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NOTE TO READERS


Hello beautiful people:

If you’re returning, welcome back. If you’re new… welcome to my crazy world.

Trigger Warning:

- Mention of Domestic Abuse (not shown/detailed on page)

- Language

- Mature Content

-Urban Themes

Please be mindful that the foundation of this story is simply learning how to love and be loved. For those of you who prefer my softer more contemporary works, this one might not feed your soul. However, it is not void of my signature style with that alpha male who isn’t afraid to show his heart. If you’re open to falling in love with love, then please proceed!

As always,

Crafting Romance with an Edge!

Sincerely,

K.C. Mills ❤️


SYNOPSIS


Cali falls in love, fast and hard. It’s intense, emotional, and then he is gone.

This is what happens when you give your heart to a man who lives recklessly.

Months pass and she finds herself falling again. This time will be different, but there’s something about this man that feels familiar. Something about him that makes her feel safe. He’s not the love she lost but he is someone who makes her feel alive. Someone who makes it easier to smile, to breathe, to exist.

Is it possible to love so deeply twice in a lifetime?

War lives life with no regrets. The streets are his world, his love, his existence. One bad move is attached to a guilt so heavy, the only thing he can do is walk away. He makes a promise to keep her safe, to make sure she doesn’t fall, but he never expects that he will be the one falling…for her.

Guilt this strong is weighted and now betrayal is added because he’s in love with the wrong woman.

What a tangled web love weaves, but anything worth having doesn’t come easy…or at least that’s what they say, right?


ONE
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Today’s my birthday.

Twenty-nine.

Shit! I’m twenty-nine.

No job, no man, no life.

What the hell, Cali?

Cali’s phone buzzed, allowing an out from the depressing thoughts consuming her. It was five thirty in the morning, which meant the caller was her sister. Baby sister. Baby by ten months. Irish twins.

Their mother was one of those. She delivered Cali on January third and a little over a month later had a very eventful Valentine’s Day that resulted in her pregnancy with the second Jordan sister who she delivered on November fifth. Six months later Diana Jordan decided she wasn’t fit to be a mother to either of them and handed both of her girls over to social services with the support of her husband who shared the same sentiment.

Yep, that’s my history.

No wonder I’m so mentally screwed up!

But at least there’s Conner!

Yanking the comforter over her head, Cali swiped her finger to answer and quickly placed the call on speaker, preparing for Conner’s overly giddy birthday wishes, but instead was hit with something she hadn’t been expecting.

“Cali?” The soft voice was almost a whisper which had Cali sprinting from the bed.

“What the hell did he do? Did that bastard put his hands on you?”

“He… I… Can you just come and get me? Please?”

“Shit, Conner. I know he did something. He’s always doing something. I’m on my way. Pack your shit and go to Ms. Rose’s apartment.”

“No, he didn’t do anything crazy. We just had a bad argument but never mind. He’s not here anyway. He left.”

“Of course he did. He always runs because he’s weak. If I come you better not go back to him.”

She got quiet and Cali knew what was happening. She changed her mind.

“Conner…” she said on a sigh, yanking jeans up over curvy hips and walking to the bed, lifting her phone. “I’m sick of this shit. I’m sick of you allowing him to treat you like you’re nothing so he can kiss your ass until you give in and forgive him. It’s a cycle. One you have to promise me you’re going to break or I’m not coming to get you.”

It would break Cali’s heart not being there for her sister but this was exhausting. They were exhausting. She loved Conner more than she loved herself most days but if Conner didn’t love herself, Cali’s love wouldn’t be enough. She had to make peace with that no matter how much it hurt.

“I love you, sis. I’m gonna… Happy birthday, okay.”

“Conner?”

“I know, I know. Just give me time.”

Exhaling a long sigh, Cali covered her face with her hand and nodded. “I love you too.”

Then she was gone.

“Well happy birthday to me,” Cali mumbled as she looked around the bright and cozy bedroom. It was a clean kind of messy. Not enough to be concerned with but since she was up and had nothing else to do with her time, she decided to start her day by cleaning not only her room but the entire apartment.

Besides, I need a distraction.

Two hours later the task was complete and Cali couldn’t deny a slight tinge of happiness. There was something about a clean house. Especially a space that was not only visually clean but smelled good. The honey vanilla candles strategically placed around her apartment allowed a sense of peace.

“Now it’s my turn.” Cali pulled the oversized sweatshirt she wore over her head and tossed it right in the hamper. Normally it would have found its way on the dresser or bed but the hard work she had just completed wouldn’t go in vain. At least not today.

Once she reached her bathroom, Cali started the shower and shed her remaining articles of clothing. They too found their way into the hamper before she eased into her tiny enclosure. It was beautiful with smoke gray tile and encased in glass but very small. Barely enough room for one person and two required a closeness that undoubtedly had to be intimate. She knew this with certainty because of him.

Sighing heavily, Cali shook the memory and scrubbed her body until she felt clean. No matter how hard she tried, it was impossible not to revisit memories, especially today. Thirty minutes later she was dressed casually in jeans and a hoodie, ready to conquer the world, or at least try. The steam from the shower caused a slight curl to her natural tresses. She used a wide tooth comb to secure the thick mess of a mane she had a love-hate relationship with into a loose ponytail to at least present the appearance that she cared.

Cali then dragged through her tiny apartment, stopping in the living room to gather her purse and keys, before locking up and heading to the elevator. Her mind was heavy. Extremely heavy. Today would be one of the hardest days of the year. It was the day she met him. The day her life changed in ways she would never recover from. A year to the date, she’d met a man who twisted her world in a complicated arrangement of heavy emotions and lost him six months after. Things happened fast. Cali fell and fell hard. She loved him so intensely she could still feel it to this day. He was everything…until he wasn’t.

What now?

Food!

As soon as Cali was in the car, she thought long and hard about what she wanted to eat. The rumbling in her stomach was now a clear sign it had to be well worth the effort but her mind was at war. The one place she longed for caused a tightening in her chest because it was where she met him and the memories weighed heavy on her spirit. However, the buzz from her phone interrupted the negative descent into that dark place.

It pained her to check because she knew what it was. She wasn’t sure how or who but the money was always there. Everything with Cali and Merritt happened with lightning speed. Two months after meeting him, he moved Cali into a brand new apartment and began monthly deposits into her account to handle all expenses. She hated her job and Merritt convinced her to quit.

He was selfish with her time and didn’t hesitate to step up. Initially Cali refused but Merritt made it clear that his time was limited and he needed complete access. He had a way of getting what he wanted and he wanted Cali without restrictions. In his eyes it was a small price to pay to keep her tucked away and available.

For Cali it meant the freedom to figure out what she really wanted to do with her life. Even in his absence Merritt continued to make sure she was good. The first of every month, a single deposit came through as confirmation that Merritt was a man of his word. Only today his presence felt different. It was her birthday. He wouldn’t dare not show love on Cali’s special day.

Fuck that money.

Fuck you too.

What good is it when I can’t see your face, hear your voice, or…Cali’s thoughts trailed off.

Ignoring the notification and dropping the phone into her lap, Cali pulled out of the parking garage already knowing without a doubt where she was heading, food would have to wait. It was her birthday. She needed to feel close to him and right now she couldn’t go to the one place she wanted. It was his spot, their spot. The beginning of the end, but like a drug that gave her the best highs and the deepest lows, she couldn’t completely stay away...
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“Can I get you anything else?” War didn’t speak right away. He was annoyed but didn’t want to react. It wasn’t necessary. She couldn’t help her attraction. The man was beautiful in so many ways. His smooth honey-colored skin didn’t fit his reputation of being deadly. Nor did his low set brown eyes that resembled deep brown crystals when the sun reflected in them and one was blessed enough to be offered their attention.

Women, including this one, were transfixed by his good looks, mysterious aura, and full lips. Lips known around town for causing women to lose their minds. War was easily any woman’s dream. The crazy thing was how imperfectly perfect he was. War wasn’t the pretty boy type. He was hard and rough around the edges from the life he lived.

His rugged exterior could be felt in every inch of his being but he was still beautiful, with his tall lean frame, solid physique, and square jaw which was always clenched just as tightly as his hooded eyes. The scatter of freckles he loathed offered an added layer of complexity to his looks. War was the type of man who caused women to sell their souls just for the chance of becoming relevant in his life. Some had made the transaction and came up empty. He belonged to no one.

The mystery behind him was alluring which prompted the attention he was currently receiving. And didn’t want. For the hour War had been at Carvers, a hole in the wall joint that had history in the city, women had been pining over him, his waitress included. She had been in rotation at his booth damn near every ten minutes, with no merit. The plate she delivered was barely touched, his glass was full, and he had avoided giving her any sort of eye contact. Doing so would have insinuated he welcomed the blatant attempts at getting his attention, which he didn’t.

“No.” Leaning back, War eased his hand into his pocket, removing cash. Peeling off a fifty, he extended it to the woman who was a little too close for his liking. He was particular about people and energy so he valued his personal space. Protected it at all costs by keeping people at bay. She was no different.

“Are you leaving?” The woman frowned slightly, accepting the bill. An uneasy feeling seeped through her body. It was well advised that no one got on War’s bad side.

“No.” The look that followed sent her on her way. She knew very little about him but what facts she held sealed her decision to leave him alone. Appreciative that the exchange was done, War went back to minding his business and waiting. It was her birthday and this was her spot. He’d kept up with her habits enough over the past few months to know she couldn’t stay away.

She’ll show!

She needed the connection. Hell, he did too but for different reasons. Things hadn’t been the same since that day. Carvers was one of Merritt’s guilty pleasures so being here felt like having a small piece of him. War held a weight on his heart so heavy that most days he found it hard to manage. Then there was the guilt. The guilt of wanting a woman who was loved by someone he loved. A woman he could never have. The thought alone caused his chest to grow tight but there wasn’t anything that could be done about it.

Merritt had warned him about Cali and the thought had War smiling. The universe had its way of complicating things and this situation was beyond complicated. And cruel. Even still, he couldn’t bring himself to leave. He had to see her and he felt certain she would show. Seeing Cali was his way of knowing if she was well. Emotionally. Financially, she was set.

The money that hit her account once a month was proof and the added bonus deposited minutes ago only sweetened the pot. War prayed she would use the money to do something nice for herself but was sure she wouldn’t. Anything that would make today a little less devastating to her spirit, lessen the guilt, but he knew better.

Cali was Cali.

The left corner of his lips curled slightly as his mind drifted. He didn’t know a damn thing about her from personal experience. His only connection was observation and the ramblings from Merritt. There were times his cousin would smoke too much and get in his feelings about the woman who had stolen his heart.

She frustrated Merritt to no end because she controlled his movements with the pull he felt toward Cali. One that pushed him to try and make her happy. There wasn’t a damn thing in the world he wouldn’t do for her, except be faithful. War couldn’t understand it. Women were disposable, until the day War laid Merritt to rest and saw her for the first time. She didn’t show up to the funeral because Merritt kept her detached from his life, but War found her that evening, sitting in Carvers, in the same booth he was in at the moment. She looked lost and heartbroken. It was then he understood why Merritt fell so hard and why he kept Cali detached from the dark side of his life.

She was beautiful but it wasn’t her looks that changed a man’s way of thinking. Cali had that thing. A sweetness, a purity and calm that could bring a man to his knees. There was also a loneliness he felt compelled to alleviate. A sense of pride that she refused to need anyone but desperately desired the loyalty of someone who would cover her in ways that would make her feel whole. She was everything that conflicted with the type of man War was. Light goodness where he was tainted and dark.

The corner of his lips curled again at the memory. Catching the fact that she made him step outside of his norm by smiling had War’s face twisting into his normal scowl again.

He rarely ever showed emotion. It wasn’t his thing. Emotions gave people an in and he didn’t want anyone in. Quickly adjusting his mood, he pushed his plate out of the way and lifted his phone. Scanning the screen for the time first, he then cleared a few texts which he had no urgency in responding to.

“How the fuck they up this early thinking about dick?” he groaned under his breath, referencing the “come fuck me” texts before placing his phone down again. Shalece had sent several back-to-back which she thought made her a priority, but only irritated War. He was a patient man. The type who could be still for hours at a time where most would lose their minds. The patience was what crafted expertise to successfully navigate the life he lived. Used to live.

So with ease a few more hours passed before the lunch rush started spilling in. She didn’t show. That worried him but he would see her soon. He had to know she was good. As he stretched his stiff limbs, War’s eyes swept the restaurant. He had been ducked off in the corner, unnoticed and unbothered. That was the norm in his world. No one bothered War. They watched, wondered, admired, respected, some even loved him but no one bothered Wardell Gerrad.

Pushing out a short sigh moments later, he was on his feet to leave but not before dropping a few more bills to cover his meal. As he moved through the building, he could feel the eyes on him and hear the whispers. Women smiled and giggled while men either tightened their expressions or offered a respectful nod. As low key as he was, people knew him. This was his city.

Once he reached his truck and settled inside, War received a call that couldn’t be ignored. Instead he answered with one word. “Yeah?”

“You coming through?”

“Maybe later. I have some shit to handle.”

“Okay well call me back if you are, Mama wants to see you.”

“I know. If not today then this week,” he assured his sister with confidence. It had been a week since he pulled up on her or their mother. War knew it was time and wouldn’t further disappoint the women in his life. They needed to physically see him in order to be assured that he was okay, no matter how many times he promised he was.

Years in the streets had them on edge where he was concerned. It was a weight he unintentionally placed on their shoulders so War never complained. When his mother and sister needed him to check in, he did. However, right now, he had some checking in of his own to do. So he started the engine on his Range and eased out of the parking lot, turning up the volume of his radio to drown out his thoughts.


TWO
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Cali sat on the ground staring blankly at the headstone before her. She had been here what felt like a million times but seeing his name still seemed foreign. After a week of not hearing from Merritt, Cali knew in her heart something wasn’t right.

He talked recklessly about how he lived, the things he was into. She had seen the guns, the money, and heard the conversations he had about his lifestyle while he lay in the bed they shared. A bed he left often to dip off into the streets.

One week with no communication had Cali searching his name. She found a report of an incident. A man shot and killed near an abandoned building in what appeared to be a drug related altercation. Her world was crushed. Merritt was gone and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do except experience the loss he left her with.

Nathan Joseph Merritt. Even if the letters were printed on his official documents and engraved on the weathered stone, that wasn’t who he was to Cali. She had even seen it printed on his license once, when she demanded to know what his parents named him but Cali didn’t know Nathan Joseph.

“Merritt.” She whispered his name before swiping a tear from her left cheek then her right. The tears fell slowly.

“I miss you so much. It’s been so long but it still feels new. What am I supposed to do?”

Live!

She could hear his voice so clearly. Merritt made her promise damn near daily that if anything ever happened to him she would live.

“Get you a man who deserves you. You only get one time to slum it, Cali. Women like you don’t settle. You’re slumming with me. I damn sure don’t deserve you but I’m selfish. I want you so bad I don’t know how not to. I won’t even deny it, but when I’m gone, make sure the next one you fall for deserves you. My time with you is temporary, so promise me.”

Cali’s chest tightened from the memory. Merritt knew his fate, he lived dangerously. He was a wild one who was addicted to the thrill. The only way out for him was death or jail. He said it so much that the words were branded in Cali’s soul.

It was the reason he made a point of consuming her so intensely, so fast. The second Merritt met Cali he realized she was special. His Cali was rare. Someone you cherished and only got to experience once in a lifetime. Merritt was the type of man who wanted it all even if he knew he didn’t deserve it. He didn’t deserve her. He always made her promise to…

Live!

“I’m trying but this shit is hard. I have no clue what to do without you. I don’t want anyone else. How can I after you? I hate you so much. You damaged me, Merritt. I’m damaged goods and will be for the rest of my life because I experienced you.”

I hate you because you made me love you then you left me!

Swiping a few more tears, Cali stood to her feet, inhaling and exhaling a few deep breaths. It did very little to ease the restricted feeling that rested in her chest. Her eyes swept the headstone one last time before she walked away with weighted steps. She managed to hold it together until she reached her car.

The second her hand brushed the door was when she lost it. Her body convulsed from the howling cry that left her lips followed by labored breathing, forcing her body into a panic. War, who had been sitting in his truck, waited to see if she would get things under control on her own but after a minute or so, he said fuck it, stepping out of his Range not bothering to shut the door.

His legs moved with long strides until he reached Cali, lifting her from the ground and holding her tightly against his frame. The embrace was secure, dangerously close to painful for Cali, but she needed it. Even fear of the unknown didn’t force her thoughts to disconnect.

This man was a stranger. He could easily have her resting in the plot next to Merritt but she was too emotional to be rational. She needed the closeness, she needed him and he wasn’t here, so this stranger would have to do.

“Hey, take a deep breath. Slow and steady or you’re gonna pass out. Whatever it is will be okay but you gotta be here for it to be okay.”

The rumble of War’s voice vibrated through his chest where the side of Cali’s face rested. His deep baritone was soothing in a sense. She was seconds away from destruction but he was calm. Even as he held her tightly, she could feel how calm he was. His calmness moved through them both, allowing Cali’s breathing to slow just a bit, which was enough for her sense to return. She pulled away but those strong arms only allowed so much distance.

Not believing he would ever get the chance again, War was sure to keep his hands in place. It was selfish, but none of that mattered as long as he kept her anchored in that moment.

“I, uhh… thank you and I’m sorry.” Cali looked up into the hard stare angled in her direction, holding her hostage. Even with the tightness in his face and eyes, she could see the concern. The comfort and ease with how his dark eyes connected to hers pushed the feeling that he knew her. Or maybe he’s just aware of what crazy looks like and that’s what he recognizes.

“Don’t apologize. You didn’t do shit wrong.” War’s voice was just as hard as the look he delivered but Cali wasn’t offended. She could sense the brusque demeanor embedded in his genetic makeup. It was the reason her eyes continued to scan his face searching for answers.

“You wanna talk about it?” War felt the rush of awareness that he was playing with fire. Cali was off limits. Merritt was gone. Never coming back, delivering his blessing for War to be in her life, but…

She’s off limits.

He had witnessed the power she held. He had seen what Cali had done to Merritt, infiltrating his heart so rapidly that it mirrored the most aggressive cancer. Dangerous. Destructive. Lethal. He didn’t need any woman to have that type of hold on him. It was why War knew better than to get close to her, to talk to her, to experience all the good things about her, but…

Here she is.

“No, again, I apologize. I was just having a moment. Thank you, but I need to be getting home.”

I can’t let her go.

“You don’t know me. I get it. You shouldn’t talk to strangers. Especially not with how crazy the world is today but this is different. You need someone right now.” War couldn’t help the words from flowing once they started. This was going to backfire, but it was too late. Even if today was all he got, he had to have it. War and Merritt were cut from the same cloth. He too was selfish.

Cali opened and closed her mouth. She wasn’t sure how to respond or if she should but much like War, her mouth had a mind of its own.

“Today’s my birthday.”

War’s brows eased up slowly.

Ahhh, she’s giving me an in.

“And you’re here? In a cemetery?”

“I had to come. He is…was important to me. I miss him.”

So do I.

Nodding, War brushed his tongue over the top row of his teeth before he spoke again. “You have plans with anyone. Family? Friends?”

The conversation was strange. Too strange to be happening but it was so she answered honestly. “No. I’m not really a friends type of person and my family is complicated. Well everyone but my sister and she’s…” Expelling a huff of air, Cali thought about Conner. “I likely won’t see her today. She has her own life to figure out so celebrating with me is not a priority.”

“Aight bet. You’re spending the day with me.”

“What? No.”

War lowered his eyes to focus on her pretty face. The deep, warm brown complexion housed red undertones which enhanced the rich hue of her smooth skin. It was unusually cold and the exposure played a role. Her thick black hair was pulled back into a ponytail allowing a full view of her oval-shaped face. Her button nose and tiny heart shaped lips, which were now slightly pouted, had his dick hardening in his jeans.

“I get it. Back to the you don’t know me thing. My name is War Gerrad. You’re safe with me. I give you my word and my word is invaluable. You’re welcome to ask anyone in the city about me.”

Frowning a bit, Cali looked past the sexy stranger at his truck. Next her eyes were on him again. He was dressed simply but Cali knew labels, so she was well aware that his simple clothes cost a lot of money. There was not one detail about the man standing before her that was flashy or ostentatious. However, everything about him screamed money or even worse, street. The same kind of street that lived in Merritt.

“I’m not safe with you. Not with who you are. Thank you, but I’m going to pass.”

She backed away but War took a step forward, stopping only when he noticed the alarm in her eyes.

“Hey, don’t do that. Don’t look at me like you’re afraid. I would never harm a woman.” Especially not you. “I just want to make you smile. You said it’s your birthday and you’re about to spend it alone. You seem like you really need someone right now, even if it’s a stranger. That’s my only objective. I mean you no harm.”

Reaching into his pocket, War removed his wallet and offered it up. “Take it. My license is in there, all my cards. You can see that I’m who I say I am.”

Shaking her head, Cali reached for the wallet, taking it into her hands. The expensive leather was branded with H for Hermès. Running her fingers across the soft material, she opened it slowly, removing the license that accompanied several bank and credit cards.

Examining the thin plastic she checked the name, Wardell Gerrad, and address before easing it back into the slot. She removed a picture next. It was him and two women. They resembled each other. Same eyes, nose, and lips but where he had toffee brown skin and clusters of freckles on his cheeks and across his nose, both women had rich chocolate skin.

“My mother and sister,” he explained. Cali’s eyes shot up to his before she nodded and returned the picture.

“What do you do?”

“A few things. I own several businesses, a storage warehouse and a chain of twenty-four hour daycares that my mother and sister manage. I have other real estate and businesses, but those are the major ones.”

Frowning once more, Cali examined War again. “That’s all you do?”

“Yes.” He knew what she was asking, however he was through with that life. Had been since that day. It took a little time to separate but he managed to get it done. “I used to have my hands dirty but haven’t in a while. I have no plans on walking that path again if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not safe with you, War.” She extended the wallet, but he didn’t move an inch. He only stared with those heavy eyes.

“You’re safe with me. Even if I’m not by your side you can go anywhere in this city, say my name, and not one soul will be bold enough to cause you harm. They know better.”

