the man ordered without ever taking his eyes off of the girls.

Dalia and Liberty resisted as he snatched them to their feet. Their tiny fists did little to stop him from imposing his will. He eyed the young girls. They were equally beautiful, but could not have been more opposite than day and night. Dalia’s skin was dark, rich like velvet, sweet like chocolate, and smooth like the earth’s finest silk, while Liberty’s skin was bright like the faintest color in an artist’s palette. She was exquisitely unique. She was a trophy. He grinned as he thought of the position of power he held. He was second in command in the rebel regime and always got first pick of the spoils of war. He stepped toward the girls, causing them to huddle together fearfully. He roughly gripped Liberty’s arm, and Dahlia erupted in rage. She had always been the stronger of the two, and she kicked the rebel directly between his legs, causing him to buckle.

“Run, Liberty!” Dalia yelled.

Liberty took off with Dalia on her heels. The bush was only a hundred yards away. If they could make it into the jungle Liberty knew that they could escape. It was their backyard, the place that they played in every day. She could easily hide there and survive for days if she had to. All they had to do was make it into the bush.

Liberty’s lungs burned as she yelled, “Run, Dahlia!” Her bare feet hit the dirt so hard that they bled, but she kept running. She didn’t look back until she heard her cousin scream.

“Li-be-rty!!!” Dahlia’s shrill voice cut through the air like lightning cut through the sky, causing Liberty to halt instantly. She turned back with tears streaming down her face, and her heart fell into her stomach.

Dahlia had been caught.

Indecision pulsed through Liberty as her eyes quickly scanned her village. Bodies lay everywhere . . . women, men, children . . . It was a complete massacre. So much blood stained the dirt it appeared as if it had rained down upon the earth. She ran toward Dahlia, but before she could get to her, Dahlia was forced into the back of a Jeep.

“Liberty!” Dahlia screamed.

“Dahlia!” Liberty yelled back, sobbing as she watched the vehicle begin to drive away. “Dahlia, don’t leave me!” Liberty stopped running as she reached her home. Her father’s corpse still lay in the middle of the village, and his eyes were opened wide as if his soul could still see the tyranny around him.

“What did they do?” she sobbed. Her father’s hands had been chopped from his body. His lips kissed by the blade of a machete. The men had completely mutilated him. Liberty’s knees gave out, and she leaned over onto her father’s chest. She sobbed so loudly that it caused all eyes to focus on her. Racked with emptiness, she held on to his bloody remains. In the blink of an eye she had been transported to hell.

“Wake up, Daddy! Please! Help me!” she cried. Her eyes told her that he was gone, but her heart wouldn’t allow her to let go. A mob of men surrounded her, and she stood to her feet in terror. They grabbed at her body. Groped her and snatched at the thin fabric of her clothes. She tried to fight through the maze of taunting men, but they overpowered her.

Liberty was tossed back and forth, from man to man, as they violently played with her.

They pushed her so hard that she fell to the ground as she wept, her face falling hopelessly in her hands.

Out of nowhere a young voice yelled in protest. “No, leave her alone. Let me have her!”

“No . . . no!! No!! . . .”

*    *    *

“No . . . no . . .”

Po walked over to Liberty and gently awakened her out of her troubled sleep.

“Yo . . . yo, ma, wake up. It’s just a dream,” he said as he brushed the hair out of her face and sat beside her on the bed.

Liberty looked around the ratty motel and shook her head, bringing herself back to the present. She wasn’t in Sierra Leone. She was in Detroit, Michigan, hiding out with a man that she didn’t know. A man who had saved her from Samad’s bullets. After the hospital shooting he had ushered her into his car and raced away from Samad’s shooters.

I must have fallen asleep, she thought as she put her hands over her face and groaned in frustration. Liberty’s heart raced, and the horror she felt was as fresh as it had been so many years ago. She sat up and breathed deeply as she closed her eyes. Her hands went to her clammy face as she shook her head. “It wasn’t a dream. It was a memory,” she replied in a solemn whisper as she wiped the tear that slid down her face.

“What?” Po replied with a lost expression on his face.

Liberty shook her head in dismissal and waved her hand. “Nothing. You wouldn’t understand,” she replied. She remembered the pain as if it had happened yesterday. It had been a long time since she had dreamt of Sierra Leone, but A’shai’s death had thrust her right back into mourning, jogging memories of yesterday’s past.

“I’ll tell you what I don’t understand,” Po stated as he peered out of the motel window, cautiously surveying his surroundings. “Why does someone like you have bullets flying at you in broad daylight? Fuck is that, nigga?”

Liberty looked up at Po. How could she explain her life to a complete stranger? Samad had purchased her. Technically, she was his property, but she wouldn’t dare speak the truth. There was no simplifying where she had come from, and Liberty didn’t feel like she owed him any explanations.

“What type of shit you into?” Po questioned, while staring at her intensely.

“What type of shit are you into?” Liberty shot back defensively, feigning ignorance. “How do you know those bullets weren’t meant for you?”

Po thought about his current predicament. He had just lost the love of his life behind his own street dealings so he knew very well that the gunfire at the hospital could have been aimed at him. As he looked at the delicate woman before him he surmised that she was too innocent to be the target of such wrath. Her eyes pierced his as they stared at each other in uncertainty. A tense silence infected the air as her chest heaved up and down in fear. Po could sense her trepidation. Despite the fact that Liberty tried to appear strong, he knew that she was afraid. Her trembling fingertips gave her away, and Po was immediately filled with remorse. I almost got her killed too, he thought.

“So you didn’t recognize any of the mu’fuckas? You have no idea who those men were today?” he grilled for good measure.

Liberty paused as she thought about telling the truth, but she didn’t trust the man in front of her. He was a stranger who couldn’t possibly understand her struggle. “No,” she answered flatly, but inside she was horrified that Samad was lurking somewhere, preying upon her and threatening her very existence. Liberty wasn’t strong enough to face Samad. I’d be dead right now if he hadn’t pushed me out of the way of those bullets, she thought as she eyed Po. Liberty had narrowly escaped Samad’s clutches. She refused to give him another chance to end her life. She would run for the rest of her days if she had to.

Po walked toward her and sat on the double bed directly across from her. He rested his elbows on his knees and intertwined his fingers, resting his head against his forefingers while in deep thought.

“Look, we just got to lay low for the night. I don’t know what’s going on, but we need to let this shit die down. In the morning we can go our separate ways,” he instructed.

“In the morning? I need to leave now,” Liberty said urgently, anxious to put as much distance as possible between her and Samad. There was no way that she could let Samad find her. She would live her days in paranoia, watching over her shoulder, because if Samad ever caught her, he would kill her. She stood and headed for the door, but before she could open it all the way, Po’s firm hand closed it.

“That wasn’t a suggestion, sweetheart,” he said sternly. “Get comfortable.” The steely look in his eyes let Liberty know that the terms he had laid out before her were nonnegotiable. She folded her arms with a sigh of frustration and rolled her eyes as she marched over to the bed. She sat back against the grungy headboard and grabbed the remote control to turn on the TV.

Po paced the room on guard as his mind raced. For years he had moved so carefully. Every move had been meticulously calculated. He had prized himself on being strategic in the streets and suddenly felt as if everything was falling apart. With the death of Scarlett, his entire world had changed. The money that he hustled for years to save seemed worthless now that she was gone. Detroit no longer felt like home. Everything around Po reminded him of Scarlett, and now that niggas were gunning for his head he knew that it was time to go. He could no longer decipher his friends from his foes. With bullets flying in broad daylight, things in Detroit were about to get reckless, and after avenging Scarlett’s murder he planned to blow like the wind.

He peered out of the curtains one more time before grabbing the remote out of Liberty’s hands and changing the channel.

“Hey, I was watching that,” she protested.

“Now we’re watching this,” Po replied as he settled on the news station. Liberty’s eyes widened when she saw images of the hospital pop up on the screen. “I need to know what they know.”

Liberty’s heart thundered inside of her chest as she listened to the details of the news report. She hoped that her identity didn’t come into question, and she breathed a sigh of relief when the segment finally passed. No details about herself or Samad were released, and the police had no suspects.

Po clenched his jaws in frustration and looked back at Liberty. “Just hang tight until morning. Once I’m sure we weren’t followed you can go home.”

“Where’s that?” she whispered back, barely audible. The only home that Liberty had ever known was with A’shai. Wherever he was, that was where she wanted to be. Living without him would prove impossible. He was her reason for breathing, and now that he no longer could, she felt lost.