Laughing in a cocky manner with a quick shake of her head, Cali’s eyes swept him again. “I don’t want any parts of that or you. I’ve already traveled that road and lost. He’s in a grave because he had the same reckless mindset.”

Ignoring the truth she exposed, War pushed past her words, changing the subject. “What’s your name?”

“You might not be dangerous but you’re damn sure crazy. It doesn’t matter what my name is. I just said I don’t want any parts of you. Take your wallet, please.”

War heard every word she spoke, but his mind wouldn’t allow the luxury of processing the request. His focus was on her lips which were currently his obsession. Instead he answered his own question.

“Cali…”

She froze immediately, mouth lingering open a few seconds before she managed to find her voice. “How do you…”

Because it’s in my head damn near every day.

Pointing to the four tiny gold letters welded to create her name that rested against the hoodie she wore, War offered up an explanation, even if it wasn’t exactly the truth.

Her fingers found the nameplate, anxiously grazing the letters.

“You can drive your car, I’ll ride shotgun, which is something I don’t do. We can go anywhere you want and do anything you want. All I ask is that you let me try to make today special. You’re carrying something heavy and I can’t fix whatever has your heart so weighted but I can at least give you one day where you don’t have to think about it. You’re safe with me, Cali.”

She wasn’t sure why, but this time when he said it she felt the sincerity and confidence lingering in his words. She felt him.

“Do you have a gun?”

War’s face tightened and his eyes lowered. “Why?”

“Because if I agree, you have to leave it here. If I’m safe with you, then you won’t need it, right?”

He could give her that. Even if there was no gun on his body, there were guns in the city that would fire in pursuit of his safety without hesitation.

“Right.” Unzipping the fleece jacket he wore, War then lifted his shirt and removed the gun secured at the small of his back. Walking over to his truck and leaning inside, he opened the glove compartment, securing the weapon, before hitting the button to lock up the vehicle, confident that it would remain safe regardless of where he left it. When he reached Cali again, War slipped his fob into his pocket, standing with his feet planted shoulder width apart. He extended his arms to his sides right before he motioned with a slight nod of his head. “Search me.”

“No, that’s not necessary.” Cali was already intimidated by him, there was no way she needed to be that close with her hands on his body.

“It is. You don’t trust me and I need you to. That’s the only way this is going to work. Come search me.” War kept a straight face and his position presented as unwavering. Cali thought about it for a minute before she decided to appease his request, regretting it the second her hands moved to his sides, up to his rib cage, down his abs, and around to the small of his back.

Damn!

He was solid with tight corded muscles and his scent was intoxicating. Too damn intoxicating. When he sensed she was about to back away, he caught her wrist and placed it on his right hip, moving it down the side of his leg, across his crotch and down his other leg. Cali let him, stepping back quickly once her hand was free.

“Okay, no gun. You’re a man of your word.”

War laughed under his breath at how anxious and annoyed her voice was. His dick was rock hard and there was no way she’d missed it. It hadn’t been his intention, however, he wasn’t upset that it worked in his favor. He could see it on her face. She enjoyed the little body search.

“Now, where are we going?”

“I don’t know.” Cali smiled briefly. It had been so long since she had anyone offer to make the day about her. No one had since…

“You need to decide. It’s your day. You’re calling the shots, love.”

War rounded the front of her car, attempting to get in, but the proximity of the seat to the dashboard prevented his body from fitting comfortably. Turning to the side, he used the controls to adjust for his size then lifted his legs in, closing the door. Cali stood near the driver’s side trying to decide if this was really happening. The fact that he had made himself comfortable in her car proved it was, but she could still back out, right?

Sucking in a deep breath, she braced herself, knowing War was going to adjust things in her life. This man had already inserted himself into her birthday plans or lack thereof. He was also sexy, demanding without much effort, and a constant reminder of everything she hated about Merritt’s life. Each of those things were blazing red flags but Cali was drawn to War. In the short time since she’d lost Merritt, there wasn’t a man she encountered that demanded her attention like War was currently.

Live!

Merritt’s words pushed through Cali’s mind as if giving her the courage to try. Deep down inside she felt she wasn’t ready and there was no guarantee she would be able to allow anyone into her life, but at the very least she was going to try. Cali missed feeling like she belonged and more than anything she wanted to rid herself of the emptiness she felt from being alone.


THREE
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War sat across from Cali, trying desperately to find ways to take her in without causing alarm. She hadn’t spoken much, so he remained quiet as well, but there was no way he could deny what was going on inside of him. Everything about Cali was intriguing. The simplicity of her features contradicted the complexity of her demeanor.

Even if she hadn’t said much, War could feel everything about her and wanted more. If she wouldn’t offer the answers, he would have to force Cali’s hand. War began asking questions… questions he knew the answers to in hopes that he would learn things he didn’t.

“What do you do?” Besides barricade yourself in the apartment he pays for, missing him.

When those big, bright eyes lifted from the plate Cali had been shoving food around on, War’s pulse increased.

“Nothing, well at least not at the moment.” Her soft smile was genuine and conflicted.

“Nothing?”

“Nope, nothing at all. I uhhh… I guess you can say I’m between a disastrous past and a promising future...” That damn smile is going to challenge my resistance. “…once I figure it out.”

All War offered was a slight motion of his head, but his eyes said so much more. Cali sensed he was a man of few words, but when he did speak, what he offered would have you hanging onto each one as if your life depended on it. She felt intimidated and at ease, which was a strange combination. However, she welcomed his presence.

“My boy… my friend…” The reason why I’m drifting. “…died a few months ago.”

“You were going to say boyfriend.” That intense stare was on her again, causing Cali to shift in her seat.

“We were close. He wasn’t necessarily my boyfriend because of who he was. Our time was always limited…” Cali laughed lightly with a quick shake of her head as her eyes shut tightly. It was an attempt at controlling raging emotions but watching the process set War’s in motion. He didn’t like the pain he felt radiating from Cali. Pain from no longer having Merritt in her life. It was something he felt as well, just in a different way. “…he was right. He didn’t want me to miss him when he was gone. Said he couldn’t take knowing he ruined my life any more than he had when he was here. He wanted me to live but…”

How do you when you miss him so much?

“But you can’t because you do miss him even though he told you not to.” War watched her face, taking in every detail. “Is that who you were at the cemetery to see?”

This time it was Cali who offered a slight nod.

“Do you believe what he told you?”

“Believe him?” Cali’s face scrunched. Her nose wrinkled while her eyes lowered just enough to appear closed.

“You said he wanted you to live, right?”

Cali’s lips parted slightly while she considered the depth of the question posed. Merritt had said it more times than she could remember but it didn’t matter. She missed him, she wanted him. When he was around, he inspired her happiness. One person singlehandedly lifted her up then tore her down…when he left.

“Why are you thinking so hard? It’s a simple question.” War could sense the conflict happening in her mind.

“Yes, but…”

“Then live, Cali. Anyone who truly loves you wouldn’t want you to be unhappy or in pain. Even if that means moving on. Like it or not, you’re here and he’s not. Life doesn’t stop.”

Instantly, she tensed in her seat as her spine straightened and her eyes lowered even more. This time they offered the appearance of thin slits while her lips pursed before she offered her voice. “I appreciate the effort, but this isn’t helping. I’m going to leave now.”

She eased from the chair but War stood seconds after. “I lost someone too. That shit hurts. Trust me, I get it. You feel like you lost a piece of yourself but that piece isn’t a total of who you are. You can’t shut down and not acknowledge the fact that you’re still here. I struggle with the same thing every day.”

He was my blood, my best friend.

Cali’s eyes dropped and she stood silently for what felt like forever, eventually whispering her darkest confession. “I feel guilty.”

“Guilty?” War’s face drew in tightly, only softening when her eyes lifted to meet his.

“That night, I could have asked him to stay. He would have done whatever I wanted him to. Something was off. I could feel it but I let him go, so I feel guilty. He’s not here and he could be but I…”

“That’s not your fault, Cali. You can’t control the natural order of things. It’s not fair for you to carry that weight and I promise if he cared about you, he wouldn’t want that on your heart.”

I’m carrying it for both of us.

She stared at War long and hard before a smile surfaced. “You remind me of him.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, you just do. I don’t know if that’s good or bad but I just…” She paused and closed her eyes briefly while shaking her head. “…I just feel safe around you. At peace and that scares me a little.”

There was no fighting the smile that surfaced no matter how hard War wanted to hide it. “Then let me bring you peace. You don’t have to be afraid. I have no reason to hurt you, Cali. I never would.”

A laugh burst through and it was tortured yet carefree. “I don’t think that’s possible but you can try.”

“That’s all I ask. So, what’s next?”

“Huh?”

“This can’t be it. It’s your birthday. I want to make it special.”

“This was more than enough.” Cali was sincere. She had expected to spend the day alone, drowning in her feelings, but War’s intrusion somehow allowed her birthday to not be so miserable.

“Nah, there has to be more. I have an idea. Do you trust me?”

Cali laughed again, rolling her eyes at the same time. “Hell no. I don’t know you.”

War’s smile was genuine. “But you said you feel safe with me. That’s kinda the same thing?”

“Not really.”

“Come on, Cali, do you feel safe enough to know I would do you no harm and that my only goal here is to make sure you have a great day?”

She pulled her lip between her teeth, eyes sweeping the restaurant before she pushed out a sigh. “I guess so.”

“Aight then, let me make a call really quick and set something up. What’s your favorite color?”

“My favorite color? Why?”

“I can’t tell you. It’s gotta be a surprise.”

“Green.”

“Aight, sit down and give me a minute. I need to make a call.”

“To who?”

War’s head bowed slightly. “Cali…”

“Okay fine.” She grinned, throwing her hands up in surrender before plopping down in her seat. “It better be good, whatever this is.”

“I got you, love.” War winked and stepped away from the table. He walked outside and leaned against Cali’s car. He folded one arm across his chest and bent the other at the elbow, holding his phone against his ear while he watched Cali through the glass front of the building.

She tried to busy herself pushing food around a full plate but occasionally stole glances at the stranger who had somehow forced his way into her life on the one day she felt unable to survive. She stared, admiring how handsome he was, not realizing she was smiling until he winked again and returned one of his own. Cali laughed lightly, dropping her head while War waited for his sister to answer his call.

“Hey, what’s up, War? I’m kinda…”

“I need a favor. A really big one and you can't ask me a bunch of questions.”

“I just said I was busy.”

“And I don’t give a shit. It’s important. Tell whatever little nigga you’re entertaining you have some family business to tend to. Nah, fuck that, don’t tell ’em shit, just go handle what I need done. You don’t owe that muthafucker an explanation.”

“War, I’m grown. If I was with a man, it’s none of your business and I don’t know why you think I’m gonna drop everything for you.”

He chuckled and lifted his eyes to Cali.

So fucking perfect.

“You’re always gonna drop everything for me. One because you love me and two because without me funding your so-called life that shit wouldn’t exist. Now can I tell you what I need or not?”

Kirsten groaned under her breath, annoyed by how demanding her big brother could be at times, but she loved him enough to deal with it. “I’m listening.”

“I need balloons, flowers, and shit like that. A cake and whatever else you need to celebrate a birthday.”

“What the fuck, War? Whose birthday are you celebrating?”

“Didn’t I tell you not to ask me questions? Just make it happen. And use green to decorate.”

“Okay when?”

“Now. I can give you a few hours to get it done but you have to move fast.”

“War, what the hell? How am I supposed to⁠—”

“Money makes shit happen. Just spend what you need and I’ll get it back to you.”

“Oh hell, what little hoe are you trying to impress?”

“Kirs...”

“Damn, my bad. Okay, so where?”

War lifted his eyes again and Cali was staring right back at him. His gaze remained on her until she lowered her head, blushing. “My house.”

“Ahh damn, this must be serious. Not the hoe cave?” Kirsten chuckled. She knew how her brother functioned. It was rare that he allowed anyone access to his home. It was the reason why he kept an apartment downtown.

“Don’t worry about all that. Just get it done.”

“Aight damn, with your demanding ass. What color green?”

“Shit, I don’t know, just green. Pick one.”

“Fine, let me make some calls. I’m gonna need help.”

“Nah, you do it. I don’t want your little hoodrat friends up in my house. You know I don’t play that shit.”

Kirsten sucked her teeth. “Not my friends. A service. I have to call somebody to help if you want it done right. This is last minute.”

“Aight, but keep your eyes on whoever you let in my crib, Kirs. I mean it.”

“Goodbye, War.”

“Ay, text me when you're done,” he rattled off just before the line went quiet. He chuckled at his sister’s attitude then laughed harder at the fact that he was asking her to set up a surprise birthday in the first place. But this was Cali. Anything he could do to put a smile on that pretty face of hers was as good as done.


FOUR
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Cali was at ease. It was the first time in a while that she felt like she could actually breathe without struggling . Even though she missed Merritt more than she could ever imagine, being around War somehow lessened the tightness in her chest and the heaviness of her thoughts.

He didn’t talk much but there was something about his presence that allowed Cali to feel at ease, safe, protected. It was like she could let her guard down and just be.

That also had guilt swirling in the pit of her stomach because she felt as if she was betraying the only man she ever really loved. Even if Merritt made her promise to live her life without him, it still felt wrong to smile, to be happy, to give in to attraction.

War was certainly attractive. She stole a quick glance at his profile, smiling at how awkward his long body looked sitting in the driver’s seat of her compact car. He offered to drive since their next location was a surprise he knew the directions to and she didn’t. When she should have been concerned about giving in so easily, heading to an unknown destination with a stranger, Cali wasn’t worried in the least. She didn’t know the man whose hands she’d placed her life in, but she trusted him.

She stole another glance, smiling at those long lashes that tented his eyes, his warm brown skin that housed clusters of freckles across his cheeks and nose. They were barely noticeable but the way the sunlight hit his face she could see them clear as day. They somehow softened his rugged look.

Her eyes traveled lower, examining the colorful art inked on his neck before she met his broad shoulders, corded arms, and solid chest. He had come out of his jacket for the drive which exposed a long sleeve tee he wore pushed up to his forearms.

This man is fine.

It wasn’t like Cali hadn’t experienced attractive men. She was a beautiful woman with a nice shape who was approached often. However, this was the first time in a while she found herself caring. Most men were more concerned with her looks, but with War, she felt it was deeper than appearance. He was clearly attracted. She could tell from the way he looked at her, but she could also feel him looking through her. It was intense, but she liked it.

“You’re staring.” War’s voice startled Cali, providing a jolt from the lustful thoughts she’d conjured up about him. Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment from being caught in the act.

“Sorry. You have freckles.”

War’s eyes rolled over to the passenger seat before he focused on the road again. “And I hate them shits too. They caused a lot of muthafuckers to catch these hands when I was a kid.” He smirked at the memory but Cali frowned with her eyes heavy on him.

“How?”

“Kids used to pick on me because of them and I used to get in their asses. They talked shit about freckles being for girls which annoyed the shit outta me. When I got mad, I got physical.” He shrugged, cutting his eyes at Cali once more. She pulled her lip between her teeth, reaching across the seat, allowing a finger to graze his cheek. War froze, not expecting the connection but enjoying the feel of her soft finger on his skin a little more than he should have. His body reacted from something as simple as her touch on his cheek.

Cali had no idea just how dangerous that was. She was clueless to the fact that his dick swelled instantly and his stomach was tight from the urge to want to return the favor. Luckily self-control was something War never struggled with…

Until now.

“I like them. They’re cute and they make you seem more…” She paused, squinting while she rolled words around in her head before settling on, “…approachable.”

War chuckled before he stole a quick glance. “Approachable, what the fuck?”

She leaned back, settling into her seat again, offering a one shouldered shrug before her attention landed on the passenger window. “Approachable. You’re kinda mean looking. If I was in my right mind when we met I probably would have run from you.” She flashed him a soft smile, allowing amused eyes to land on War. “I probably should run now.”

“But you can’t. I’m driving your car and we’re on the highway.”

“Is that the only reason why?”

“Nah, just stating facts. The main reason why you shouldn’t or won’t run is because you trust me.” He winked at Cali and her cheeks warmed.

“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” Cali’s brow hiked while she stared at War’s profile. He kept his eyes on the road when he answered.

“I told you it’s a surprise and I also told you you’re safe with me. Stop overthinking.”

“I’m not,” she lied. No matter how at peace she felt, a small part of Cali was uneasy. Mostly because she was strangely attracted to him and didn’t know anything about the man other than his body was amazing, he was incredibly handsome, and his cologne made her want to experience what it would feel like to be wrapped in his arms during those late nights when she felt alone and in need of love.

“You are, but it’s cool. Just know I got you. Relax, we’re almost there.”

Thirty minutes later, Cali’s eyes traveled across the houses they passed. Each one was expensive and spaced at a good distance, allowing privacy. She frowned at the idea of going to someone’s home. It wasn’t exactly what she was expecting when he mentioned a surprise. When War eventually pulled into the driveway of one, approaching a massive wrought iron gate, she turned in her seat with tight eyes while he lowered the window to key in a code.

“Who lives here?”

“I do.”

A rush of panic settled into her chest and her eyes went wild. This was stupid, Cali. You don’t know this man.

“You brought me to your house? Why?”

War’s tone was even, relaxed and soothing in a sense, when he answered. “I wanted to do something special for you and I didn’t know how else to get it done.” He pulled around the circular drive, parking behind his sister’s SUV. He was grateful she was still here, hoping her presence would help Cali relax.

“But I don’t get it. I just…this isn’t a good idea.”

With a dip of his chin War’s eyes leveled with hers and he brushed a hand down his face. “Can you just come inside for a minute? You’ll see. I promise I’m not on any weird shit. That’s not who I am, Cali.”

Just as she turned to look at the house again, a woman stepped out of the front door. Cali’s eyes narrowed, taking in the dark skinned beauty. Seconds later those narrowed eyes shot over to War.

“Who the hell is that?”

An amused smile eased onto his face. “My sister,” he tossed out before opening the door.

Cali checked her out again realizing that it was the same woman in the picture. Her hair was different but her face was the same and aside from being a few shades darker, she looked identical to War. Reluctantly she got out of the car and followed him up the stairs where War hugged his sister and kissed her cheek. “We good?”

She rolled her eyes before they bounced over to Cali who she extended a hand to. “I’m Kirsten and you are?”

“Cali.” She shook Kirsten’s hand, feeling unwelcome until Kirsten smiled widely, allowing it to reach her eyes.

“I don’t know who you are but you must be important.” She winked at Cali before extending a hand to her brother.

He shook his head, removing all the cash he had in his pocket, handing the stack over. It wasn’t much in comparison to what was stashed in the multiple safes throughout his home but it was enough to get her out of his hair for now. Kirsten grinned, tossing out, “’Preciate you, big bro. Happy birthday, Cali.”

War stepped forward, opening the door while waiting for Cali to follow. She smiled like a child when she noticed the balloons in various shades of green scattered around the foyer.

“She did this?”

“Depends, you like it?”

Cali grinned harder, nodding. It was simple but perfect. “You really didn’t have to.”

“Yes I did. Come on, there better be more than this since she just hit me for five stacks.” He groaned, traveling through the foyer to the dining room. His sister had texted him with instructions that everything was set up there.

As soon as Cali stepped into the dining room, noticing the display, her eyes watered. There were more balloons consuming the space, weighted down with vases filled with flowers and several more brushing the ceiling while the strings attached hung low enough to sweep the floor, creating a maze of silver and green.

On the table there was a two tier cake in various shades of green fondant decorated in roses made of icing. A huge bouquet of tropical flowers was next to the cake, tied together with a massive green silk ribbon and centered with a crystal charm. Happy birthday was spelled out on a glass tray in chocolate syrup and decorated with chocolate covered strawberries.

“Wow.” Cali’s shoulders sank at the thought of a stranger putting this much effort into her birthday. Not even Merritt would have done such a thing. He wasn’t necessarily the romantic type. He was more of a protector and a provider.

“Hey, you good?” War noticed her eyes glossing over. That wasn’t his intent. His intention was to put a smile on her face not make Cali cry.

“Yeah, I just… this is perfect. Thank you.”

“You sure?” His eyes lowered on Cali while she stared blankly at the table. Regardless of the fact that his sister had set it all up, he made the call and the request. It was sweet and far more than he had to do for a stranger.

“I’m sure. Will you tell her I said thank you?”

War smirked and nodded. “For spending my money? Yeah, I’ll do that.”

Cali laughed, shaking her head. “No, tell her I said thank you because this is perfect. It’s absolutely perfect.”
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“You might want to slow down a little bit.” War sat comfortably on his sofa, arms spread wide across the back, legs extended in front of him while he watched Cali who was sitting cross-legged on the matching ottoman with her hand wrapped around a bottle of champagne.

It was her second. The first she finished off using a glass to measure, while the second she decided to drink straight from the bottle after War told her to do her thing. He wasn’t much of a drinker and instead stuck to the Hennessy he favored when he did indulge.

Cali’s eyes were low and her smile was wide as she assured him she was fine, or at least attempted to. “This is light work.” She held the bottle in his line of sight before turning it up and taking down a little more. War chuckled with the thought of how relaxed she was. Cali wasn’t necessarily drunk but she definitely had a little buzz.

“It might be light work, but you don’t need to get drunk.”

“Why not, you said I was safe with you?” Her lazy smile surfaced and War’s eyes lowered to her lips. Those pouty full lips he had been obsessing over all day.

“You are, but we still have to get you home. Unfortunately you can’t drive like that.” He pointed to the bottle of champagne and Cali shrugged.

“I can call a ride or you can take me.”

She turned the bottle up again, causing War to chuckle. If she finished off what was left, she’d be fucked up. He didn’t want her drunk so instead of encouraging the carelessness, he leaned forward, taking the bottle from her hand.

“We left my truck at the cemetery. I’ll have to get it later. I think you’re good on this.” He leaned enough to place the bottle on the table next to him while Cali pouted.

“It’s my birthday. You should let me do what I want.”

“You can do what you want as long as it doesn’t include you finishing off that champagne. I’m officially responsible for your well-being and I don’t think getting drunk is a good idea.”

“Fine, then talk to me. You don’t talk much. You only answer questions when I ask. I don’t know anything about you. Like personal stuff. Oh!” Her eyes lit up. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

Cali held her breath waiting and it seemed as if the silence between them lasted for an eternity before he finally answered. “No, no girlfriend.”