Po could see the sorrow hanging from Liberty’s shoulders. Sadness clung to her like a coat to a rack as she stared blankly at the space in front of her. She was caught up in the memory of what was and what could never be. Stuck in love with a ghost so she couldn’t move forward. She didn’t even know what her next move should be. Now that Samad had found her, Detroit was no longer an option. She had more than enough money to start her life over somewhere else. A’shai had ensured that they were set up. He had taken care of her most of their lives, and even in death he still watched over her. The first chance Liberty got she was going to empty A’shai’s safe and piece her life together as best as she could.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

Liberty looked up at him, and he could see her heartbreak. Po didn’t know what could have possibly happened to a girl so beautiful, but he knew from jump that her story was deep. Her sorrowful eyes told a tale that her lips would never confess, and the things that she had screamed out in her sleep held too much emotion to be conjured up by the sandman. Her skin was like porcelain, delicate and pale, while her hair was thick and fell in layers around her face. For the first time since their chaotic, fateful meeting, he realized how uniquely gorgeous she was.

“Liberty,” she replied.

“Look, Liberty, I don’t mean to come off so harsh. I’m just cautious, and I would rather move smart than fast. I don’t know what happened outside of the hospital today, but I do know that I would rather be safe than sorry. I tend to be bad luck for beautiful women,” he said with a charismatic smirk. “I just lost someone who was very dear to me. I don’t need any more bodies on my heart. We don’t know each other, but please, just do me a favor and sit tight. A’ight, ma?”

Liberty nodded her head in agreement. “What’s your name?” she asked.

“I’m Po.”

She extended her hand and almost lost her breath when her heart skipped a beat as he shook it.

“Thank you,” she said.

“For what?” he answered.

“For caring about what happens to me. A lot of niggas would have just sent me on my way. Although I don’t appreciate being stuck here until morning, I can appreciate a genuine person when I meet one. I haven’t run into a lot of them in my lifetime. So thanks.”

Po put two fingers to his forehead and nodded his head in salute before he turned his focus back to the television. No other words were spoken that night. They both were dealing with their own issues, nursing wounds that were so similar that it was irony at its finest. They were mourning the loss of love, but neither of them spoke about it. Instead, they suffered silently while keeping up a composed exterior to fool the world.

Liberty turned her back to Po and mumbled, “First thing in the morning I’m kissing Detroit good-bye.”

Her words caught Po’s attention, and he asked, “What you running from?”

“The past,” she answered simply. Exhausted and still adjusting to the new heart in her chest, Liberty quickly dozed off.

When Po was sure that she was asleep he finally allowed himself to relax. He pulled his gun off his hip, clicked off his safety, and chambered a round into the head before placing it on the nightstand next to him. If anything did pop off in the middle of the night he wouldn’t be caught off guard. Po would wake up blasting, no questions asked; the same way that he slept every night. He was never at peace, and it was the one thing he hated most about his chosen hood profession.

Po’s paranoia forced him to look outside of the curtains once more and put the security chain on the door before retiring for the night. He walked past Liberty and saw goose bumps forming on her bare arms. He pulled the cover over her body, and then noticed the Greyhound bus ticket that she clasped tightly in her hand. He removed it and put it on the nightstand next to her, and then surrendered to his own bed, falling into a restless sleep.

By the time Po awoke the next morning Liberty was long gone. Off to catch that bus Po supposed as he looked around while shaking his head. Bitch was hardheaded, he thought. He quickly dismissed Liberty from his thoughts before peeking cautiously out the door. Seeing that the coast was clear he concealed his pistol on his waistline and headed to his car. The quicker he kissed the city of Detroit good-bye the better off he would be.

Po pulled up to the home he had shared with Scarlett and instantly a knot formed in his stomach. Every time he stepped a foot inside, he was tormented by the memory of her death. He could still see her body tied to the chair in which she was tortured. The horrible memory ate away at his conscience, and he was overwhelmed just at the sight of the place.

“Let me hurry up and get the fuck out of here,” Po mumbled as he reluctantly got out of his car and headed up the walkway. Distracted by grief but eerily aware of his surroundings he froze when he got to his door. The hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up as his internal alarm sounded. Pulling the 9 millimeter off his hip was second nature, and he flicked the safety off, ready to dead something . . . anything . . . anyone . . . on sight.