“Why not? You’re a good looking guy.” Her low eyes brushed over his lengthy body. “A very good looking guy. I bet women are always trying to get your attention.”

War nodded which was accompanied by a heated stare. “They do.”

“Then why don’t you have a girlfriend?”

Because the woman I want, I can’t have.

“I just don’t.”

“But why?” Cali’s lips pushed into a pout and she leaned back, placing her palms flat out to the side of her body, allowing her weight to rest on them.

“I have two very demanding women in my life who take up a lot of my time.”

Cali frowned, staring at his handsome face. War’s expression was unreadable but those eyes of his were intense. She could feel his loaded gaze all over her body, gently prying its way into her soul. “But you said you didn’t⁠—”

“My sister and my mother,” War clarified, igniting a smile so wide Cali’s eyes looked as if they were closed.

“Aww, that’s sweet.”

“Nah, it’s really not. They work my damn nerves.” He chuckled thinking about his mother and sister. They were his world and there wasn’t anything they desired he wouldn’t provide, but they were also his biggest headache.

“Well I think it’s sweet. You’re a good guy.”

War’s brow hiked again. “You think so?”

“I do.”

His chest felt tight as his mind began to race.

You have no idea how wrong you are.

Cali continued rambling. “You don’t even know me and you made my birthday perfect. You know what I would have been doing if I hadn’t met you?”

“No, what?”

“Absolutely nothing.” Cali’s smile was wide again but she frowned seconds later. “I like you, War. I hope that’s okay. Shit, I gotta pee.” She hopped up and raced out of the room while War sat with heavy thoughts.

“Fuck!”

He moved his hand over his hair several times before he allowed his head to fall back against the sofa and his eyes to close.

This is wrong. She’s gonna hate me when she finds out who I am.

“I can’t do this shit,” he murmured, standing to prepare to get Cali home before things got worse than they already were.

War removed his phone and made a call which was answered on the second ring.

“What’s good, War?”

“I need a favor.”

“I got you, what’s up?”

His eyes shot over to the entrance of his living room. The bathroom Cali had been using all night was on the opposite end of the hall but he needed to be sure she didn’t sneak up on him.

“I’m about to shoot you an address. I need you to pick me up.”

“Aight, I can do that. When?”

“In about an hour. I’ll text you when I’m ready.”

“Bet, just let me know.”

Just as he ended the call Cali entered the living room. Her eyes bounced down to the phone in his hand. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just something I need to see about. I’mma run you home first though.”

Her heart sank. She wasn’t ready for their time to end. War made good on his promise to make her birthday special and the thought of going home alone had her missing him already. However, she felt she didn’t have the right to ask for more. He had done enough.

“Oh, okay. Yeah. I’ve taken up enough of your time.” She attempted to move past him to get to her shoes but War caught Cali’s arm and stepped into her personal space. Cali’s pulse rushed and her heart began to beat erratically against her chest from the closeness of his body brushing against hers. When his chin dipped and their eyes connected she felt like she couldn’t breathe. For a long moment, War didn’t say a word and neither did she.

“Cali…” He finally spoke and it was low and strained. His jaw flexed from the frustration of what he wanted and the loyalty he felt to Merritt, but it didn’t stop his hand from moving to the back of her head and his fingers from weaving through her hair. “Fuck, I wanna kiss you so bad right now.”

She swallowed hard before sucking in a short breath and pushing out in a soft low voice, “Then do it.”

“I…”

Cali felt he was about to say he couldn’t so she took the lead. Lifting onto her toes to reach his height, she gently gripped the back of his neck, bringing his lips to hers. She kissed him softly but War took over and pulled Cali closer, roping his free arm around her waist, sending his tongue into her mouth at the same time. The kiss was perfect, electric, soul stirring…

Dangerous.

It took all of War’s will to back away. When his eyes met with Cali’s nervous ones he smiled, pressing a kiss to her forehead, allowing his lips to linger briefly. “You’re so fucking perfect.” He exhaled a short breath before backing away. “Come on, let me get you home.”

This time she nodded, stepping around War to get her shoes. After slipping them on her eyes bounced nervously around the room because she was struggling to control her feelings.

“You want to take your cake with you?”

Forcing a smile, she quickly regrouped. “No, you can keep it. If I take it home I’ll eat all of it and I don’t need to do that.” Cali’s hands landed flat on her stomach while she rocked back on her heels.

War only nodded. “Aight, let’s go but you have to at least take the flowers.”

She agreed, leaving the room to go get them while War watched her walk away knowing there was no way in the world he would be able to leave her alone. He would simply have to deal with the fallout when the truth about who he was and their connection surfaced, but Cali was officially his.
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Watching her sister move around the apartment, Cali’s mind drifted to War. It had been a week since she’d seen or talked to him. As much as it bothered Cali, his absence made sense considering he never once asked for a phone number nor did she inquire about his. The day was organic and just flowed so there was no reason. Even after he drove Cali home that night, parked her car, and walked her to the door, things just felt right.

Other than the sadness she experienced knowing she might never see War again, everything about Cali’s birthday was perfect. So much that she had a smile on her face and hadn’t realized it.

“What are you over there thinking about?” Conner asked as she flopped down on the sofa next to her sister. The two women were identical. Same soft features, skin hued the same sienna brown, but Conner was a foot taller always mistaken to be the older sister. Where Cali was thick and curvy, Conner was lean and more slim. Their faces matched but their physiques and personalities contrasted and clashed in comparison.

“Nothing.”

“Nah sis, that wasn’t a nothing kinda smile. It was definitely a something kinda smile.”

Conner peered at her sister with a raised brow until Cali’s face split into a grin once more. “See, it’s something,” Conner teased. “Spill!”

“I kissed a guy.”

“Oh shit, when, who?” Conner sat up, placing her back against the arm of the sofa and pulling her legs up enough to cross them at the ankles while she awaited details of this mystery kiss. Her big sister hadn’t been herself in a while and Conner worried all the time, no matter how much Cali insisted that she was fine.

Conner knew better. Losing Merritt was hard on Cali. It devastated her sister in ways she never imagined possible. Cali fell hard and fast so when she lost him, she spiraled out of control and sank into a dark place. To hear that she kissed someone was progress and a sign that maybe her big sister was ready to move on and possibly be happy.

“On my birthday.”

“Your birthday? Shit Cali, that was a week ago!” Conner almost yelled which had Cali’s eyes rolling.

“It’s not like you cared. You were too busy with your own life to worry about mine.”

Conner’s expression exposed her guilty conscience. That morning had been rough. She’d argued with her boyfriend and spent the day sulking until he came home apologizing like he always did when he was wrong. Their cycle was toxic but she loved him and couldn’t seem to walk away when she knew she should.

“Sorry, I’m gonna make it up to you.” Conner’s voice was timid which made Cali’s demeanor soften. She didn’t like the way her sister put up with Maurice’s disrespect but she loved Conner so she dealt with it. It was just the two of them which meant Cali was all she had and she would never turn her back on her only sister. Tough love maybe but she would never completely shut Conner out.

“It’s okay. Don’t sweat it.” Cali waved her off.

“So tell me about this kiss. Who was it?”

“I don’t know.”

“What the hell you mean you don’t know?” Conner angled her head to the side, frowning at her sister. Cali was the older, more responsible one. Kissing a stranger was more up her alley than it was befitting of her sister’s behavior.

“I mean I know his name and a little bit about him but that’s it.”

“So…” Conner pressed, waiting.

“His name is War and my god he’s gorgeous. Like everything about him is gorgeous.”

“Ah shit, sounds like you got a little crush.”

Cali blushed, closing her eyes briefly before she shook the thought. “I mean I do but I don’t think it matters. I have no idea how to find him or if he even wants to be found.”

“Hold up, I’m confused. How the hell did you kiss this gorgeous man and don’t know how to find him? You didn’t get his number?”

Cali shook her head, feeling stupid. “No, it didn’t feel right at the time.”

“But it felt right to kiss him?” Conner’s brow lifted as she stared at her sister.

“Yeah it kinda did. He caught me at a bad time and when I told him it was my birthday, he asked what my plans were. I didn’t have any so he insisted that I let him make my birthday special.”

“Did he?”

Cali grinned, nodding again. “He really did, then I kissed him and he took me home. I thanked him for spending my birthday with me, he tossed out a ‘you’re welcome’, and left.”

Cali’s shoulder sank as she leaned back against the sofa. “Is it crazy that this was one of the best birthdays I’ve ever had and it was because of a stranger?”

“No, it’s not crazy. What’s crazy is if that man is as gorgeous as you say he is why the hell didn’t you get his number, zip code, shit, even his last name? Do you even know his last name?”

“Gerrad and I know where he lives. He took me to his house.”

“His house, what? You went to his house and you don’t know him? Who the hell are you?”

“Shut up. I told you, being with him felt right. He had this vibe about him that made me feel safe. I haven’t felt like that since…”

Cali paused and her sister finished the sentence. “Merritt.”

“Yeah, since Merritt.”

“Then that’s a good thing, sis. I know you cared about Merritt. He was everything and the way you two were together was crazy, intense, and explosive. I’ve never seen anything like it but you said he knew it wouldn’t last. He would always tell you when it ended, however it ended, you needed to move on and be happy. There’s nothing wrong with embracing those same feelings with someone else.”

Cali’s conflicted eyes lifted to her sister’s. “But what if War is just like Merritt? I can’t do that again. It was too hard the first time. It’s still hard. He might be into the same things and end the same way. I’m barely surviving the mess of emotions Merritt left behind.”

“Is he like him?”

“I don’t know. He says he’s legit and he used to be into things but he also said I could go anywhere in the city, speak his name, and nobody would ever fuck with me. That’s the type of shit Merritt used to be on. You don’t tell someone something like that unless you’re the wrong kind of important. I don’t know if I want to travel that road again or to allow someone with that affiliation in my life.”

“I get it and truthfully if it were me I would be hesitant too, but you can’t deny your heart because you’re scared. Not every situation will end the way yours and Merritt’s ended. He said he was legit now, right?”

“Yeah but…”

“Then give him a chance. You obviously like the man. That goofy ass smile you had while you were thinking about the kiss is proof. Hell, he made you smile so he has my vote.”

“I see your standards aren’t very high.”

Conner shrugged. “I’ll take what I can get. It’s been a rough couple months with your depressed ass. I mean I love you but damn you’ve been a lot to take, sis.”

Cali laughed hard, rolling her eyes. “Have I been that bad?”

“The worst,” Conner admitted with a cheesy grin. “But I get it, so it’s okay. I love you, Cal. I love you more than anything and I just want you to be happy again. If this War makes you happy, then give him a chance. Pull up on him. If he doesn’t curse you out, you might have something.”

“I’m not going to randomly show up at his house.” Cali frowned hard.

“Why not? If he has another hoe up in there then curse them both out and keep it pushing. Wait, you want me to go with you?”

“Hell no!” Cali blurted out through a laugh. Conner was the wild child always into shit. There was no way she would bring her to War’s house just in case he really did have another woman with him. Cali would be totally in the wrong but Conner would still be ready to hand over an ass whooping. “Besides I never said I was going to his house.”

“You should. Was his house nice?”

“Yeah it was. Like really nice and surrounded by a gate that keeps him isolated. Another reason why I know he’s either into, or used to be into, something. A man like War only lives that way when he has a reason to keep the outside world outside.”

“Oh so the man is paid?” Conner smirked.

“That’s none of your business or mine.”

Conner smiled harder. “Yeah he’s paid. You just confirmed it.”

“Whatever, I’m about to head out. I need to run by the grocery store and get a few things. Then I have to get home and wash clothes.”

“What are you cooking?”

“None of your business and it’s just for me.” Cali stuck her tongue out as she stood and grabbed her purse. She hugged her sister before heading to the door just as it swung open and in walked Maurice, her sister’s boyfriend. Her eyes immediately rolled and he laughed sarcastically.

“Nice to see you too, sis.”

“I’m not your damn sis and if you keep disrespecting the one I have I’m gonna make you regret the day you ever met her.”

“Man, she just be talking. I don’t do shit to Conner.” Cali’s head whipped around quickly, glaring at Maurice.

“And I guess hearing you yelling dumb shit at her while she’s on the phone with me is your way of expressing your undying love. She might not stand up to you like she should but trust me, your time’s running short.”

Cali’s eyes bounced over to her sister before she glared at him once more, leaving right after. The door slammed behind Cali minutes later and she strongly considered going back but she knew Conner would never leave.

At least not until she was ready. Cali just prayed that when her sister did finally depart it was on her own terms and not because of a damaging situation. She said a quick prayer for Conner while waiting for the elevator. At this point it was all she could do but Cali’s stomach tensed at the thought of losing anyone else. Unfortunately, she had no control over anyone’s life but her own so it was a tough spot to be in.


FIVE
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“Shit doesn’t make any sense, War. I promise we’ve been through everybody. Nobody’s saying shit, still. And we put money on it, still nothing.”

War’s jaw flexed as he pulled down the handle to enter his mother’s house. His sister was passing through at the same time so she stopped with a huge grin in place.

“Aight, just keep at it. Somebody will eventually slip up. I’m not gonna let this shit ride. I can’t.”

“I feel you. We’re all on this until it’s handled.”

“Bet.” War ended the call, slipping his phone into the pocket of the joggers he wore.

“What man? The fuck you grinning at me like that for?”

“You know why. Who the hell is Cali?”

“None of your damn business.” War passed his sister, calling out to his mother as he moved through the house.

“Ma, where you at?”

“She’s upstairs on the phone. That gives us plenty of time to discuss this little birthday thing.”

“Ain’t shit to discuss. I said it was none of your business.”

“Maybe not but you don’t get to ask me to pull together a last minute birthday celebration for some woman you’ve never once mentioned, at your house of all places, and get to say it’s none of my business. Who is she? Clearly somebody important or it would have never happened.”

War chuckled as he navigated through his mother’s house, heading straight to the kitchen. It was Sunday and she called demanding he be there for dinner or he would regret it. War knew better than to take one of his mother’s threats lightly so he brought his ass right to her house at five on the dot to make sure he was accessible.

“Damn this shit smells good. What she cook?”

“Catfish and a bunch of other stuff. Now who is she? She’s cute and all and has a little body on her but that’s nothing new for you.” Kirsten leaned against the counter while War lifted pot lids then peeked inside the double ovens trying to see what was going on. The blend of foods hovering around them had his stomach growling and his mouth watering.

“I’m not about to tell you shit. You’re nosy as hell and it’s not likely you’ll see her again.”

“Wait, hold on. So you did the whole birthday thing and you don’t plan on seeing her again?”

War’s annoyed expression landed on his sister. “Nah, it’s not what you think.”

“Then tell me,” she whined. War was always so secretive. He had women in his life but hadn’t been in a serious relationship in years. At thirty-eight years old, her brother was closed off and private. For the most part his family respected his privacy. Even when his mother did press him occasionally about giving her grandchildren, War always brushed it off. It was one of the reasons Kirsten knew something was up with the woman she met at his house.

Cali!

War leaned against the counter staring at his sister for a long minute. She was seven years younger but the two were close. It had always been the three of them—him, his sister, and their mother. War spent most of his time running the streets which gained him a lot of respect and bad habits but it also provided for his family and allowed him the ability to take good care of his loved ones. Since he was all his mother and sister had, they relied on his leadership and support which meant they kept him as close as they could while still respecting his need for space.

“War, who is she?” Kirsten asked again, pulling him from his thoughts.

“Merritt,” he stated, looking Kirsten right in her eyes. She frowned briefly until it clicked. A month after their cousin died, War got drunk off his ass, rambling about the conversation he had with Merritt asking him to take care of his girl if anything happened to him.

War assumed Merritt was referring to Neece, the woman months away from having his first child but Merritt made it clear that he was speaking of Cali, the woman he’d met and fell for hard. Merritt had a tendency to live recklessly, never giving a second thought about how his poor choices affected those who loved and cared for him.

It was like he had a death wish. There were plenty of nights when the cousins would get high and Merritt would talk cryptically about death and how his life would be cut short abruptly because of the way he lived. War always wrote it off until the night they lost Merritt.

The meeting was last minute and War carried so much guilt because he was the one who sent him there. Merritt was always down for anything and even though the request didn’t feel right, he told War he would handle it. Shit went bad and they still didn’t have answers.

“Oh hell, that’s the one. The one he told you to look after, damn.”

“Yeah, damn. Now you see why I said it ain’t nothing.”

He peeled his body from the counter and left the kitchen, heading to the living room. After he sat and lifted the remote to turn on the TV, Kirsten filled the spot beside him. She stared at her brother’s profile until he cut his eyes her way.

“What?”

“Nothing, she’s pretty and seems nice.”

“And Merritt was in love with that girl. Cancel whatever you’re thinking.”

“I’m not thinking anything other than what you’re already thinking.”

War’s eyes met hers briefly before he shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

“Why? Because you feel guilty? Didn’t he tell you⁠—”

“He didn’t mean that shit so it doesn’t matter what he told me.”

“Nah, War. It matters. You and Merritt were close. Closer than you are with me. It used to make me jealous as hell and wish I was a boy when I was younger so I could be tied to you like he was.”

War chuckled at the thought.

“I’m serious, but the point is, Merritt knew he wasn’t shit when it came to the women in his life. That’s cuz and I love him but while he was with her he had a whole other family on the side. Neece just had his baby a few months ago, which is proof. He might have cared about Cali but he knew he didn’t deserve her and he was never gonna really be with her on something solid.”

“That might be true but it doesn’t matter because he had her, which is why I can’t.”

“But you want her. You couldn’t hide the way you looked at the damn girl if you wanted to. Makes me wonder what kinda pussy power she’s holding that has all the men in this family falling in love.”

“Ay,” War warned. He hadn’t crossed that line with Cali and didn’t think he ever would. He also didn’t like hearing his sister talking about her in a disrespectful manner.

“I’m just saying.” She offered a cute smile, sensing that she’d struck a nerve. “The point is, Merritt asked you to look out for her. He even told you that once you did you would fall in love because it wasn’t possible for anyone to be that close and not. Cuz had a death wish. It was scary the way he moved sometimes, like he just knew his time was limited. He trusted you, War. He loved you more than anybody in his life. Maybe he did really care about the girl but not the right way so he wanted you to. It’s weird as shit and I’ll never understand him but you do. You know him better than anyone. You’re not being disloyal if you wanna be with Cali.”

“I know I’m not but what makes you think she would be ok with that? You said yourself the shit is weird. How am I supposed to explain our connection, why I’m really in her life?”

“That I can’t tell you but you’ll figure it out. Just don’t miss something good worrying about the past. What do you think he’s gonna do, come back and haunt you?”

War chuckled, cutting his eyes at his sister. “Shit, he might. Merritt was on some other type of shit.”

“Yeah he was; you’re right.”

“Well it’s nice to see my one and only son.” Grace walked in the living room, opening her arms for a hug after stopping in front of her firstborn. War was on his feet immediately, embracing her small frame, planting a kiss on his mother’s cheek.

“You just saw me two weeks ago, Ma. Why you being so extra?” He loved to push her buttons, knowing she would be totally at peace seeing her only son every single day if he allowed her. Grace sucked her teeth, planting her hands on her hips, delivering a warning before heading toward the kitchen with her children in tow.

“Two weeks too long, War. Got my pressure up worrying about your behind.”

“That’s right, War. Stop stressing my mama out. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

Grace whipped her head around after reaching the oven. “Girl, hush. You got my pressure up too. She tell you about this new man she calls herself with? You need to check him out, War. He’s into things. Probably the same shit that has me losing sleep worrying about you.”

“Ma, damn. I told you I would tell him.”

“And I told you, you’re not gonna put me in an early grave from worrying. Neither one of y’all.” She narrowed her gaze at both her son and daughter, but War’s eyes were on his sister.

“Who you fucking with Kirs?”

“Nobody. She just worries too much.”

“Hmph, any man that has to carry a gun is something to worry about.” Grace’s eyes landed on her son but he avoided their accusations. She didn’t approve of his lifestyle and complained often. Regardless of how much he’d slowed down Grace was well aware the weight his choice carried would never completely go away. The streets held a life sentence and War would always be a target.

“A gun. Who you fucking with? He dirty?”

“No.” Kirsten’s eyes shot over to their mother who left the kitchen, heading to the dining room where they always had Sunday dinners. “His family is. He’s only affiliated by association. Trust me, I know better,” she hissed but War wasn’t buying it.

He wanted more for his sister. The heartache he knew the streets caused wasn’t the type of life he wanted Kirsten connected to. He experienced firsthand how dangerous it could be and how taxing it could be to a woman’s heart when she loved a man whose hands were dirty.

“That’s just as bad, Kirs.”

Her eyes shot over to her mother once again as she reentered the kitchen. “Can we talk about it later?”

War flexed his jaw, not wanting to let the subject go until he made it clear that she wasn’t about to travel down that road.

“Please.”

“Yeah, aight but we will talk about it later,” he warned.

“Help me set the table, Kirsten, and War, you bring in the rest of the food. I know your greedy behind is ready to eat.”

After a long hard warning glare issued to his sister, War smiled at his mother. “You know I am. Shit smells good too.”

He lifted the dish she’d placed next to him and carried it to the dining room. He was prepared to enjoy time with his family before heading home to chill for the rest of the night. Time was the thing he had trouble getting used to. Stepping away from the life that used to consume him meant a lot of free time that War hadn’t figured out how to manage.
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“This is stupid.” Cali’s nerves got the best of her as she approached the street that led to War’s house. She had gone back and forth in her mind with the idea of randomly showing up at his house since she left her sister’s apartment earlier that day. It was now evening, slightly late considering she wasn’t necessarily a friend, and arriving at someone’s house unannounced at nine in the evening could send the wrong message. The problem was she wasn’t sure if she cared.

When she reached the gate and slowed her car to a stop, Cali’s stomach flipped. She hadn’t thought things through completely. War wasn’t expecting her and the massive gate prevented Cali from just pulling up and knocking on his door. Her eyes darted to the exterior of his home before they landed on the gate, causing a harsh sigh to escape her lips.

“What are you doing, Cali? This was a bad idea.” She lowered her forehead onto her hands, gripping the top of her steering wheel, pushing out a deep breath before her head popped up when the gate began to separate. She frowned a little before lifting her foot from the brake, traveling through the gates. Anxiety crept in once she parked in the circular drive, in the exact spot War had the night he’d brought Cali to his house. Only this time there weren’t any other cars.

Please don’t let this end badly.

Shit, what if he’s not the one who opened the gate.

Maybe he does have a girlfriend.

A million and one thoughts rushed through her head until the door opened and War stepped out, bare chest and feet, wearing black joggers. He stopped on the porch, expression unreadable, but damn if he didn’t look good. Cali wasted no time admiring his corded arms at his sides, hands submerged into his pockets. His pecs and abs were defined and the V that disappeared into the waist of his joggers had Cali swallowing hard.

Shit, this man is fine.

When he angled his head to the side, peering into the car, she felt stupid for just sitting there lusting over his body. She hurried out and rounded the vehicle, leaning against the passenger side, smiling with nervous eyes.

“I uhh… I wanted to see you. I hope you don’t mind. I would have called first but, well, I didn’t have your number.”

It felt like an eternity passed before his right cheek hiked, offering half a smile. “Nah, not at all. You gonna come in or we chillin’ out here?”

A joke, good, maybe he really doesn’t mind.

Cali released a sigh of relief she prayed he didn’t notice before opening the passenger door and lifting the bag she arrived with. After they were inside and War locked up behind them, he motioned to her hands.

“You brought a present?”

Cali smiled widely. “Cupcakes. A bunch of different kinds. You said you didn’t like chocolate so I picked some that might be a better fit.”

He chuckled and nodded, heading to the kitchen and Cali followed. While War waited, she placed the bag on his island and removed the two small pink boxes. Each one held four cupcakes.

“Vanilla, strawberry, cheesecake, and red velvet are in this one. Confetti, snickerdoodle, cinnamon, and French vanilla are in that one.”

“Vanilla is good.”

Cali removed the lid and handed the vanilla cupcake topped with cream cheese icing to War before she hopped on the counter and removed the red velvet for herself.

He watched as she tugged at the wrapper and took a bite that consumed damn near half. He chuckled, following her lead, but his first bite was a lot smaller than hers. He wasn’t a sweets person but watching Cali enjoy the cupcake had him wanting to know what it tasted like on her tongue.

“So, you missed me?” War’s intense gaze was on Cali, traveling over every inch of her body like he was cataloging her features. Immediately her nerves spiked, however, she played it cool with a one shouldered shrug.

“Yeah a little bit,” she replied anxiously, her voice breathy and sensual, causing his dick to thicken.

“Enough to have you pulling up to my crib?” War’s left brow hiked and this time Cali didn’t hide her true feelings.

She smiled widely before delivering a soft eye roll, which War found adorable. She was adorable and sexy and smelled like strawberries or some kind of sweet fruit. Even with the distance between them her sweet scent teased him and had his dick growing against his thigh more with each second that passed.

“Yeah that much,” Cali confessed, dropping her eyes to her cupcake, tugging at the wrapper before she lifted her gaze to him again.

“You sure you don’t mind?”

“You’re welcome at my place anytime you want, Cali. I don’t mind. I like you being in my space. It feels good.”

Cali’s eyes crawled to his which expressed the confidence behind his words. There was no way to misinterpret the meaning.

“Oh, okay.”

“How was your week?”

“Umm, long I guess.” She laughed nervously. “I don’t do much so time moves kinda slowly. I suppose I need to figure out my life. I’m too old to not have it under control yet.”

“There’s no timeframe on figuring things out. Don’t beat yourself up over not rushing into some shit you really don’t want or believe in.”

“I suppose that’s part of the problem. It shouldn’t be this complicated to construct a life plan.”

“What makes you happy?”

“Not much these days. I’ve only ever had bullshit jobs. Just enough to keep the bills paid. I’ve never been one of those ‘this is what I’m going to be when I grow up’ type of kids.”

“I feel you. I guess that’s never been me either. I’ve always had my mom’s support but seeing her busting her ass to raise two kids on her own kinda pushed me into survival mode. By the time the streets sucked me in there was no turning back. She hated it because I worried the shit out of her but she also knew I had my own path.”

“Streets, huh?” Cali arched a brow, which had War nodding.

“That’s my past and nothing you need to worry about.”

The two stared at each other in silence. Cali finished off her cupcake while War simply held his. He was too focused on the way her lips moved, the way her thighs spread, and the way her neck was exposed because her hair was pulled into a ponytail at the nape of her neck between her shoulder blades.

Once again she had a fresh face and it had War wondering if that was her preference. He liked her without makeup. She was naturally beautiful anyway. The hoodie she wore was a little more fitted so it stopped at her waist and he didn’t miss her nice round ass, exposed from her leggings clinging to her, along with other things that had his dick completely bricked.

“You don’t like it?”

War’s eyes bounced down to hers, wondering if she could read his thoughts until he realized she was looking at the uneaten cupcake in his hand.

“It’s straight. I’m not really a sweets person.”

“Oh sorry. I just didn’t want to show up empty-handed.”

“You don’t have to bring things as an excuse to come see me.”

“That’s not what this was.”

“No?” War’s eyes bore into hers. Cali watched intently as he placed the cupcake down on the counter and slowly made his way to her. Her breath was trapped in her throat when he used his body to spread her thighs wider to accommodate for his presence. War’s eyes never left hers, they simply closed when he leaned in and allowed his lips to brush across hers before speaking against them.

“Then why are you here, Cali?”

“Because… I… missed you,” she released with a staggered breath following.

“I missed you too. Can I show you what I missed?”

The two were engaged in a dangerous exchange. War should have retreated but it was too late. He’d been obsessing over her lips since they parted ways a week ago and now she was here, in his proximity, by choice.

“Yes.” Her voice was anxious and strained which forced a smile on War’s face just before his hands moved to her ass and he jerked her to the edge of the counter. The only thing preventing Cali from falling was his body pressed between her thighs.

“I missed this,” he said lowly, brushing his lips across hers again before he delivered a soft peck. “And this,” he further explained before actually kissing her the way he wanted. The sweet taste of icing on her tongue met his which swept the inside of her mouth, exploring freely. Just like the first time, they were both breathless and mildly intoxicated from the kiss when they separated. War closed his eyes again before pressing a soft touch of his mouth to Cali’s forehead and chuckling under his breath.

“What’s funny?”

“You and what you do to me.”

“What do I do to you?”

He stepped back and helped her down. “I’d rather not say. You want to see the rest of the house?”

Cali shoved what was left of her cupcake in her mouth before War extended a hand, signaling for Cali to follow his lead. After the first few steps, she stopped abruptly.

“Wait, we’re alone, right? Shit, you don’t have company do you?”

“It’s a little too late for you to be worrying about that don’t you think?”

“Yeah maybe but I feel like I should at least do the right thing and ask. I’d hate to surprise your girlfriend while you’re giving me a tour of her house.” Cali flashed a devious smile which had War laughing under his breath.

“That would be damn near impossible because one, we’re alone, and two, I don’t have a girlfriend. I’m sure you remember I already told you I didn’t. And three, I live alone.”

“Just checking.” Cali shrugged as War placed his hands on her hips, slightly nudging her forward. The two moved through his house viewing the six bedrooms, den, his office, weight room, and theater room where they ended up side by side in reclining leather chairs while Cali flipped through channels to find something to watch.

“This is a lot of house for just you.”

He nodded, staring at Cali’s profile while she watched the massive screen on the wall.

“It’s decent but I don’t plan on moving again so I figured I might as well buy something I could grow in.”

“Grow as in like having a family?”

Cali stared, waiting. She wasn’t sure why but she was curious about War. He seemed to be a bit of a loner.

“Yeah, one day.”

She nodded. “Did you decorate it yourself?”

“Most of it. My sister did her room and the one for my mom but the rest was me.”

“Oh, are they here a lot?”

War chuckled, shaking his head. “Almost never but they both insisted on having their own space. I wasn’t about to tell either of them no so my sister did her thing decorating the rooms they claimed.”

“Are you a mama’s boy?” Cali turned slightly to face War. His view was much better than what was on the screen.

“Depends on what you call a mama’s boy. I love my mother. She’s likely the most important person to me because she raised me alone. I’d do anything for her but she’s not all up in my life running me and shit. So if that’s what you mean, then no?”

“That’s kinda what I mean. Mothers and sons are weird sometimes.” She scrunched her nose and War nodded with understanding.

“She wants to be in my business and tries, but she also understands I’m a grown ass man who makes his own decisions.”

“You’re close to your sister too?”

“Yeah, we’re tight. It’s only ever been the two of us and my cousin. My aunt’s son. She died when he was fifteen so my mother raised him.” War found himself holding back when he thought about Merritt.

“I can tell you two are close. She seems nice.”

“She’s aight.”

“What about you? You mentioned your sister? She the only one?”

“Sibling, yes. I don’t know my biological parents, my sister and I were adopted. We left our adoptive parents when Conner graduated high school.”

“You’re not close to your adoptive parents?”

“Not really. It’s kind of a strange relationship. I love them and they love me but it’s more like an obligation instead of the type of love parents should provide their kids.”

“Damn, that’s tough.” He genuinely felt her pain. He had no idea what he would do if he didn’t have or wasn’t close to his mother. His father wasn’t an issue because he had been in and out of their lives until his sister was born. Two months later, he was gone for good. None of them had seen or talked to him since.

“It is what it is, so I kinda just did my own thing for a while. My parents felt like I needed structure so I eventually went to college and made sure my sister went too. Why not since they were paying. Nothing really stuck, so I dropped out. Conner got her degree in accounting and I ended up bouncing around from job to job for a while until…”

She paused when Merritt infiltrated her thoughts but War already knew what she was thinking.

Until he set you up so you didn’t have to work.

“Until a few months ago. I have a little money saved but I really need to be figuring things out.” War noticed the distant look in her eyes and didn’t want to lose the moment so he reacted, lifting Cali until she was straddling his lap. Their eyes connected, speaking without words, with War being the first to break the silence.

“You’ll figure it out.”

Cali laughed, lightly rolling her eyes. “I hope so. It’s been six months and it’s time for me to get it together.”

“Just do what feels right. That’s the only thing that matters.”

Nodding slowly, Cali decided to do just that. She leaned in and kissed War sweetly with soft pecks, loving the feel of his lips against hers. When his hands moved down her waist to her ass, she kissed him with a little more intent, grinding against the hard mass she felt growing beneath her.

War moved Cali closer so her chest was against his while his hands found their way under the hoodie she wore, enjoying the warm soft feel of her bare skin. When he finally found the restraint to pull away, he pressed his forehead against hers.

“Cali, what are you doing?”

“Nothing.”

“This isn’t nothing.”

“We can stop if you want.” The need in her eyes was killing him. He was so torn between what he wanted and what he felt was right. He didn’t want Cali to end up hating him even if what was going on between them had nothing to do with Merritt outside of the fact that Merritt had implanted Cali into War’s world.

“That’s the problem, I don’t want to stop. I want you, this, shit, all of it but...”

You’re going to hate me when you find out the truth…

“Then don’t stop.” Cali kissed him again but this time her hand eased between them and War almost lost it when her fingers brushed against his dick, gripping it firmly with intent.

“Shit, Cali. Are you sure? I need you to be sure. I need this to be about us and not…”

You trying to replace what you lost with him.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. I just want you to be sure.”

Cali smirked, massaging his length. “I think this proves I’m sure, War. I’m a big girl. I know what I’m getting into.”

No, actually you don’t.

Instead of speaking his thoughts, War stood, hoisting Cali around his waist, covering her mouth with his while he carried her through his home up to the bedroom. His first stop was the massive California king where he gently lowered Cali, admiring the sight of her sienna brown skin against his dark bedding.

She wasted no time, kicking off her shoes then tugging the hoodie she wore over her head, exposing a black lace bra. When she lifted onto her knees and pushed her leggings down, kicking them off right after, War knew he was done for. Her body was amazing—soft, curvy, sinfully sexy. He wanted to spread her open and get lost in every inch of her temptation.

Cali’s skin looked like brown silk and he couldn’t wait to explore it with his tongue, so he didn’t. He pushed her thighs open wide and placed a soft kiss on the thin fabric covering her center. He could smell her arousal which had his tongue gliding slowly across the same spot he’d just kissed.

Cali shivered and a soft moan slipped from her lips. It had been so long since she’d felt her body react the way it was currently. It felt good to be touched intimately, so when War hooked his fingers on the sides of her panties and guided them down, she lifted to assist.

The anticipation was killing her. He slid one finger into her slick warmth and Cali arched away from the bed while she released another throaty moan. This time it traveled from her core but when War’s tongue swiped her clit then his lips latched onto it, Cali’s voice filled the space around them.

“Fuck, oh fuck.”

He smirked and began to sensually torture Cali with every swipe of his tongue and feel of his lips. She tried her best to stay focused but the way his mouth devoured her while his fingers worked at a steady pace, gliding in and out of her slippery goodness, Cali’s mind began floating.

She lost all sense of reality until the first orgasm ripped through her core, settling right between her thighs and spreading through the rest of her body. It was so intense that she felt physical pain from the way her muscles tightened to accommodate the wave of ecstasy plummeting through her entire being.

War lifted his head briefly to watch her unravel, his gaze devouring her with a hunger that needed to be satiated. He wasted no time falling back into the rhythm of swiping his tongue with firm intentional strokes until her body settled into soft trembles. It was only then that he removed his fingers and delivered one last kiss before heading to his dresser to get a condom.

After he had it on, he lowered himself between her thighs, planking over Cali’s body until his lips hovered over hers.

“You good?”

“I’m perfect.” She gripped his neck and brought his mouth to hers, tasting herself on his lips. War lifted Cali’s leg until it was hooked around his waist while he aligned himself up with her opening, easing in a little at a time.

“Shit.”

He paused briefly before pushing the rest of the way in and a low growl rumbled from his chest while every stroke brought him deeper, filling and stretching her pussy. After a few steady thrusts, his movements became more punishing.

He squeezed her hips while his long, fat dick slammed into her, reaching depths that had Cali panting heavy breaths and groaning from the dominating strokes. Her pussy was unbearably tight around him while he fucked her hard until she jolted into a blur of orgasms.

War was only getting started. The incredible feel of her pussy had him slamming into her continuously, even while she trembled and jerked through her climax. While she shattered and unraveled, he stroked her nice and slow, with long deep thrusts, biting and sucking her nipples to prolong the sensation. When she settled, he slammed into her again.

His goal was to fuck Cali until he exerted every bit of energy he owned. Until her pussy was swollen and sore. Until she was so exhausted that all she wanted was to crawl beneath his sheets and fall asleep.

Once more her walls began to spasm around his dick. He slowed his pace, enjoying the feel of her pussy stroking his dick in such a way that pulled his first release to the surface. After a few more deep thrusts, heat trekked up his spine and his muscles locked while ragged breaths pulled from his lungs. He came so hard it temporarily drained him.

Satisfied, he collapsed his weight on Cali. Her lips were parted, her body was thrumming and trembling, and her skin was slick from exertion.

With soft kisses that trailed over her shoulder, neck, then her mouth, War allowed his eyes to meet hers. After minute or so, he slightly shifted his hips to adjust the weight he rested on her and she hissed a sharp breath, feeling sore and thoroughly fucked.

“Sore?”

“Yeah, but in a good way.”

He chuckled and dragged his tongue over her bottom lip and lifted onto his arms. “I need to get this condom off.”

“You have more?”

He chuckled and kissed her. “Yeah, I have more. You sure you’re down with that?”

“I am if you are, but no guarantees on me leaving your bed tonight. I don’t know how mobile I’ll be if you handle me like that again.”

He leaned down and flicked his tongue over her nipples one by one, feeling his dick growing hard again. “You can stay if it means I get to handle you however I want.”

Cali’s eyes narrowed and a smile slowly edged onto her face. “How bad can it be?”

He laughed arrogantly. “Not how bad, how good…”

His mouth was on her again, his tongue claiming a woman he had no fucking business welcoming into his bed, but there wasn’t one part of him that cared. Cali was trouble of the worst kind. A need he would never fulfill entirely. He would make her cum as many times as she would allow then tuck her in his bed to get rest, so he could fuck her again in the morning.

Then I need to figure out how I can make her not hate me when she realizes whose bed she’s going to be confined to because I’m not letting her go.


SIX
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Cali sat comfortably across from the woman who had been helping her sort through the craziness that went on in her head. After the night she spent with War, Cali retreated into her feelings, unsure how to process what she was experiencing.

Because of that uncertainty, she’d stayed away from War, only communicating through text but even that proved to be a lot to handle. That was what landed her in the office of Dr. Kaden, or Dr. K as she was referred to by most of her patients. Cali had been seeing her for years now for various reasons. The most recent was after Merritt died and Cali sank into a deep depression.

She attempted to manage on her own but eventually gave up and made an appointment with Dr. K who she saw several times a week for the first three months. When Cali began to pull out of her depression and felt like she could manage on her own, she stopped going as often, only reaching out when she needed help processing feelings. Seeing a shrink was hard at times. It made Cali feel inadequate but she knew deep down inside it was necessary and healthy to do so.

“So, would you like me to ask questions or do you just want to talk?” Dr. K began slowly, offering Cali a soft smile. After years of working with her she knew how Cali worked. She didn’t function well when pushed too hard so Dr. K always allowed Cali to take the lead with their sessions.

“I met someone.”

“Really? When?”

“A few weeks ago.” Cali’s eyes smiled. “And you know what’s weird?”

She paused and Dr. K offered a slight nod, prompting Cali to continue.

“I met him when I was visiting Merritt.”

“Oh.”

“He’s…” Cali inhaled and released it slowly. “Nice. I like him but he reminds me a lot of Merritt.”

“How so?”

“I don’t know; I can’t really explain it. We don’t feel random or new. More like comfortable. There’s just something about him that makes him feel familiar and me feel safe, like I can trust him. I feel connected. In ways that I haven’t in a long time.”

“Since Merritt?” Dr. K’s question was unassuming. She was only seeking clarity but Cali read between the lines.

“Yeah. But they’re different too. They’re not the same person. I’m not confusing one for the other.” Her tone turned defensive which Dr. K immediately picked up on.

“I didn’t say you were, Cali.”

“But it’s what you’re thinking.”

“No, I wasn’t. This is not about what I think. This is about how you feel. I’m only here to help you sort through things and make sense of them. Tell me how they’re different.”

“War is a lot older and he’s more reserved. More mature I guess. He doesn’t talk much and Merritt would never shut up.” Cali laughed at that thought. “I don’t know. They’re alike in a lot of ways, but with both of them I just feel connected.”

“That’s a good thing. I only suggest that you’re careful with what’s real and what’s not because of that connection. Sometimes you allow yourself to see and feel what you want instead of what really is.”

“Is that what you think this is, that I’m associating him to Merritt or trying to replace Merritt with War?”

“Are you?”

Cali laughed sharply.

“I was hoping you could tell me that.”

Dr. K grinned and leaned back, lifting one brow as she peered at Cali. “That’s not how this works, sweetheart. You already know that. It does you no justice if I simply tell you how or what to feel. That won’t help.”

“Maybe not but it will at least give me something to go by.” She paused, exhaling a sharp breath. “A little clarity.”

“Come on, Cali, you don’t need me to tell you anything. Just be honest with yourself and your feelings.”

“I had sex with him.” Cali’s eyes lowered to her hands and remained there until she heard Dr. K’s voice.

“It’s healthy to be physically attracted to someone. As long as it’s on your terms and your decision to explore that attraction then I think it’s good for you to satisfy your physical needs.”

“Oh it was definitely my decision.” Cali smirked, rolling her eyes. “I’ve only known him for a few weeks so you know, there’s that part.”

“No I don’t. I won’t assume. You have to use your words. I’m not in that head of yours.”

“What if it was too soon?”

“Did things change between you?”

“No, not at all. He seems normal. I mean more open but not like anything is bad or changed. I’ve been keeping my distance because I needed time to work through things but he’s made it clear that he doesn’t like the space.”

“Then I don’t know what you mean by too soon. You have to explain.”

Cali pushed out a short breath. “It's only been six months.”

“You say only like there’s some metric or guideline that exists for a person to grieve.”

“Isn’t there?”

“No, there isn’t. Some take years, some days. It’s all in how that individual’s brain works. It’s all about when your heart heals and is ready to feel again.”

“You make it sound so simple.”

Dr. K laughed, shaking her head. “No, sweetheart. It’s anything but. It’s honestly the most complicated thing in the world and we all experience it differently. Losing someone you love is traumatic in a sense. It numbs you to your core in a way that nothing else can. You and Merritt happened really fast. So fast that you didn’t have time to make sense of the connection. You just dove right in and let him consume you.”

“Is that bad?”

“It can be but in your case, I think it was necessary. Your life has been unconventional, from the time you were old enough to understand what love meant. You never truly knew your parents or experienced their love and your adoptive parents loved you in a semantic way. They clothed you, fed you, and made sure all your basic needs were met, but from what you’ve told me, there was always a void there. One they couldn’t fill with children they birthed so they adopted you and your sister in the hopes that crafting a makeshift family would solve their issues with infertility. When it didn’t, they did the best they could to create a happy life for you but they never really showed you Agape love.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s unconditional love. The kind that’s so deep you feel it in ways you can’t really explain. It builds something in you that allows you to embrace all other types of love. Most of us experience it first from our parents and siblings, sometimes even friends. You never had that; so when Merritt entered your life, with his all-consuming personality, you weren’t prepared for it. It sucked you in so fast that you had no defense. That’s not necessarily a bad thing because it taught you something and the next time you experience that type of love you’ll be better prepared to deal with it.”

Cali sat with her words for a minute. Dr. K was right. She had never felt anything like what Merritt brought into her life. It was scary at times and left her emotionally confused but she knew it was right.

“I loved him. I still do.”

“I believe you loved him, Cali. I do. But that doesn’t mean you can only ever love him. He’ll always have a place in your heart, but not to the point that you can’t allow anyone else in. That’s the unhealthy part. If you like this War, explore how he makes you feel. Enjoy it for what it’s worth and if he’s right for you, don’t feel guilty about moving forward and embracing those feelings.”

“I’ll try.”

“Be easy on yourself. You’re human and there’s no blueprint to how the heart and mind work.”