Like a thief in the night he moved with stealth as he fearlessly entered, but when he saw the state of his house he realized that the intruders were long gone. Couch cushions were cut in half, furniture was turned over, hardwood floor boards were ripped up. Everything was completely ransacked, but Po knew that this was no random break-in. Whoever had come had been looking for something specific, and as Po raced down to his basement he prayed they hadn’t found it. He rushed over to the laundry room and pulled open his electrical panel.

“Fuck!” he yelled. He hit the concrete wall so hard that he instantly regretted it as his hand exploded with pain. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” he shouted, half out of pain and half out of anger. The quarter million that he had saved up for Scarlett and him was gone. The safe that he had installed behind his electrical panel lay wide open. The only thing left inside was a white piece of paper. He frowned in confusion as he nursed his aching hand, then reached inside to grab the note.

If you want your belongings back bring the girl to me.

“That lying bitch!” he yelled through clenched teeth as he thought of Liberty. He punched at the air in frustration. It had taken him a long time to stack that much money. It was his only way out. It didn’t matter what he had to do to get it back. He had to go get it. He was too close to his exit to let a major setback like this put him back at square one.

*    *    *

Liberty’s entire body went numb as she stared down at the elaborate headstone that decorated A’shai’s grave. She knew that it was foolish to be there. Her actions right now were reckless and completely predictable, but she couldn’t leave town without visiting him one last time. His absence in her life was so surreal. Even when they had been apart she could still feel him. His presence had always been prevalent in her life. Their spirits were always connected. This was the first time she had ever felt separated from him. She could no longer feel A’shai. She was so blinded by the pain of his death that there was no room to feel the love that he had left behind. A part of Liberty was mad at A’shai for deciding his own fate. His act was so selfless that in the end it had backfired, leaving her bitter and lonely without any hope for love in her future.

“I wanted you to live for both of us, Shai, not die with me,” she whispered. “I will love you forever, A’shai Montgomery. You gave me life.”

She kissed her fingertips and traced the letters in his name before walking away, her heart grieving, but her face silently solemn.

She got into the cab that awaited curbside and gave the driver directions to the home she once shared with A’shai. She hadn’t been back since the dreadful night that A’shai had taken his own life. She was too afraid of what she may see or the way that she would feel when she stepped inside. Liberty had avoided their home, but now she couldn’t any longer. She needed A’shai’s money to survive.

“That’ll be forty bucks even,” the cabdriver announced as the car came to a halt.

Liberty looked up but quickly ducked back down when she saw the familiar faces walking out of the house.

“Please drive away,” she instructed. “Now! Hurry!” she urged as she slumped low in her seat.

“Look, lady, I don’t need no shit. Do you have my $40 or not?”

Liberty reached into her handbag and pulled out two twenty-dollar bills and tossed them in the front seat. “Now drive this car!” she whispered harshly.

The cabdriver eased away from the curb reluctantly while Liberty lay concealed in the backseat. She peeked out of the rearview mirror carefully and fear gripped her as she saw Samad’s goons carrying bags out of the house in which A’shai had stored his hard-hustled cash. Everything that she needed was in those bags. She may as well have been dead, because being broke was the next best thing. She couldn’t hide for long in her current predicament. Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. He’s going to find me, she thought frantically. Liberty went into her hobo bag and pulled out the small wad of money that she had on her. She flipped through the small bills frantically, realizing that she only had a few hundred bucks. The rest of her financial worth had been inside of that house, which was now under surveillance by Samad. Her hope sank as her eyes met the cabdriver’s in the rearview mirror.

“You want to tell me where I’m driving to?” he asked obnoxiously.

Liberty wiped the tears from her face. She was tired of wallowing in her own weakness. For as long as she could remember she had been the victim. Victim to the rebels, victim to Ezekiel, to the drug cartels, to Abia, then Samad . . . It was time to say enough. She wouldn’t be a victim anymore. If I give up then Shai died for nothing . . . all of this is for nothing. I have to live for him, she thought. Liberty took a deep breath and held her head up high. She was a fighter, and she was going to use everything she had to survive.

“The bus station.”

Liberty was about to start her life over as a hunted woman, but she would make Samad chase her to the ends of the earth to catch her. She was just trying to live.
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