“Well shit, then why am I paying you so much?”

Dr. K smirked. “Because I studied for years, piecing together what little we know to help you navigate the unknown.” She winked at Cali, who playfully rolled her eyes, appreciating the fact that she had Dr. K in her life to help her figure out the unknown. Without her assistance, Cali wasn’t sure how she would have made it out of the darkness she was left in after losing Merritt.
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When War let himself into his sister’s condo, he was already on the defensive, assuming she wasn’t alone because the guest spot was filled with a car he didn’t recognize. After hearing her front door slam, Kirsten appeared at the top of the stairs glaring at her brother.

“You could have knocked,” she fussed, attitude on a hundred. Her man had just left with a friend minutes before War arrived and he could have caught them in a compromising position.

“Who’s here?”

War had been meaning to pull up on her since their mother mentioned she was seeing someone who he needed to see about. Time had simply slipped away because he had been preoccupied with Cali.

And her body!

“Nobody.”

“Then whose car is in your guest spot?”

Kirsten traveled down the stairs, sucking her teeth as she passed her brother. Raleigh had been picked up, promising to return later, so his car was still at her place. When she ignored his question, War’s chin dipped and his eyes narrowed, expressing his lack of patience from Kirsten not responding right away.

“You want me to go break that damn window and look in the glove compartment to find out? You know I have no fucks to give about doing that shit.”

“You better not,” Kirsten warned, which had War laughing under his breath and removing the nine from his waist as he headed to the door.

“War, wait. Damn, you get on my nerves. You know I’m not a child. I’m thirty-one.”

“I know how old you are but what difference does it make if you’re out here moving wrong doing dumb shit? Whose car is it, Kirs?”

“His name is Raleigh.” She offered his government name, hoping it wouldn’t register but it was just like War to know exactly who she was talking about.

“Nah, dead that shit. You can’t be sleeping with the enemy. You know better.”

“He’s not my enemy or yours. You’re not even in it like that anymore and Switch never has been.”

War looked at his sister like she was stupid. She might not have all the intel but she was close enough to his and Merritt’s lives to know that some shit just wouldn’t fly.

“His fucking family is in it. They’re bad news, baby. Always have been and whether his hands are dirty or not, he’s connected. There’s bad blood there and that shit isn’t gonna change. You don’t think he considered that?”

And I’m looking into his family as the reason why we lost Merritt.

“This isn’t about you!” she yelled, throwing her hands up.

His stare was intense, shooting bullets before he spoke calmly but callously. “It’s always about me even when it’s not. That shit can’t happen, Kirs. End it or I will.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Life isn’t fair, baby. It never has been but we make it work. End that shit!”

“And if I don’t?” she challenged.

“I just told you, I will.” The look he offered said more than his words ever could.

War had delivered his final word and ended the conversation so he was on his way to the door when Kirsten yelled behind him. “I really hate you sometimes.”

He paused with his hand on the door, his chin angled toward his chest when he spoke. “And that’s okay as long as I love you enough for the both of us because that love is what keeps you alive and my mind at peace. You hating me is a small price to pay for the assurance that your life isn’t compromised.”

Not once did he look back at his sister. He simply left, knowing she wasn’t happy but he was doing what was best.

As soon as he was in his car a text came through.

Kirsten: I love you too.




He read it, closing his eyes right after without responding. Instead War made a call.

“What’s up, War?” York answered in a lazy tone that spoke to his typical high state.

York and War were boys and if he trusted anyone still walking the earth it was him. They had run the streets together being young and dumb but when War decided to sling dope, York shifted to white collar crimes. He still had blood on his hands and could switch between both worlds but his preference was electronic theft.

He was good with computers so he spent his time robbing the rich, only he didn’t give to the poor. He kept the money he stole from the wealthy for himself. The older he got, the more polished his skills became and hacking for hire was where he settled his focus. He was doing well for himself and had become one of War’s most reliable assets in the streets and in business.

“Raleigh Taylor.”

“Who dat?”

“Rez’s little cousin.”

“What about him?”

“Kirsten’s fucking with him.”

“Shit when, how long?”

“A few months if I had to guess. I don’t know the specifics but it changes things.”

“You’re not backing down, are you?”

“Nah, it means we press harder. I need this shit cleared up. If it was anybody in that family they all pay the price. I just have to move different if Kirsten is affiliated with one of them. You already know what it is.”

“Understood. I’ll do a little digging and send over what I can find on him.”

“’Preciate you.”

War ended the call and paid one last glance at his sister’s door before he pulled away with a new motivation of proving who was behind losing Merritt.
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“You seem happy?”

“Huh?” Cali looked up from her phone with lazy eyes and a soft smile in place. She had been scrolling through text conversations with War because she missed him but was also afraid of how fast she’d developed feelings.

It was like déjà vu of the experience she’d had with Merritt. Cali also hadn’t quite figured War out just yet and as comfortable as she was, he was still a strange being. Quiet, attentive, but also reserved in a sense which made Cali feel as if he had secrets.

“I said you seem happy. That must be the reason why?” Conner pointed to her sister’s phone. Cali’s eyes dropped to it before they leveled with her sister’s again.

“No, I mean yeah, kind of. I’m just reading our texts.”

Conner’s smile stretched wide. “Oh you got it bad, sis. Real bad.”

“Shut up. No I don’t.”

“You do, but I like this new you. He makes you happy.”

“I like him but he’s so strange.” Cali’s face scrunched up.

“Strange how? He’s not into weird shit is he? Like weird sex stuff?” Conner’s left brow lifted, prompting Cali to laugh hard.

“No, dummy. Not that kinda weird just, I don’t know. I can’t figure him out. He’s got this quiet intensity about him that’s…” She pulled her lip between her teeth, searching for the proper term. “Heavy. He’s so serious all the time but not in a way that makes me feel like I can’t just be.”

“Well you said he’s older, maybe that’s it.”

“Yeah, that’s part of it, but I don’t know. I can’t really explain what it is. It’s only been a few weeks but I feel like I’ve known him all my life and the way he looks at me it’s like he feels the same.”

“You got that man whipped already, sis?”

Cali flashed a smile. “No, it’s not just the sex, but my god, the sex is amazing. It feels right.”

“Then it is right. You deserve to be happy, Cali.”

“So do you,” Cali fired back with an intense stare.

“I’m happy.”

Sucking her teeth, Cali narrowed her eyes peering at her sister. “Are you?”

“Yes, I am. He’s not perfect⁠—”

Cali snorted. “Far from it.”

“I get it, you don’t like him, but things with us are not all bad. He’s just⁠—”

“Don’t. Don’t you dare make excuses for the way he treats you. You’re always talking about me not feeling like I have the right to be loved but that’s you too. You don’t have to settle, Conner. Our parents didn’t want us. They gave us away and we were thrown into a family that basically used us as seat fillers…”

“They were good to us, Cali.”

“I’m not saying they weren’t, but I am saying what they provided wasn’t real love. It fucked us up. Both of us. It makes me wonder just how damaged we really are. I love you and you love me but that’s all we’ve ever known as love. I think that’s why I fell so hard and fast with Merritt. Possibly why I’m falling so hard for War. They both make me feel things I can’t explain but I know I need. It was also scary to be that dependent on one person. You saw what happened to me when Merritt…” Cali pushed out a deep breath. “…I think that’s because he was the first person to ever show me something more than just duty or responsibility. That’s all we’ve ever had. Mom and Dad were good to us but it was in a servitude type of way. That’s not love.”

Cali had been processing her last visit with Dr. K because it touched on something she never really considered. Merritt was her first love of any kind other than the bond she had with her sister.

“So you don’t think you really loved him?”

Cali laughed, shaking her head. “Oh I know I did and he loved me. I’m sure of it, but that doesn’t mean that it was perfect or right, it just was. I’m finally understanding that and it’s the one thing that scares me most about War. I want to understand how I really feel about him but it seems like I’m falling just as hard and just as fast.”

“You got a taste of the real thing and now you’re an addict. There’s nothing wrong with chasing a high.”

“Word? I bet every rehab facility would say differently. Just say no.”

“To drugs, hoe, not to love.”

“It can be just as dangerous.”

“But it feels so good.”

Cali laughed, rolling her eyes. “You’re so toxically supportive.”

“As I should be.” Conner blew her sister a kiss, grateful to no longer be under fire about her own toxic situation. Knowing you needed to do better and doing better were two lanes she coasted down the center of and vowed to get a handle on soon.

Minutes later their conversation ended when Cali bolted from the sofa because someone knocked on the door. Conner tilted her head, peering at her sister’s reaction. “Is that him? You jumped up like this sofa was on fire.”

Realizing how quickly she moved, Cali slowed her stride, shaking her head at the same time she began raking her fingers through her untamed hair. It was in its natural state, flowing wildly with unruly coils since she’d washed it the night before and was too lazy to do anything but let it air dry.

“No, he didn’t say he was coming by.”

When she reached the door she lifted onto her toes and grinned when she noticed a tall frame dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt with the hood tossed over his head. Even with the baseball cap he wore camouflaging his face, she knew it was War.

She whipped her head around, delivering a warning look to Conner before she unlocked the door, hoping to offer War a heads up that they weren’t alone but she wasn’t given the chance. He was on her quickly, his body engulfing hers while his hand made sure she remained in his space as his lips crashed against hers. Once he set Cali free to breathe on her own, War finally spoke.

“I missed you.”

“Me too but we’re not alone.”

His eyes lifted over Cali’s head and a slow scowl eased in place. In no way was he embarrassed about the way he’d greeted Cali. His need for her was so strong that he had to feed his hunger every chance he got and the distance she’d created over the past week had worn him down.

“Oh shit, my bad.”

“Hi, I’m Conner. Nice to finally meet you.” Conner was on her feet, standing at a safe distance with a teasing smile playing at her lips. War chuckled, turning Cali’s body so she was facing her sister. However he still kept Cali close, holding her firmly against his chest with one hand at her waist and the other tossing back the hood of his sweatshirt before he responded.

“War. You’re her sister, right?” He curved his body to rest his chin on Cali’s shoulder while offering his attention to Conner.

“You are correct and you’re the new obsession. A very nice one at that.”

“Conner,” Cali warned but her sister’s smile grew deeper.

“What? I’m only speaking the truth. I see why you’ve been so caught up.” She stuck her tongue out at Cali before her eyes swept War’s tall frame once more. “Nice to finally meet you, sir. I’m going to use the bathroom to give you two a minute to recover from that kiss.”

War laughed again and offered a dip of his head. “Nice to meet you too.”

As soon as Conner bent the corner, Cali turned and circled his waist, lifting on her toes to peck his lips once more. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were coming.”

“It’s cool. I should have called.”

“You don’t have to but the whole Conner thing, she’s on her way out though.”

“She’s straight. Don’t make her leave on my behalf.” He walked over to the small area she considered a dining space, taking a seat and motioning for Cali to sit. She straddled War’s lap, circling his neck loosely before frowning a bit.

“Are you sure? I know my sister and she can be pushy. Meeting family is kind of a big thing. I don’t want to make it seem like we’re something we’re not. It’s only been a few weeks.”

The bashful way Cali’s eyes lowered to meet War’s had his arms tightening around her body. “We’re whatever you want us to be. It’s not a big deal for me to meet your sister, you’ve met mine, so no sweat. I’m cool with it.”

“You sure?” She offered up one last chance at an out but War quickly shot it down.

“Yeah love, I’m sure.” Burying his face in the crook of her neck, War delivered a series of kisses before his teeth lightly pierced her skin. “Stop stressing, aight. We’re good.”

Cali smiled before she kissed both of his cheeks and the bridge of his nose. He knew right away she was focused on his freckles. Had she been anyone else it would have struck a nerve but Cali could do just about anything she wanted and he would sing her praises.

It was how War knew he was already in deep. What she considered soon had been blossoming in him for months now. The only thing new was now he had the privilege of experiencing Cali up close instead of from a distance. Her voice, her touch, her need for him only deepened what he’d been obsessing over since he’d first laid eyes on Cali. It fucked with his mind a little, keeping that from her, but it was the way things had to be.

“Man, stop kissing all over my face like I’m a puppy or a baby. That shit is awkward as fuck,” he teased, hooking her chin so he could actually taste her lips one last time.

“But these are adorable,” she whined when her eyes lowered to his cheeks.

“Man get your it’s adorable ass off me then,” he groaned, grateful for the interruption of Conner joining them.

“So…” She dragged the word out while easing into one of the chairs across from War and Cali. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

War nodded, his eyes landed briefly on Cali before they bounced over to Conner. “Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Should I be concerned?”

Cali’s cheeks warmed and she hid her face against his shoulder. Conner was unpredictable so there was no telling what would come out of her mouth.

“Nah, don’t hide. Face this firing squad with me.” War chuckled, kissing her cheek.

“Firing squad?” Conner feigned hurt. “I guess you’ve heard a lot about me too?”

“A little bit but it’s all good shit. Don’t worry.”

“Oh then she lied.” Conner flashed a huge smile that had both Cali and War laughing.

“Damn, maybe so.”

“Well let’s get to it then.”

“What’s this to you?” Conner waved her hand at the two of them, loving how intimately cute and comfortable they were. War obviously brought out a different side to her sister and she was grateful to see Cali smiling again.

“It’s whatever she wants this to be,” he answered truthfully, the same as he had to Cali. There was no blueprint to what they were doing, he just knew that he wanted Cali, however he could have her, and he would hold on tightly to whatever she offered.

“Well damn, so you’re already letting her call the shots.”

“Something like that. All I’m saying is that I’m good with however she wants this to play out.”

“Oh, you’re good?”

War released a cocky laugh. “This isn’t an act.”

“Better not be. I’ll go to battle over this one.”

“So will I. At least we have that in common.” He winked at Conner before he kissed Cali’s cheek again.

“I guess I’ll just take my third wheel ass right on up out of here then.” Conner was on her feet and Cali quickly slipped off War’s lap.

“I’ll walk you out.”

“It was really nice to meet you, War. Be good to my sister.”

“That’s the only way I can be.”

“Yeah, you’re good at this.” War chuckled as the two women made their way to the door, stepping out and pulling it closed.

“Shit, Cali, you did the man no justice. He’s fucking fine.”

“I said he was.” Cali frowned slightly.

“Your words don’t do shit compared to actually seeing him. Oh-my-fucking-goodness. Does he have a clone out there in the world? You want me to leave Maurice, find me one of those and it’s as good as done.” Conner pointed to the door and Cali rolled her eyes.

“You’re so damn extra.”

Shrugging, Conner grinned. “And you love my extra. Real shit though, sis. I see why he has your mind gone. I like him.”

“You like all fine men.”

“True but I really like him. Enjoy it for what it’s worth and if something good comes out of it then perfect but if not, the just fuck the shit outta him and enjoy every minute of it and give me play by play.”

“Conner!” A robust laugh belted from her mouth while Conner shrugged and started toward the elevator. “You’ll thank me later. No regrets, sis.”

When Cali stepped back inside she found War on the sofa, his long legs were spread wide and extended in front of him. The hat he arrived in was no longer on his head so she was blessed with a full view. Biting her lip, she enjoyed the visual from across the room but eventually arrived at the sofa and made herself comfortable tucked against his side.

“Was that weird?”

“Meeting your sister? Nah, why?”

“Just making sure.”

“I know how to speak my mind, Cali. If there’s ever anything with us that I have an issue about I’ll let you know. If I don’t then you know I’m good. Speaking of, what’s been up with you this week? If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were purposely avoiding me.”

“I wasn’t,” she lied, which War sensed right away.

“If we moved too fast, I’m cool with slowing this down.”

Cali lifted from his side, sitting up straight. “No, it’s not that. Well in a way it is but I’m not experiencing regrets from us sleeping together. It’s just, this thing with us is happening fast and shit, never mind.”

She attempted to ease off the sofa, but War caught her arm, forcing Cali back down but this time in his lap. “This only works if you’re honest. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

“I don’t want to make the same mistake twice. I barely know anything about you but there’s this pull I feel. That scares me.”

“I’m not going to hurt you or mishandle your trust, Cali. There’s no guarantee I can give you, other than my word.”

She laughed, allowing her eyes to roll at the same time. “That’s the problem. I don’t know shit about you but I trust your word.”

A slow smile eased onto War’s face. He gripped the back of her neck, bringing Cali closer. “I don’t see that as a bad thing.”

She snorted through a laugh. “You wouldn’t because it works in your favor.”

War kissed Cali, pulling back minutes later. “You’re not alone in this. How about you trust that too.”


SEVEN
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“I think I’m going to get a job.” Cali rushed out while she held the phone to her ear with one shoulder so she could slip on Uggs.

“Wow, what the hell brought that on? Wait, did the money stop?” Cali stood, adjusting the fleece jacket she wore before grabbing keys and wristlet from the dresser.

“No, but one day it will. I’m not even sure why or how the money’s still coming but I can’t keep living like it’s going to be there forever.”

“It might and hell if you don’t want it, I’ll take it.”

“Conner!” Cali’s shoulder dropped as she paused briefly before pressing the lock icon on the keypad affixed to her apartment door.

“Okay fine but I’m sure you have time. It’s not like you’ve been spending the money anyway. Well other than your bills and he gives you more than enough to cover all of your expenses and still ball the fuck out. You just don’t.”

“Because it doesn’t feel like my money.”

“Oh my god, Cali, are you still on that? It’s yours.”

“Yes, I’m still on that. I struggled with the decision to let Merritt take care of me when he was here but now, it just doesn’t feel right. It’s like…”

“It’s like he loved you enough to make sure you were taken care of. There’s nothing wrong with a man loving his girl enough to set her up nicely. Shit, do you know what I would give to have that type of man in my life? I can barely get Maurice to go half with me on the rent.”

“What?”

“Nothing, just stop stressing. He gave you time to figure out what you really want to do. Figure it out and stop fucking complaining about having the world at your fingertips,” Conner snapped before ending the call. She hadn’t meant to take her frustrations out on her sister but the reason behind them was a dangerous place to be.

Cali sat in her car staring at the background of her phone, not believing Conner had just hung up on her. She called back twice but the calls went to voicemail and were followed up by a text.

Conner: Sorry, just having a really bad day. I love you and I’ll call you later.




Cali’s shoulders slumped again before she replied.

Cali: Love you too. If you need me, for anything, I’m here.




Conner: I know.




Locking her phone, Cali started the car and pulled out of the parking garage. She understood her sister’s need to feel love but the man she chose was abusing that need and manipulating it as a weakness. Cali prayed daily for her sister because that was about all she could do with the situation. Until Conner was truly ready to put herself first and move on, there wasn’t much Cali could do but be there for whatever her sister needed.

Half an hour later, Cali walked into Blended to grab a smoothie. After she had her favorite, she was back on the sidewalk, peering into the window of a bookstore. It had been awhile since Cali had actually physically touched a book. These days with convenience she could gain instant access to anything she wanted with a few swipes and clicks to get books on her Kindle app. There was however something nostalgic about a true paperback or hardback. She felt a sense of peace brushing her fingers over the cover and spine as well as snuggling into a cozy corner and flipping pages.

The reminder had Cali walking into Mahogany Books to explore. She was greeted right away by a beautiful brown face and a soft smile.

“Welcome to Mahogany. How can I help you?”

“I uhhh…” Cali glanced around and the woman spoke again.

“First time here?”

“Yes, actually it is.”

“No worries. Is there anything particular you’re looking for? A specific title, maybe? Author?”

Cali offered up a bashful smile. She hadn’t expected to be quizzed, only to browse and explore but didn’t mind. The woman seemed truly invested in making Cali’s experience pleasurable and she appreciated the attention to her needs. At the moment she simply didn’t know what those needs were. “Not really. I thought maybe I would just explore a little.”

“Well help yourself. If you have any questions, let me know. It’s only me right now but I’ll be more than willing to answer any questions that come up while you’re exploring.”

Cali caught the reference of the woman being the only help present and asked her first question. “Just you?”

“Today, unfortunately, yes. I have someone else on a part-time basis but I need to do more hiring.”

“You’re hiring? Like now?”

“I am. Are you interested?”

Cali had a no resting on the tip of her tongue but something caused her to hesitate. This had to be the universe’s way of gently nudging her back into society. She had just mentioned to Conner the desire to get a job and this place needed help. The environment also was relaxed and Cali felt it wouldn’t be overwhelming. Not too structured from what Cali could sense. In her mind that meant a place to exist and be. She needed that.

“Maybe, but only part-time too. It’s been awhile since I’ve had a job. I’m not really looking for anything too stressful.”

“Well then this would be perfect and part-time works. Mahogany is a relaxed environment and I only want good people here who understand the importance of a calm atmosphere. I like you.”

Cali laughed lightly. “You don’t know me.”

The woman smiled. “Maybe not but you feel like a good fit. I’m Reyna by the way. This is my place.”

“Oh…” Cali shuffled her cup from her right hand to her left before extending it. “I’m Cali.”

Reyna accepted her hand and the women shook. “Nice to meet you, Cali. Go ahead and explore a little. See how it feels. I need to handle this forming line. When you’re done, if you’re interested in working here, come see me and we can discuss the options. Maybe a trial basis.”

“Sounds good.” Cali offered a genuine smile. She watched Reyna walk away then stop a few feet into her escape.

“One more thing. You will see that all of our titles are selective. Black and Brown only, if you know what I mean. It’s part of the vibe here. A true celebration of us.” She winked at Cali then was gone. 

For the next hour, Cali did some exploring and after selecting a few titles, she settled into the reading area which was sleek and modern but still felt cozy. There were plush armchairs, two small sofas with soothing earth tones that provided a theme throughout the store. The vibe was so meditative she found herself not wanting to leave.

By the time she made it to her car to head home she had three new books and a part-time job with a boss she felt she was going to enjoy getting to know while working for her. Reyna seemed chill and kind. For the first time in months Cali felt like things were looking up. She had a genuine smile on her face and a desire to keep it there which made her dial the number of a man who had Cali feeling happy about life again.

War.

“Hey love, hang on for a minute. I’m walking out the barbershop. Let me settle up and I’ll be right with you…”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to interrupt, I can call you back…”

“That’s not necessary. Just give me a second. Don’t hang up, okay.”

Her smile expanded. “Okay.”

She held the phone, listening to War thank someone, then offer a promise to see them in a couple weeks. There was laughing and another male voice in the background followed by a little shuffling before her stomach was fluttering again from the warm sexy voice that flowed through her phone.

“I’m back, love. My apologies for making you wait.”

“No need to apologize. I was the one interrupting you.”

“A welcomed interruption so I’m not complaining. What are you into today? Sounds like you’re out. Where you headed?”

“How do you know I’m out?” She frowned and War laughed lightly.

“I’m not stalking you, love. I can hear things in the background. Just perceptive that’s all. You’re on speaker; I can hear the background noise. I hear the light sounds of traffic.”

“Oh.” She smiled. “So you’re that guy, huh?”

“Depends on what you mean?”

“The guy who takes in every little detail going on around you.”

“It’s been necessary in my recent line of work.”

Being in the streets.

“But not anymore?”

“Still useful but for different reasons.”

“Reasons like tracking your girl’s moves.”

“I told you I don’t have one of those. Unless you’re offering to take that spot then I’m not tracking shit when it comes to a woman.”

Cali stiffened but relaxed when he followed with, “I’m joking, Cali. I meant what I said. This can be whatever you want. No expectations. No pressure, love. All I want is your time whenever you bless me enough to offer it.”

“You’re too confident about this.”

“This as in?”

“Whatever we’re doing. No expectations or pressure?”

“I’ve learned to let things be what they are. It works out best for all parties involved.”

“So you have absolutely no expectations when it comes to me?”

“I have some but I’m guessing they’re no different than the ones you have.”

Her eyes narrowed just a little.

“And what do you think my expectations are, War?”

“Keep shit one hundred and everything else will work itself out.”

“I can do that.”

“So can I. You wanna tell me where you’re going?”

“Why, is there somewhere you want me to be?”

“Hell yeah, with me if you’re willing.”

“Depends? What did you have in mind?”

“You eat today?”

“Not really.”

“Then let me feed you. Come meet me for lunch. We can play the rest of the day by ear.”

“Meet you where?”

“Let me work that out. I need to call and check on something, but I’ll shoot you an address. Can you give me half an hour?”

“Hmmm, I don’t know. “

He chuckled.

“I promise it will be worth the wait.”

“There’s that confidence again.”

“I’m a confident man, love. Won’t pretend I’m not. It’s just a part of me you’ll have to accept and get used to. Now can I get that or not?”

Cali glanced at the bookstore and the street she was on. It was early in the day, crowded, and she felt safe. She didn’t mind sitting there to read a few more chapters while she waited for War to map out plans for them.

“I guess I can manage to keep busy for a half an hour.”

“I’ll send you the address as soon as I lock it down. If I can’t get this to work in my favor I’ll switch things around. But either way, you’ll hear from me.”

“Should I bring anything?”

“Just yourself. I got the rest covered.”

Cali ended the call, smiling a little too hard. There was something about War that made her feel good. He provided a sense of safety and familiarity and Cali needed both. Over the past few months, she had been approached by several men.

None who she felt the desire to entertain. They were handsome, had style, and were possibly even intelligent but none sparked any relevant feelings that had Cali intrigued enough to invest time getting to know them. In the weeks that she’d known War, there had been more than a spark of intrigue.

More like blazing flames. Not just sexually either. His aura was nice and warmed her soul. Cali appreciated the ease that came from talking to War, being around him, and just thinking of him. It was something she hadn’t felt since…

Merritt.

Deep inside she harbored a sense of guilt for moving on with life but she also felt peace knowing that Merritt wanted her happy. He would say it all the time. Don’t miss me when I’m gone, Cali. Love me now for what it’s worth, but when I’m no longer here, just know that I had you, loved you with all of me but didn’t deserve you.

Merritt wanted Cali to be happy even if that meant loving someone else. Until meeting War, she didn’t think she could. For the first time since she lost Merritt, Cali understood the possibility of life without the man who blazed into her life and left her heart in pieces.
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“They’re closed.” Cali looked around as they entered TasTey’s. She had never been here before.

“To the public, yeah, but not for us.”

“You know the owner?”

“She’s a friend. I called in a favor.”

“What kind of favor?”

Like a you two used to fuck kind of favor?

“Not that kind. She’s just cool people and very married. We have never been like that. But she’s a dope ass chef and anytime I can get on her schedule, I make that happen.”

“A chef?”

“Yeah, Teyon’s big time now but she still fucks with us little people from time to time.”

War spoke those specific words because he noticed Teyon enter the room from his peripheral. A smile teased his lips when she approached.

“I’m not big time but he’s right. I am busy so War got on the phone and did some begging for a favor. One I didn’t mind agreeing to. War is good people too. A little spoiled and demanding...” He caught Teyon rolling her eyes and chuckled. “But still good people.”

“Chill, Tey. I want you to meet someone.”

“Oh I will definitely meet her.”

“Yeah I bet with your nosy ass. This is Cali. Cali, this is Chef Teyon.”

“Nice to meet you, Cali.”

“Same. So you two do this a lot?”

“This, as in a private meal for a woman? No. But I’ve cooked for his family. Catered a few meals for his mother and sister a time or two. Birthdays mostly. War likes the finer things. Translation, he likes to show off.”

Cali’s eyes moved from Teyon to War and she smiled.

“Don’t let her gas you up. I’m not like her other clients. I appreciate good food and Teyon does the damn thing.”

“Speaking of, any suggestions today?” Teyon’s eyes moved between the two and Cali frowned, looking at War for help. She had no idea what to request.

“I’m cool with whatever.”

“Me too.”

Cali’s body warmed from the weight of War’s stare.

“Any allergies.”

“Nope.” Cali shook her head lightly.

“Seafood is okay?”

“Yes. I actually love seafood.”

“Okay then. Blank canvas. I love that. I’ll have a server out soon to get you started with appetizers.”

“I thought your ass wasn’t big time. I remember when you were the one serving.”

“Yeah well some things have changed. My time is better spent in the kitchen. I pay people to do the rest.” Teyon winked at War and Cali laughed as their personal chef left the room.

“I like her.”

“I bet you do. Women love to join forces when it involves putting a man in his place.

“That’s not true.”

“Yes it is, but I’m cool with taking the heat.”

“You’re confusing.”

“Here you go with that shit again.”

“Well you are. The more I’m around you the more I realize you’re nothing like I expected.”

“Hood niggas like good food, Cali, nothing strange about that.”

“No, but personal chefs are not standard for hood niggas, War.”

He chuckled, nodding. “Yeah you can get that because it’s not the norm but neither am I.” She watched him lean back, slouching a little more in his seat before he asked, “What were you doing before you hit me up?”

“I went to a bookstore and got a job.”

“A job?” War couldn’t say he liked the idea of Cali having restraints on her time. Not now when he was growing fond of taking up every minute she allowed him to have.

“Yep, went in to explore and buy books and walked out with a sales associate title.”

“That’s good, right?”

“For me, yes. I feel like I need something. I spend too much time in the house. It’s important for me to get back to my life.”

“I fucks with it, but I’m not sure how I feel about your life being restricted by a job.”

“Why not?”

“A job means less time I get with you.”

Cali blushed, rolling her eyes. “I’m sure you have better things to do than worry about me.”

“I have plenty to do but that doesn’t mean I can’t or won’t make time for you, love. I know how to prioritize.

Cali decided not to argue. She liked the idea of War wanting her time. She wanted his just as much. Wanting anything concerning him both settled and frightened her. The last man she craved broke her in ways she never wanted to experience again. But in a loose sense, War was healing old wounds with his sexy, calm demeanor and easy personality.

The two shared a meal that had Cali rubbing her stomach in appreciation and instantly craving a nap. She didn’t get a chance to personally thank the chef because after their food was brought to the table it was announced Teyon had left to catch a flight.

Either way, Cali was pleased, grateful, and well satisfied.

“You in a hurry or can you chill with me for a little while?”

“What did you have in mind? I’m stuffed and feeling a little sleepy at the moment.” She offered a lazy smile as the two left TasTey’s with War holding the door open for her.

“You think you can manage a little shopping?”

“Shopping?” Cali stopped on the sidewalk facing War. She knew this man had money but she didn’t want or need him spending it on her.

“Yeah, I need to pick up something. Got a call that my watches are ready. I was gonna head over to The Shops at the Falls. If you’re not tired of me yet, you can ride shotgun.”

“I guess I can tolerate you for a little longer,” she offered, garnering a light chuckle from War.

“Bet, I’m over here.” He motioned to the Range parked along the curb not too far from her vehicle.

“I can follow you. I have my car.”

“We can come back later to get it. Ride with me.”

She hesitated briefly then agreed. “Promise you’ll bring me back.”

“Yeah, man. I’m not gonna hold your pretty ass hostage. Unless you want me to,” he admitted, leaning around Cali to open the passenger door after they made it to his vehicle. She blushed for what might have easily been the hundredth time.

War was good for making her feel seen. His compliments were steady but plentiful which made Cali feel as if he were being genuine. It wasn’t like he referenced her looks or body like most men. It was more about her smile, her thoughts. Her personality and her vibe. She appreciated his view of her. She knew War was attracted physically.

The sex had been amazing and she craved more. From the lingering looks he offered and the subtle way he took her in, she could only assume he felt the same but their time together wasn’t only of a sexual nature. Things were comfortable and easy. She liked that.

When the two stepped into the mall Cali instantly felt the air surrounding them shift. War had noted she could go anywhere in the city and mention his name but witnessing that effect was an entirely different thing.

The way people followed their every move made Cali uncomfortable. She wasn’t the type who liked attention which was why she appreciated flying under the radar with Merritt. Most of their time was spent at her apartment or tucked away in their favorite spots—restaurants and craft places.

She forced his hand with paint and sips and making pottery, which he was awful with, but Merritt never did complain. Whatever Cali wanted, he granted. It wasn’t until this very minute she realized they hardly ever spent time in places that put them in the spotlight or exposed them to public attention.

Malls, events, parties, or clubs. They never frequented any of those places, but Cali didn’t mind. She wanted Merritt all to herself. She hadn’t considered that maybe there had been a reason he’d kept her out of the public eye. Merritt had something to hide.

Me.

“You good?”

“I’m fine.” She offered a soft smile as War settled Cali into his side, dropping an arm over her shoulder. This man was very comfortable with her in his space. Or very confident no one would challenge the idea of them being together.

“You look like you’re lost in your thoughts. I feel like an outsider right now. You feel like sharing?”

His tone was light. When she glanced up and found those alluring dark eyes, hooded and focused, Cali couldn’t help but smile. She loved his face and the spray of freckles that ghosted his cheeks and nose. “Just noticing the way all these people recognize you.”

“All?”

“Okay maybe not all but a lot of them. It’s like they’re watching but when I look at them, they turn away or duck their heads.”

“They don’t want me to see them staring.”

“Why? Are they scared of you?”

He shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t fuck with anyone unless they give me a reason. If they haven’t, they have no reason to fear me.”

She had a feeling their curiosity and obedience was deeper than that. War was a different breed of man. The respect he held, which he promised would protect her anywhere in the city, was the same promise of wrath she assumed would threaten others’ safety.

War, however, appeared to be unfazed and relaxed like no one existed but the two of them as he guided her to a corner of the mall that housed a high-end jewelry store. The woman behind the counter greeted them both with a smile as soon as they were inside.

“How can I help you?”

“I brought in two watches to be cleaned. They called to let me know they’re ready.”

“Let me check on that for you, sir. Your name, please?”

“Gerrad. War Gerrad.”

While they talked, Cali stepped away. She’d never been inside this particular store before. Her finances never offered the advantage of purchasing expensive pieces of jewelry but as she scanned the watches on display she could understand why others fell in love with the exclusive brand.

A silver band with a green face, sleek and simple, had her eye. It was nice but pricey. Even though the money that sat in her bank account thanks to Merritt would more than pay the asking price, she couldn’t bring herself to make such a high priced purchase.

“See something you like?” War appeared out of nowhere or maybe she had simply been too enthralled to feel him coming. His presence at her back brought a smile. His body brushing hers ignited her senses. The smell of his cologne and his heady masculinity was a bit overwhelming.

“I see a lot of things I like but none I would ever buy.”

“Why not?”

“They’re too expensive.”

“I agree. Overpriced as shit.” He chuckled.

“But you brought two watches you own here to be cleaned.” She reached for his hand and brushed her fingers over the one positioned on his wrist.

“Obviously not too overpriced.” She smiled smugly and he nodded.

“These shits are overpriced but they’re also an investment. They hold value if you buy the right one. It’s not about being flashy for me. I just like their watches and I know if and when I want to come up off them, I’ll get back what I put into it and maybe more.”

“Smart.”

“Business. Whether it be in here or in the streets, I always make decisions that put me at an advantage.”

His eyes lowered and delivered a silent message. He wanted the advantage with her too.

“I like this one. The green is pretty.”

Her smile brought out the rare exposure of his. “Yeah, looks good. I can see you in it and you picked one that’s rare. It’s simple, classic, and overlooked but holds more value than the rest.”

“Those have diamonds.”

“They do but they also made more of those. The green face is exclusive. In a few years, you won't be able to find it because they only make a select few which means the value will increase.”

“Hmmm.”

“Here you are, Mr. Gerrad. Would you like to look at them?”

“Yeah, let me see.”

The woman set both boxes down, one green and the other navy blue. Cali watched War thoroughly examine both watches before placing them back in their boxes once satisfied. The sales associate bagged them up, he handed over a card, and they were on their way.

“You have anything you want to look at?”

“Umm, not really. I’m not a shopper.”

“A woman that doesn’t like to run a tab? That’s some confusing shit.” He chuckled.

“It’s not that unheard of.”

“Maybe not to you. My mother and sister stay in my pockets so I expect all women to want to hit my pockets.”

“Those the only women in your pockets?” Cali asked with a smug grin. She didn’t care. His life was his to handle how he saw fit but she was curious. He didn’t have a girl, or so he said, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have anyone.

“Pretty much. I’m not saying I haven’t blessed a few in the past but I’ve typically hit them with the cash and let them do their thing.”

“So you didn’t tag along, swiping your card and carrying bags?”

“Fuck no.” He laughed at the thought.

War had never been that type. He kept his interactions with women on the low. Not that he was hiding them because when he fucked with someone heavy he didn’t care who knew. No one questioned his moves. However, he had never been the type that needed eyes on him and running up a tab at the mall with a beautiful woman was a sure-fire way to get attention.

The rest of his life focused on his moves when he allowed his face to be seen, it couldn’t be helped because of who he was. But attention wasn’t something War longed for.

His reputation made people curious about all aspects of his life including who he invited to his bed. They simply wouldn’t get confirmation from him. “I like to keep my life private so carrying bags and swiping cards has never been my thing.”

“But you’re here with me?”

I am.

The fact wasn’t foreign and hadn’t gone unnoticed to even War himself. He didn’t mind being seen with Cali. He didn’t mind the whispering that would follow either because it was going to happen. Word would spread fast that War Gerrad was seen openly spending time with a woman.

The funny part was he mostly didn’t mind because of the woman. Cali being tied to War felt good. In a sense it would create the narrative that she belonged to him. He selfishly liked the idea of that being true and understood why Merritt operated the way he had with Cali. She was something special.

The type of woman you wanted to be selfish with. Whereas Merritt kept her hidden away because he had other women in his life, no other woman had the right to claim War. No side pieces, a main girl, kids, or baby mamas he had to duck and dodge existed.

“Is that what you want? A man to walk behind you at the mall swiping his card and carrying your bags after a day of spending all his money?”

“No.” It rolled off Cali’s tongue so quickly War sensed she might have been offended but he pushed anyway.

“Not even with your ex?”

“No,” she stated just as firmly and tried to pull away but War kept his arm tight over her shoulders, preventing Cali from escaping. He felt her relax before she added, “We weren’t like that. He didn’t have to spend money on me. He would have…”

Every fucking penny he had. And so would I.

“We were just chill, I guess. It’s what I liked most about him.”

“I fucks with it.”

The two approached a store and Cali pulled back. “Can we go in here?”

War glanced at the window staged with a display of candles.

“We can do whatever you want.”

“She has the best candles but I didn’t know she had a spot at the mall.”

War tilted his head to the side and pointed to the sign. “It’s temporary. Looks like a pop-up shop.”

“Makes sense, her store is Light My Flame. These candles are so good but expensive. I might need you swiping your card after all.”

“You got it,” War said with certainty. He would buy the entire damn inventory if that was what she wanted.

They entered the shop and while Cali browsed, War returned texts that had been lingering since he met up with Cali. There was nothing urgent. Since going legitimate he was now blessed with true business hours. Hustlers never slept. Not even the boss but these days he was a boss of a different kind. The money stacked at a slower rate but his freedom was never in question. War wouldn’t complain.

While Cali shopped, he watched her move, loving everything about her. The carefree way she would smile when she liked something or the frown when the scent wasn’t one of her favorites had his dick hard. Simple things about the woman kept War engaged. That was new but he liked it. After he was sure she smelled a million scents, Cali settled on her favorite six which War ended up swiping his card for and carrying the bags.

He claimed it was because the glass containers were too heavy but truly he just wanted to be in the moment to know what it felt like to make a woman smile. A woman he was falling for, hard and fast.

Their trip to the mall ended up with dinner at Nawlins after which War drove Cali back to her car. Once she was safely inside and pulling away from the curb, he shot a text to let his people know he was falling through. Cali wasn’t the only obligation Merritt left behind for War to look after but Cali was the only one he no longer wanted to be because of her connection to Merritt.

Shit was getting more and more complicated by the minute and something had to give.


EIGHT
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From the corner, War watched the sapphire blue BMW back out of the driveway of Neece’s house. Janeece, who everyone called Neece, was Merritt’s old lady. The woman he’d settled down with far too young because history made him believe she was the one who would always hold him down.

Neece was just another hood chick who wanted to be tied to a dude in the streets. She and War were cool but never really tight. He thought she was sneaky but she wasn’t his so he didn’t give a damn how she moved outside of anything that put Merritt in danger.

Once the car moved down the street in the opposite direction from where War idled his truck, he took note of the license plate. His memory was one of his best assets so he didn’t bother writing it down or placing the alphanumeric combination in his phone.

War would be doing some research to find out who Neece had invited into her home and likely, her bed. Merritt was gone, War didn’t care who she spent her time with but he still didn’t know what went down the night Merritt had been caught slipping. Something in his gut led him to believe it was deeper than another man simply trying to come up, which meant everyone was a suspect, Neece included.

After he parked, War granted himself a minute to take in the house. A month after Merritt was gone, War made the down payment and secured the loan to make sure Merritt’s son had somewhere nice and safe to grow up.

He wouldn’t have his father but he would have the lifestyle Merritt wanted for his family. The two-story new construct was tucked away in a nice community that had good schools and parks in walking distance. Nathan Joseph Merritt Jr., or JoJo, wouldn’t come up in the streets like his father, if War had a hand in things. Since he controlled the money and Neece’s lifestyle, JoJo would have a simple life.

Once he was out of his vehicle and at the door, he knocked and waited. He knew the code that kept Neece and JoJo locked safely on the other side but he respected her privacy and always waited to be invited in. If the day ever came when the invitation no longer was extended, War would figure something out.

“War, hey,” Neece answered in surprise, seconds before her eyes moved past him.

Yeah I saw that nigga and will know who he is soon enough.

“What’s good, Neece? You gonna let me in or you busy?”

“No, I’m not busy, come on in. JoJo is sleep though. I just put him down.” She stepped out of the way, allowing him access, wrapping her arms around her thick frame. Neece had a natural Southern body. One of the things Merritt loved. Thick thighs, big ass, and curves that killed. Everything about her was natural which made it that much sweeter.

“That’s cool. I just stopped by to make sure you’re good over here.”

“You know we’re good, War.”

The money he put in her account was proof that the bills were paid but he needed to lay eyes on JoJo to make sure Neece didn’t fuck up the one responsibility he placed a demand on. Raising Merritt’s son was her only priority. What came secondary to that didn’t matter to War as long as JoJo had what he needed. Neece had been doing her part up to this point.

“I’mma go see my lil man real quick.”

“He’s asleep…”

War delivered a look and Neece rolled her eyes and turned on the pads of her bare feet. “Fine. Don’t wake him up,” she snapped, flicking her wrist toward War as she left him en route to the kitchen. He took the stairs, moving quickly until he reached the first room on the right. It had been selected for his baby cousin because it was across from the main bedroom.

The room had been decorated in a safari theme, which War footed the bill for. There was no expense too excessive for the tiny infant who stole his heart the minute he took his first breath. Merritt hadn’t been able to see his son being born, so War made sure he was there in his place.

With his shoulder pressed into the door jamb, War watched JoJo’s chest rise and fall. His dark skin belonged to his mother as well as most of his features. The only thing War could attribute to Merritt was the head full of hair. They both had thick curly manes and Merritt’s had been passed down to his son. Had War not put measures in place to ensure JoJo’s fraternity, he wouldn’t totally be convinced he was Merritt’s son. At least not by simply looking at the baby.

Once he had his assurance that JoJo was good, War joined Neece in the kitchen, frowning as he leaned against the counter. She was used to his cold demeanor and never took it to heart.

“What?” The elevated tone of her voice didn’t sit right with War. His visual warning had Neece’s eyes rolling again.

“You been smoking?” The scent was potent enough to be fresh and War didn’t mind what Neece did in her personal time but he had a feeling it wasn’t about her. She was a lightweight and more of a drinker. He simply wanted to gauge her response, knowing whoever just left had likely been the person blazing.

“Yeah, why? JoJo is asleep. I don’t do it around him.”

He simply offered a nod. “You just here to see JoJo or you had something to discuss with me?”

“I can’t come by just to make sure y’all are good?” he asked with a brow arched.

“War Gerrad does whatever he wants, right?” She turned her back and removed a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He elected not to acknowledge her snide ass comment because he hadn’t pulled up on Neece to argue.

“How you holding up?” Neece and Merritt met when he was eighteen and although things were on and off, his cousin never completely left her alone. She had history which meant losing him hit hard some days.

“I’m surviving. That’s what you do when you lose someone, right?” Her eyes were fastened to War’s and he nodded, brushing a hand over his head. She was angry. Regardless of moving on with her life, Neece did love Merritt. War felt the pain of her loss.

“And JoJo? Everything good with him?”

“He’s in perfect health, War. Doctors say he’s a happy, healthy baby.”

“Good, make sure he stays that way.”

She shot him a nasty look which War ignored. “I’mma come get him next weekend and let him spend some time with Kirsten and my mother.”

She scoffed. “Oh, they’re claiming him now?”

“They never denied him. I did.” Before Neece and JoJo left the hospital, War made sure to get the proof he needed. A family blood test to ensure JoJo shared his DNA. War wouldn’t be responsible for a lie so if JoJo wasn’t Merritt’s son, Neece would have been on her own. Turned out there was a familial match which meant JoJo truly was Merritt’s son. There were no other male siblings or cousins Neece could have slept with to give JoJo the DNA that flowed through his veins.

“Right, because you don’t trust me.”

“I don’t trust anyone, Neece. Don’t take that shit personal,” he muttered.

“I cheated on Merritt because he cheated on me. I’m not a terrible person, War.”

His calm demeanor remained intact. “I’m not accusing you of being one.”

“You sure, because doing a DNA test on my son, Merritt’s son, is damn sure a silent accusation. My relationship with Merritt wasn’t perfect but I would never be so low to put another man’s baby on him. I’m not that fucked up.”

“Your word don’t mean shit in the grand scheme of things, Neece, but you know that. You know how I function. I needed proof. All this…” His eyes circled the kitchen, signaling the house she lived in. “Ain’t cheap. I got eighteen years of making sure JoJo has what he needs. I wasn’t leaving that shit to chance. I needed to know.”

“It’s not your money,” she spat in anger.

War chuckled lightly. “It’s not yours either. Merritt made sure it didn’t end up in your hands for a reason, Neece.”

She was still bitter Merritt never gave her access to any real money. When he was alive, she lived good. Monthly deposits kept her in labels and jewels and riding around the city in lavish whips but while Merritt was wild and reckless with his life, he was smart with his money.

War taught him well. Merritt had investments and kept cash outside his home and away from the woman in his life. Merritt left enough behind that Neece and JoJo would be set for a while and he left the rest up to War to invest. Cali was on the list of people Merritt wanted him to take care of if War followed the plans left behind by his cousin but he knew he wouldn’t. Cali’s well-being would fall on his shoulders now.

“More proof you didn’t trust me. He only did that because you told him to.”

“And if I hadn’t then what? His accounts would be empty, right?”

“Fuck you.”

War didn’t react to her spiked emotions. He never did. Neece had reason to be angry. She also needed to accept her life was the way it was and arguing with War wouldn’t change that. He had shared custody of JoJo. Another precaution he put in place to ensure whatever man caught her eyes after Merritt died couldn’t convince Neece to keep JoJo from his side of the family.

He lost Merritt and refused to lose JoJo too, so War paid for their living expenses and in return, he had fifty-fifty shared custody of his baby cousin. She wanted the money and lifestyle and if sharing her child guaranteed that lifestyle, she was more than willing to agree.

The thought of his role in JoJo’s life had him thinking of Cali. How would she feel? He was helping to raise a child of Merritt’s that Cali hadn’t been aware existed.

“I’mma head out. I’ll get JoJo Friday and keep him over the weekend. He’ll be back on Sunday. Don’t get missing.”

“Right, because whatever War wants he gets.”

What I want is Merritt to be able to raise his son.

“Just make sure he’s ready. Come lock up.”

With his final demand, War moved through the house to leave. Neece was behind him but kept a safe distance to control her anger. War paused at the door with his hand on the knob. He lowered his eyes briefly before his gaze landed on Neece over his shoulder.

“You seeing anybody?”

“Is that any of your business?”

War laughed darkly. “Answer the fucking question.”

“Nothing serious.”

He tossed his chin and proceeded to open the door.

“You controlling my life now, War? Because that’s not part of the deal.” Neece stood in the doorway, arms locked defiantly across her chest. War paused briefly at the driver’s side door. “Anything that concerns JoJo is of relevance to me. If I see it as a problem, I’ll shut it down. Make sure it’s not a problem, Neece. That’s all I ask.”

He didn’t give her a chance to argue or respond. A few minutes later, War backed out of her driveway, hopeful she was smart enough to make the right decisions about not just her life but JoJo’s as well. If not, War would make the decision for her.

[image: ]



“Excuse me, beautiful, I was wondering if I could get your help with something.” Cali lifted her eyes from the box of books she was unpacking, peered over the counter, and offered a reserved smile to the man standing not far from the entrance. Upon having her attention he began moving in her direction.

“Sure.” Cali’s palms brushed imaginary dirt from her jeans as she stepped around the counter to assist the customer. He was dressed casually in jeans and a hoodie with a fleece jacket covering it. His brown skin was rich and contrasted the shiny black beard covering the lower half of his face. Cali thought he was handsome but she wasn’t interested in his looks. “You need help finding a book? If you give me the title…”

“Nah…” He squinted as he moved his eyes over the length of her body. Cali didn’t like the attention but she kept a polite smile on her face. “Truthfully, I don’t read. I mean shit, I can and I have. Don’t take that the wrong way…”

Cali arched a brow as he stumbled over his words.

“What I mean is I hadn’t planned on buying a book. I was passing by and saw you in here. I just wanted to step in and introduce myself, maybe get a name and number. Hell, give you mine if you’re not willing to share yours just yet and if I need to buy a book to make that happen I’m wit’ that too.”

He flashed a smile, exposing pretty teeth and a dimple. Cali’s guarded expression relaxed a little more. “What’s your name?”

“Jay.”

“So Jay, you’re willing to spend all your money in here just to get my name and number?”

“Yeah, I would do that because I feel like you’re worth it.”

“I am…” Cali shrugged. “But unfortunately that’s not what I’m on right now.”

She turned to walk away and he followed, catching her arm. Cali’s eyes lowered then found his face again. However, he didn’t let her go. “What are you on then, beautiful? Because whatever it is, I’m down.”

“Ay muthafucker, be safe with your life.” Jay turned to find War standing near the door. He was too caught up in his pursuit of Cali to hear when a chime signaled they were no longer alone.

Be safe with your life.

Cali repeated the words in her head. She understood the threat and gently tugged her arm away from Jay and hoped he too had clarity about what was happening. Not once had Cali experienced War in the height of an altercation but she knew what he was capable of. She felt the danger he held radiating from his frame, deeply immersed in his persona. What she needed clarity on was whether or not Jay was aware enough to tap into that as well.

“I’m always safe with my life, fam.” Cali sucked in a breath as she watched Jay place a hand at his waist. He was likely hiding a gun beneath his clothing. She was aware War kept one on his person as well and horrible thoughts of how this might play out raced through her mind.

War’s first reaction was a smirk that darkened his features as he moved around Jay and approached Cali. His goal was to put space between them just in case the man desperate for her attention wasn’t a smart man. He had yet to bow out gracefully so War took that to mean he had no clue of the trouble he was placing himself in and War wouldn’t tell him. He didn’t need his reputation to handle someone. He was more than capable of doing that on his own.

“Cali, love. You want to introduce me to your friend.” War kept his eyes on the man, watching his reaction. The defiance that flashed in his eyes gave War the answers he was seeking. This muthafucker was trying to get to know a woman who was off limits.

“He’s not my friend. Just a customer who was leaving because what he wanted isn’t available.” From behind War, Cali delivered a silent plea for Jay to let this go. Whatever he was thinking wasn’t going to end well.

“A smart man knows when to cut his losses and walk the fuck away.” War’s warning was clear. Cali held her breath waiting while Jay weighed his options. She could see him toying with the idea of trying his luck and she exhaled a short breath when he adjusted his stance.

“Let me go mind my business.”

Jay paid Cali one last look before he turned to leave the bookstore. Cali kept her eyes on War’s back because he didn’t bless her with his face again until Jay was completely out of the store.

When his attention was on her, she took in the hard look on his face which contrasted his cool demeanor. He hadn’t broken a sweat or disrupted his normally chill persona. The only sign that he was bothered was the tension in his jaw and the hardness of his stare.

“I thought you were selling books.”

“I am.” She angled her head and her posture stiffened defensively. She sensed the hidden question in his statement.

What the fuck was he doing in your face?

“Looks to me like his attention was on you, not anything you’re selling in here.”

“And if it was, then what?”

Cali knew the answer to her question. She and War had a thing. That thing wasn’t defined but it existed.

“You’ve been sharing your time with me and more importantly you shared your body, Cali. Anybody that wants something from you is my business moving forward. I didn’t think I had to explain that.”

Well shit. She wanted to be offended but why bother. She loved dealing with a man who understood being on his grown man shit. Having a big dick to match that energy was also a plus. War was not short of either. She knew from personal experience what rested between his thighs and seeing him put another man in his place behind her gave proof of the other.

“Does that go both ways?”

He chuckled lightly and walked up on Cali, lowering his chin when his finger eased under hers to lift those brown eyes.

“I don’t move around like that, love. I enjoy pussy in excess but only from one woman at a time. Until you tell me otherwise, that woman is you.”

“Oh.”

“Any more questions?”

She rolled her eyes softly as a smile spread on her face. “What are you doing here?”

“I was in the area and wanted to come check you out.”

“In the area to check me out or just in the area?”

He placed a kiss to the tip of her nose. “Does that matter? I’m here.” War lifted his head and looked around. “Show me some books and shit.”

“We have a pretty diverse urban fiction section.”

War frowned, lowering his eyes to Cali. “I lived that shit in real-time, I don’t want to read about the fluffed version.”

“Then tell me what you like.”

“I like you.” His hands landed on her hips, pulling Cali into his body. She felt the presence of how much he liked her against her stomach.

“Books, War.”

“Oh, well shit, you weren’t specific.” He grinned and she pushed him away, turning toward the store. War was behind her. “Business and finance.”

“That’s over here. I’ll show you what we have but you have to buy something. I don’t want Reyna to think she’s paying me to spend time with a man.”

“You are spending time with a man, Cali, but the one whose attention you currently have doesn’t mind running up a tab to make sure you’re handling your business and not just wasting your very valuable time.”
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A few days later, War found himself at the mall again. His sister Kirsten had talked him into a trip with the threat that he owed her for setting up the small birthday celebration for Cali. He wouldn’t ever deny Kirsten anything she wanted but he damn sure wasn’t in the mood to be grilled about what he was doing with Cali.

He had always been a smart man who could see past the bullshit and Kirsten wanting him to tag along at the mall while she hit his pockets was bullshit. His baby sister was curious about Cali and wanted him cornered so she could get her questions in.

“I wonder if they have the hat too. I’m about to see.” War slouched lower where he was seated and dragged his hat further down on his head. He was tired and not interested in helping Kirsten decide what she was purchasing. His only intended goal was to hand over the cash or card to keep a smile on his sister’s face.

When he didn’t respond she was in front of him kicking his sneaker-covered foot with her own. “Did you hear me?”

“Yeah man, I heard you. Get that shit if they got it so we can get up out of here.”

“Why are you in such a foul mood? You’ve been grumpy all morning, Wardell.”

“I’m cool. Just trying to figure out how the fuck I ended up at the mall back-to-back, paying tabs and carrying bags and shit.”

A few days prior he had been at the same spot with Cali. Well not the exact same spot since his current location was the Dior store but The Shops at the Falls had been his destination with Cali same as it was today with Kirsten.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” She frowned then perked up. “Wait, you took a bitch shopping?”

“Not a bitch and not shopping. I had to pick up my watches and Cali was with me.”

“Oh and you didn’t buy her anything?”

“It wasn’t that type of trip. Are you done here?”

“No, I just told you I want the hat.”

“You don’t wear hats.”

“I do.” Kirsten shrugged. She kept a fly weave or braids most of the year. Her natural hair was shoulder length, thick and full, but a headache to maintain. She would occasionally rock it but preferred to keep her natural tresses locked tight and protected. It wasn’t often that she wore hats but occasionally one matched her fit and she would sport it.

“Nah, you really don’t and when you do, your sticky fingers are typically in my closet to get one.”

“My point exactly. If I buy the one that matches my saddle bag, then I won’t have to steal yours.” She winked and walked off. War watched as she approached the sales lady, smiling brightly when she pointed to a display that held a ball cap and bucket hat. He shook his head slightly when Kirsten pointed to both. She was good for running up a tab but he didn’t mind. She could get that.

Between her and his mother, they kept his childcare centers flourishing. Kirsten rotated between all four locations, keeping the books right. She hired, fired, and handled employee relations.

His mother loved kids even if she complained about them being aggravating and was constantly hinting at a few grandbabies. He made quick work of her filling in for teachers who needed time off for vacation and PTO. Her time with the kids at the centers provided a temporary solution and now that JoJo existed, she got to have a baby in her home to love on occasionally.

When she was back in his proximity, Kirsten jumped right back to the topic she’d dropped before walking away. “So did you buy her anything?”

“Who?” He played dumb but it got him nowhere. The smile dropped from his sister’s face and was replaced with a tight lipped glare.

“You know who, War. Did you buy her anything while you were here?”

“Some expensive ass candles but that was all.”

“Candles?”

“Yeah, some pop-up shop she was tripping over.”

“What’s the name?”

“I don’t remember and why does that matter?”

“Because I want to know and you remember everything, War, with your hyper focused ass.”

War chuckled as he looked up then dug his phone from his hoodie. She was right, he did remember everything which had him sending a text to see if there was information or a connection to the license plate on the BMW he ran across when pulling up on Neece.

Once he hit send, his eyes were on his sister again. “Light My Flame.”

“That can’t be it. Their store is by Blue Mountain.”

“I just said it was a pop-up shop. You need to be more like me and remember shit,” he teased. She waved him off as the sales associate approached with the hats she requested. Kirsten immediately took the bucket and began examining it with a huge smile on her face.

She’s about to get both them shits.

“I want these. I’ll take both of those.” Kirsten pointed to the shoes and saddle bag she collected.

“Is that all for you today, ma’am?”

“Hell yeah that’s all. Shit, that’s enough.” War scratched his beard in frustration and lifted from his seated position. He had more money than he could spend in a lifetime but he wasn’t the kind to do things in excess. He was and always would be a simple man, a learned behavior from his previous life. Excess meant attention and dirty hands didn’t need attention.

“You got it. What’s the problem?” Kirsten laughed, leading the way to the sales counter.

“I want to keep it and you don’t need any of that shit.”

“But I want it so…” She shrugged and he shook his head, leaning his back against the counter while they packaged and bagged up her items. Once the purchases were paid for, he was the one with bags in hand as they left the store.

“Where’s the candle place?”

“No.”

Kirsten paused her steps and her eyes lit up. “Why not?”

“Because them shits are expensive?”

“I love their candles. I want to get some too.”

“I just said them shits are expensive.”

“And you said you bought her some. You want to discuss that or you want to show me where the pop-up was?”

He cut his eyes her way and gently shook his head.

She smiled in celebration. “That’s what I thought. She know about Merritt yet?”

“No.”

“You have to tell her.”

War nodded but kept quiet as they moved through the mall.

“War…” Kirsten stopped again, peering at her brother. “This shit is weird enough as it is. You need to tell her. It should be her decision to deal with you based on everything happening behind the scenes and if you don’t tell her, you’re taking that choice away. That’s not fair.”

“Life ain’t fair and I’m going to tell her.”

“When?”

“When you mind your fucking business.” His eyes briefly connected with two women standing outside a nearby store, watching their exchange. When they noticed his attention had made it their way, their smiles were brighter. Kirsten glanced over her shoulder and rolled her eyes. She looped her arm through her brother’s, dragging him to her side.

“You got enough women problems as is. Don’t add to that.”

He chuckled at her aggravation for the women checking him out. Kirsten was protective of her brother. The attention he received from women was plentiful and she couldn’t control how he spent his time but when gatekeeping was an option, she dug her heels in.

“Why you mad?” he teased.

“I’m not mad. I just said you need to figure this thing out with Cali and that’s a distraction.” She swung her head toward the women, delivering a glare as a warning to mind their business.

“You don’t know shit about Cali. Why are you all in, rallying for her?”

“Because you brought her to your house. Not your fuck pad and you disrupted my night asking me to decorate and make her birthday special. I’m not stupid, War. You like her. A lot. Maybe because of the things Merritt told you or maybe you’re feeling her from personal experience. But whatever the case, based on what I see and what I know, figure out what you’re doing and tell her how you’re connected before you cross lines that can’t be uncrossed. I’m a woman so I’m telling you now, if you don’t handle this right, she’s going to hate you.”

“I have it covered.”

“Do you?” She stepped in front of him and War peered at his sister but lacked confidence. He was already in deep and knew he needed to put all his cards on the table but he was also fearful of how Cali would react after discovering how they were connected.

“Yeah, man.” His tattooed hand tugged at his ball cap while the other gripped the bags tighter.

“Fuck, War. You slept with her already, didn’t you?”

“Mannnn…”

“Shit you did. You’re wrong. Dead ass wrong. You need to tell her.”

“I said I am.”

“You should have already. She was with Merritt and he died. You’re his cousin and the person keeping her set up in the life Merritt created.”

War’s anger flared. “Merritt also kept her hidden away from reality. The reality of his other women, one of which he created a kid with while still fucking Cali. Merritt wasn’t a gotdamn saint, Kirs.”

His chest tightened. Cali was causing a rift in his family without having a clue. It wasn’t her fault. This was on him. He crossed that line. His sister was right. There was no reason for him to be upset with his cousin. Merritt didn’t make him approach Cali that day nor did he make War put his dick in the woman. That was all him and although he wasn’t proud of the decisions made, there were no regrets other than not being up front with Cali. He created the mess he was currently in.

“No, he wasn’t a saint but you loved him. Hell so did I. And what he had with her was his shit. You need to figure out yours before it’s too late. I’m not saying you’re wrong for wanting her. I’m saying you’re wrong for not giving her all the facts.”

Again, she was right and he wouldn’t argue. His mess, not hers, and this was something War had to fix. He just wasn’t sure how.


NINE
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“It’s cute in there. Got a little vibe and everything. Your boss is nice too. Maybe I need to get a part-time job there. I could use the money.”

“You have a good job, Conner. You shouldn’t need money but if you do…”

“Don’t say you’ll help because you won’t.”

“I will always help but I’m not going to cover your bills to make that man more of a deadbeat. He needs to step up. He needs to be a man.”

“Just forget I said anything. I was joking anyway.”

Cali exhaled a sigh. Arguing with Conner about her man was pointless. Until Conner was ready to see him for who he truly was, a lazy abusive asshole, then there wasn’t much she could do but be there for when Conner finally opened her eyes.

“You weren’t joking but I’ll let it go. Just know that when you’re truly ready, I’m here. You can stay with me until you figure something out.”

“Your place is nice but it’s small.”

“And peaceful. No assholes allowed,” Cali asserted with a firm look.

“Anyway…” Conner plucked a fry from her sister's plate. “What’s going on with you and your new man? You gonna see him today?”

Cali shook her head and smiled, thinking about War. She hadn’t seen him since his pop-up visit at the bookstore where his jealousy had him chasing away another man and dropping two hundred dollars on books. Cali loved how he was genuinely interested in the titles he selected and schooled her on a few she should check out.

War was hood but smart. His intelligence was non-traditional and she assumed it was how he managed to survive so long in the streets and make the transition to legitimate business owner. He had told her he recently stepped away from the drug game and she had no reason not to believe him. He had obviously been planning the transition for years by building legitimate businesses to bring in legal money. She appreciated that he was honest about his past but appreciated even more that it was his past.

The street life was what had gotten Merritt caught up. The article she read online mentioned a young Black male shot and killed in what was presumed to be a drug related incident. She didn’t know his friends or family to get details on what truly happened. The day of his funeral she was too distraught to involve herself with those that attended and they didn’t know her. Laying him to rest wasn’t the time or place to make introductions.

She watched from afar and left before the services were over, slipping into her car and driving to Carvers teary eyed, needing whatever connection she could have. Being in the apartment where they spent time was too overwhelming so she sat at Carvers for hours, staring blankly at the walls, jumping every time someone entered, praying it would be Merritt. He never showed, he couldn’t. He was gone. That night after she made it home, Conner showed up and forced her to eat and binge watch some of their favorite movies. Each day was a struggle but things slowly became bearable.

“He said he had family stuff this weekend. But that he would give me a call.”

“Family stuff.” Conner wrinkled her nose across the table from her sister. “Like what?”

“I don’t know. Didn’t ask.”

“You should have.”

“Why? We’re not like that.”

“He’s sticking his dick and tongue in your pussy, Cali. Y’all are like that whether you want to accept the truth or not, you’re into a man who might be keeping secrets. Don’t do the same thing you did with Merritt.”

“Which is?” Cali’s posture straightened as she glared at her sister.

“Nothing,” Conner mumbled but Cali pressed for her truth.

“Say what’s on your mind, Conner.”

“I’m just saying, you didn’t know shit about him. You never met his family or friends. He never took you around the block to see what that part of his life was like. I don’t know. I’m just saying…”

“I thought you liked Merritt.”

“I did like Merritt. A lot, but I love you, Cali. I won't say he wasn’t good to you because he was. Hell, he’s still good to you but let's be honest. He was a dope boy. Nigga had bank. How many other women was he good to? You could have been one of many. Did you ever ask or did you just not care?”

Cali cringed with the truth. She hadn’t cared. She and Merritt existed in their own world and it was so good and intense that she didn’t want to know what existed beyond their private bubble. Maybe that was stupid and maybe she should have pushed harder but she hadn’t.

He was everything she needed and that was good enough. Not being truly loved the way she should have been by her biological parents and adoptive parents broke something in both Cali and Conner. She knew that now, thanks to Dr. K, but back then, she just allowed Merritt to be her world and fill her up with all the things she missed.

“No,” Cali said subtly and shook her head. When her eyes met Conner’s she added, “I didn’t ask because I didn’t want to know. I was broken. Am broken and so are you but at least I can admit that I have work to do. You’re in denial, Conner. You’re with a man who treats you like shit and you let him because what little love and affection he gives fills a void you don’t know you need. That’s what Merritt was to me; only his love didn’t hurt me. It gave me something good. So no, I didn’t ask if I was the only one and I didn’t push to be a part of whatever else existed in his life. I accepted what he gave. It was what I needed. We all cope in different ways.”

Cali could see the walls lifting with her sister. She wasn’t ready to face her truths the way she had been which was confirmed when she spoke. “Then be different with War. Ask the right questions and make him give you everything you deserve. Not just what you think you need to make up for what we never had.”

“And what about you?” Cali asked.

“I’m good, Cali. I’ll figure it out in my own time.” Her smile was focused and guarded so Cali decided to let things be what they were. “If you’re not seeing him this weekend, I was thinking that we could go out.”

“Go out?” Cali didn’t like the sound of that.

“Yes. Like to a club or something. It’s been forever and we used to do that all the time.”

“Before you had a man who started controlling your every move.”

“I choose not to go out. That has nothing to do with him.” Conner rolled her eyes to camouflage the lie.

“Either way I’m not interested.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s nothing fun about overpriced drinks, getting the smell of smoke in my hair, niggas trying to fuck and feeling like they have the right to because they got a fresh cut and purchased a new fit.”

Conner threw her head back and laughed. “Well damn if you say it like that then no. There is nothing appealing about your version of going out. I was thinking something a little different. We can pregame. Have a few shots when we get there, dance until our legs give out, then hit up Carvers for some greasy food that will have us praying to God for forgiveness if we survive the night.”

“You think that sounds fun?”

“To me, yeah. I need it and so do you.”

“No.”

“Please….” There wasn’t much Cali would deny her little sister and as much as she hated the idea of going to a club of any kind, she offered an alternative.

“What about Black Diamonds?”

“Isn’t that fancy?” Conner’s displeasure showed on her face.

“It’s upscale, yes, but the crowd will be mixed and one I can tolerate.”

“Yeah, I’d rather go to The Spot.”

“And I’d rather not have to dodge bullets. It’s Black Diamonds or nothing.” The last time Cali went to The Spot, which was across town near Crescent Manor, she and Conner ended up hiding in the bathroom when two rival gang members decided it was a good idea to shoot at each other from opposite sides of the club. They both escaped unharmed but the night was ruined and Cali had no interest in repeating that experience.

Conner twisted her expression. “I forget about that.”

“I didn’t. So you down or not?”

“Yeah, Black Diamonds is cool. The owner is fine as shit…”

“And very married.”

Conner waved her off. “I know, but I can admire his sexy ass from afar. And all the Sharks and Royals go there. I see it on their timelines with the ones I follow.”

Her sister’s mention of Crescent Falls pro football and basketball teams would have normally prompted Cali to say something slick but she was just happy Conner was showing interest in entertaining another man, even if the goal was far-fetched.

“But…” Conner rushed out dramatically, letting Cali know she wasn’t going to like what followed. “I don’t think either of us have anything Black Diamond worthy. We should go shopping, and before you say no, clearly you have the money and you said you would be there for me. This is being there for me.”

“How?” Cali challenged

“You hate Maurice and want me to get a new man. If I show up and show out then I might catch the eye of that new man.”

“That’s a weak ass argument Conner because you don’t need anything to make you look good. You got that, sis. It’s in you not on you.” Cali flashed her a cocky grin.

“But it will clearly help so please.”

“Damn, you’re a bratty, whining ass. Fine, we can go shopping but you’re not doing too much so get that thought out of your head.”

Conner’s smile expanded. “I promise I won’t. It’s really more about you. Shit when was the last time you had on anything other than jeans.”

“I don’t go out so…”

“My point exactly, but you have a man so it’s not about you. It’s about me.”

“You looking for a man, Conner?” Cali arched a brow and her sister shrugged.

“Maybe.”

“I’m not pushing you to someone else, but I do think it wouldn’t be a bad idea to figure out what you need outside of a relationship.”

“I know, Cali. You love me, blah blah blah.” Conner grinned and playfully rolled her eyes.

Cali laughed at her sister’s dramatics before adding softly, “I don’t hate him, by the way. I hate that he doesn’t realize how amazing you are and he is too selfish to treat you the way you deserve.”

“I know,” Conner said quietly. Cali just prayed she figured it out before it was too late. Nothing good would come from a man who didn’t value the life or love of a good woman.
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“He clean?”

“Yeah, as far as I can tell. He owns a sneaker shop downtown, got a degree from CFU, and no record. I don’t think he’s been mixed up in anything that Rez and Big Will have going on.”

War inhaled from the blunt pinched between his tattooed fingers. He appreciated Raleigh, or Switch, was clean but that didn’t mean he wanted him in his sister’s life. He still had Taylor blood pumping through his heart which meant War wouldn’t trust him or anyone in his family until their name was cleared of any wrongdoing connected to Merritt being set up.

“’Preciate that, anything else?”

“With him no, but that plate you gave me. You’re not gonna like what I found.”

“One of Rez’s people?”

“Donald Taylor.”

War’s hooded eyes focused on his house while he spoke. He was in the car and should have been on his way to his mother’s place but paused when the call from York came through. “What I need to know about him?”

“They call him J’No. Born and raised in Miami. His mother and Rez’s father are first cousins.”

“And?”

“And he’s new to Crescent Falls.”

“How new?”

“Touched down a month before Merritt got hit.”

War closed his eyes briefly, allowing the high to settle. Coincidences happened in life but rarely ever did they exist in the world he lived in. When shit didn’t add up, it was because it wasn’t meant to. Rez’s family member, J’No, touching down in the city a month before Merritt was shot wasn’t a coincidence.

J’No fucking Merritt’s old lady wasn’t one either. The bigger question heavy on War’s mind was whether or not Neece was a victim or a key player. Only one would grant her grace. He didn’t want to think about what he would do if she were a player. It wouldn’t be nice, more like torturous and painful and he would not feel bad.

“What else do you know?”

“He’s fucking Neece.”

War placed the blunt to his lips once more. He inhaled deeply and felt his lungs burn because he held it in so long.

“If there’s proof…”

“Nothing concrete right now but when I have it…”

“Yeah.”

War was seconds away from ending the call so he could process the information York had given but there was one more thing that needed to be exchanged between the two.

“Let me get you what you need before you make a decision, War.”

Think before you act.

War had never been irrational. He was a thinker. Merritt was the wild one but this situation could turn the tables. York knew his friend well enough to issue a warning. He also knew him well enough to know that it might not fucking matter. This was about Merritt. War wanted retribution.

“I hear you. You be easy,” was how War chose how to end things. He spent the next half hour finishing the blunt to get his mind right so he made the drive across town to deal with his mother and sister with a level head.

He sighed as his thoughts began to balance. Potent and organic was his vice of choice. Alcohol made men stupid. Scrambled their thoughts but the right blend could bring out enough logic to save lives. It also set the stage to take them.

Neece would feel his wrath if she had a hand in what happened to Merritt. War didn’t want to allow his mind to travel down that road because there was a consequence connected to his plan. JoJo. The infant had lost his father.

JoJo had family who would love him enough to fill the void left from not having Merritt and losing Neece if she was the snake War prayed she wasn’t. He would step up and so would his mother and sister who had JoJo at the moment, and were no doubt spoiling him rotten, but the thought bummed War. He couldn’t process having to make the call about whether Neece lived or died.

War managed to drag himself from his thoughts when his phone vibrated with a notification, FaceTime from Kirsten. Knowing she had JoJo he answered, worried that something might have been wrong.

“Yo…”

“Where you at?”

“Out, what’s up? Everything good?”

“Yes, everything is fine, see.” Kirsten’s pretty face left the screen and War was granted a visual of his mother sitting on the sofa with JoJo on her lap. His little limbs were going wild as Grace sang praises about how handsome he was between kissing all over his tiny little face.

“Man, y’all need to stop with that shit. You’re gonna make him soft.”

“That’s not me, that’s her.”

“Nah that’s both of y’all.”

War grinned, shaking his head and raising his voice when he spoke again, wanting Grace to hear him.

“Ma, stop kissing that baby like that.”

“Look at this little face. How can I not kiss all over it.” Grace smiled at her son as she leaned over JoJo who lay in her lap smiling and cooing from her praise and attention.

“You’re gonna spoil him.”

“So what? That’s what babies are for. Lovin’ and kissing on. If you would give me some grandkids then I could spread this love around. JoJo is all I have so he gets all of my love. Don’t you, JoJo?”

War chuckled as his baby cousin’s jerky limbs moved faster and more spastically.

“You won’t win that argument, War. Don’t bother to try.” Kirsten’s face reappeared on the screen. He chuckled and watched as she moved through the room and filled the spot next to her mother. Both of their faces were telling of how happy JoJo made them.

“Looks like you have a new man in your life and I’m not relevant at the moment.”

“Your ego driven ass is always mad when the world doesn’t revolve and stop on War Gerrad.”

“Depends on who it’s revolving around. But JoJo can get that. That’s my dude. He deserves all the love from the women in this family.”

“And you don’t?” his mother teased.

“According to you I don’t.” He winked at Grace through the phone.

“I would never deny you love, son. You deserve it just as much but JoJo has never made me worry the way you do. I’ve had to pray longer and harder when it’s about you. My prayer for JoJo is that he doesn’t follow in your footsteps.”

“Thank you and I’m sorry for making you worry, Ma. You don’t need to do that anymore and JoJo will be straight. He will never have to be out there like that.”

Grace sucked her teeth and pulled away. “You didn’t have to be out there like that so that doesn’t give me much peace.”

“See what you started.” His focus shifted back to Kirsten.

“Nope, don’t put that on me. That’s all you, Wardell.”

“Nah, you did that by calling me. Did you need something or just wanted to let her get in my ass about shit I can’t change?”

Kirsten’s smile expanded. “I wanted to know if you were coming back. You just dropped JoJo and left. That’s not like you.”

“Maybe tomorrow. You said you wanted to see him.”

“I know but I thought you’d be around too and why are you sitting in your car?” She narrowed her eyes at the screen.

“I’m out, don’t worry about what I’m doing and why.”

“Whatever. You’re probably out there stalking Cali.”

The mention of her name brought a lazy smile to War’s face. He hadn’t seen her in a few days. Since he pulled up on her at the bookstore to be precise. She hadn’t hit him up and he hadn’t reached out either. War wasn’t sure what they were doing and refused to fall victim to his emotions where Cali was concerned. If it were up to him, he would have her at his side twenty-four seven. For now, he was allowing her to take the lead.

“Mmhmm, I knew that’s what you were doing. I can see it all over your face.”

War chuckled. “I’m not stalking her.”

“But you want to be.”

“Get off my line, Kirs. Go spend time with JoJo.”

“Yeah I’ll do that. Tell Cali I said hello.”

The screen went black. Kirsten hadn’t allowed him to respond and after a few minutes, War started his ride and pulled out of the driveway then his neighborhood. He was on a journey to grab some food and settle in for the night at his apartment in the city. He had no plans for the weekend but being at home, one he’d allowed Cali access to and now held memories of her, wasn’t something he was in the mood for. He’d have to rectify that soon or later but at the moment, food was his priority.
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Black Diamonds was body to body. Cali was sure they were breaking some type of law that would have the fire marshal shutting things down had they cared enough to show up. The crowd had her feeling anxious but she swallowed it down and dulled her nerves with alcohol. Conner was too excited to be out enjoying a night of freedom and Cali wouldn’t be a killjoy who took that away from her sister.

“These are good.” Conner lifted the bright blue drink and tipped it back, taking a big sip. Cali mirrored her sister’s motion and tried the one she ordered. The alcohol and syrupy flavor instantly sent her tastebuds into overdrive.

“Shit, this is good.”

“Slow down, lightweight. You know how you get with a real drink.” Cali had been the wild sister years ago but as time moved past and she matured, the most she could handle was wine and a few edibles. Conner picked up the role of becoming the drinker in the family which Cali overlooked because she attributed the change to the issues Conner was having in her relationship.

“I can handle it.” Cali took another big sip.

“I’m glad neither of us drove because you’ll be wasted in no time if you keep that up.”

Cali offered a lazy smile. “Isn’t that what you wanted? To come out, get wasted, and party like we used to years ago.”

“Have fun, yes, but not be sloppy drunk, so slow down.”

“I know my limits.” Cali shrugged and took in the sea of people. She and her sister were crammed into one corner of the bar. She watched everyone smiling, enjoying their evening, and their happiness brought out her own. “I’m glad you made me come. This feels good. It’s been forever.”

“Yeah it has. We should do this more often. We used to go out all the time.” Conner grinned.

“We did. Tonight is about remembering who we used to be. I need this.” Cali sighed and pouted playfully at her sister. “We both do.”

“I agree. Let’s have some fun. One more of these and we’re hitting the dance floor.”

The dramatic way Cali threw her arms in the air and almost spilled what was left of her drink had Conner grinning in amusement.

“Maybe no more of those for you.”

“Shut up. I’m fine,” Cali assured and finished what was left of her drink. The rush of taking it down so fast warmed her stomach and settled her nerves. The music thumped and pulsed loudly around them. Cali would swear to feeling the bass vibrating through her body. It sparked a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a while. Being alive, happy, and carefree. “Let’s dance,” she shouted, smiling so widely that she offered Conner a visual of her pretty teeth.

Conner matched her sister’s enthusiasm, turning up her glass and swallowing the bright blue sugary drink. She tugged on Cali’s hand until the sisters collided, which sent them into a fit of giggles. “Let’s go. It’s time to dance.”

After a few songs, Cali was lost to everything around her. Half an hour after being on the dance floor, the sisters exited for a bathroom break and stopped by the bar for two shots each then returned to the sea of bodies that moved like a blur of limbs under the flashing strobe lights illuminating the dance floor.

The rapid succession of their blinking and shifted sequences scrambled Cali’s mind a bit too much so as she threw her arms loosely above her head, swaying and rolling her body beneath them, she kept her eyes closed. The carefree party girl she had been years ago resurfaced and it felt so damn good to dance and blend into the swaying bodies guided by the music.

Occasionally she managed to peel her eyes open to search for Conner. It was just as important that she was safe and she enjoyed herself. When she found her baby sister, body to body with a blur of a man who had his hands at her hips moving the two in sync, Cali grinned and allowed her eyes to fall closed again.

The pleasing hum of liquor thrumming through her veins allowed Cali to escape in plain sight until she felt additional warmth at her waist. A pair of large, strong hands pulled from behind until she landed awkwardly against a firm chest.

She glanced over her shoulder to find a determined smile and hooded eyes peering down at her. She tensed briefly but relaxed when his grip loosened a little.

It’s just a dance.

She settled back into swaying her body, but this time he followed her motion. He smelled of smoke and a cologne that was nice but not the one she had grown familiar with over the past month or so. The reality had her mind drifting to War.

Her hips moved in time with the music and her dance partner ground against her. She felt the firmness of his arousal and pulled away.

Space. I need space.

“Hey, where you going?”

“Bathroom.”

It was a lie.

“Hang on, what’s your name?”

“Not interested in anything but a dance.”

“I don’t believe that, sexy. You want what I’m offering. I know you feel that, don’t you?”

“I need to go.”

His fingers dug into her hip, spiking a warning through Cali’s system. She immediately looked around to see if anyone noticed their interaction. They hadn’t. Just like she had been, the other patrons were more or less in their own worlds, enjoying the moment.

“You’re out here in this dress, dancing like this. That says interested, beautiful. I’m just giving what you’re asking for.”

Cali froze. Fight or flight kicked in and she used all of her force to move away from the guy. “How I’m dancing and the way I’m dressed does not mean I want you disrespecting me or my personal space. Excuse me.”

Thankfully when she walked away he didn’t follow. In a panic she searched for Conner once more and didn’t see her. It wasn’t until she pushed through most of the crowd and reached the bar that she caught a glimpse of Conner and the man who was dragging her toward the exit.

Maurice.

What the fuck is he doing here?

Cali moved as fast as she could to get to the door. There was a crowd hovering, waiting to gain approval to enter, and they delayed her exit by blocking the door. By the time Cali managed to step out into the night air, all she caught was the taillights of a car she recognized pulling away from the valet stand.

“Shit.”

She fumbled with her purse and removed her phone, quickly dialing her sister. The first two calls went to voicemail but by the third she got her sister’s voice.

“I’m fine…”

“You’re not. I saw the way he handled you. Tell him to stop the car now. Why the fuck was he here? You told him where we were going?”

“No, he saw the story I posted. I’m fine, Cali.”

“Stop fucking worrying about what we have going on. Me and Conner are good, Cali. Mind your gotdamn business.” She heard Maurice’s angry growl in the background.

“Conner…”

“Cali. I’m fine. I’m sorry for bailing. I’ll make it up to you, I promise. Let me deal with this crazy ass man because I have a feeling this is it for us. I’m over him.”

Maurice laughed arrogantly in the background. “You ain’t going nowhere. Stop fucking lying and end that call.”

“Conner, please, just tell him to stop. I’ll come get you. I can call a ride now.”

“Cali, no. I need to do this. No time like the present. I’m over his shit and we need to deal with this. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She lowered her voice. “I mean it. I’m done.”

“I’m coming there tonight.”

“No, that will only make it worse. Let me just do this. Call your man. Tell him you had a few too many shots and need to put them to good use.”

“I don’t have a man and stop trying to change the subject.”

“You have a man, Cali. You’re just too fucked up in the head to claim him. Call War.”

“Promise me you’re okay?”

“I am, California Love. I’m always good as long as I know you got me.” Cali could hear the smile in her sister's voice and attributed part of that to the use of her nickname. One they shared as children, but she wasn’t fully convinced.

“I’m gonna call you when I get home, okay? You better answer.”

“I will. I promise and I’m sorry for leaving. You promise me you’ll be safe.”

“I’ll be fine. Let me go so I can call a ride,” Cali huffed, feeling torn.

After ending the call, she looked around trying to decide her next move. It was just after midnight and she could easily pull up the iDrive app to get home safely but something in her gut had Cali dialing the one person she had been longing to see all night. If he didn’t respond, she’d take it as a sign. Cali felt her pulse thump with anticipation until the very moment his deep voice flowed through the phone and she knew she made the right decision.
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“Were you busy?”

War brushed a hand over his face to stabilize his thoughts. After picking up food a few hours earlier he made his way to the apartment he kept in the city and blazed through two more blunts. He was feeling right since his stomach was full and his high had leveled.

“It’s late, Cali…”

“Sorry I…” She cut him off and he returned the favor.

“Don’t apologize. I was just gonna ask if you’re straight. Where you at?”

“Black Diamonds.”

“Alone?”

“Now, yes. I was with my sister but she left. If you’re not busy…”

Never too busy for you, love.

“I’m not. What do you need?”

War was already up and moving. Even if that wasn’t what she wanted, he was going to Cali. The thought of her out alone and possibly with alcohol in her system didn’t sit right.

“Can you come get me? I could call a ride…”

“Nah, don’t do that. I’m on my way. You safe?”

“Yes.”

“Bet, go inside and wait for me in fact, tell whoever is at the door that someone’s coming for you and he told you to wait at the VIP valet. I’ll be there in like twenty minutes.”

“I’m fine where I am…”

“I’m sure you are but do that for me, love. You can give them my name and if anyone gives you a problem ask them to get Dominic on the phone. He’s the owner.”

“You know the owner?”

War frowned into the phone. Cali had no idea who he truly was but he never wanted her to know that part of his life. He was perfectly content with her only knowing the man he was today. “I know a lot of people. Now, can you do that for me?”

“Yes,” she rushed out on a sigh, allowing him to relax. She was stubborn as shit but he had plans to break her of that when it came to doing things he knew would be best. War wasn’t the type of man to control a woman but when it was time for him to lead, he needed his lady to follow. “You must not be home. It will take longer than twenty minutes to get here from your house.”

“I’m in the city.”

“Oh well if you were busy…”

“I said I wasn’t. Twenty minutes, aight. I’ll call you when I pull up.”

“Okay,” Cali whispered, making his dick grow hard.

This woman would be the weakness he fought so hard all his life not to be attached to. War never wanted anyone or anything that could bring him to his knees. Cali was already doing so. Their connection was too strong considering the limited time they’d spent around each other. That could only mean whatever was between them was meant to be. Merritt had only been doing fate’s work by placing Cali in his purview.

“Twenty minutes. Share your location so I can make sure you’re good until I get there.”

War waited until the notification came through, followed by her voice.

“Done.”

“Got it, love. I’m on my way.”

He dressed in all black, throwing on athletic wear and a pair of Ones before leaving his place. While speeding through the city, his mind drifted to how crazy things were becoming in his world. A woman he hadn’t expected to ever know now kept his thoughts tied up and dick hard.

She also had his mind shifting through plans for how to keep her safe and happy but in the back of his mind, he knew the good would be overshadowed by the bad. He needed to tell her things that might push her away and that had War’s thoughts shifting to something dark.

As promised, a little over twenty minutes later he was pulling into the parking lot of Black Diamonds’ side VIP entrance. He had already shot Cali a text that let her know he was there so she immediately stepped out the door as soon as he idled his ride.

She slid into the passenger seat, tugging at the black bodycon dress that rose up her thighs the minute she was situated next to him. He admired the sly, almost coy, smile that curved her lips when her alcohol-laced gaze landed on him.

“Thank you for coming.”

At that moment all logic and rationale where Cali was concerned no longer existed with War. He decided, right fucking there, she would be his at all costs. The jealousy he felt while taking in the way her black dress hugged every curve of her toned frame, showcasing a figure he had no doubt other men had enjoyed that night made the decision for him. Something possessive burned in his chest, sending his thoughts out of control.

“You need me, I’m there. That’s how this works, love.”

“That’s a big promise to make.”

War didn’t grace her with a response, he simply pulled away from the building and navigated through the parking lot. Cali remained quiet until they hit the street and took a left, moving toward the highway.

“Where are we going?”

“That’s up to you. I can take you home or you can come home with me.”

“To your house?”

He glanced at her and nodded.

“Can we make a stop first? I want to check on Conner.”

War sensed the tension in her voice and decided to push further. “Didn’t she just leave you? Y’all fighting or something?”

She mentioned being with Conner at the club. Siblings had disagreements all the time. He and Kirsten could go at it like enemies, given the day.

“It was supposed to be a girls’ night out. Her boyfriend saw her story and ended up dragging Conner out of the club. I just want to make sure she’s good. She said she was but…”

“They got the kind of relationship where you have to worry about her?”

She blew out a shaky breath. “Sometimes, yes.”

At first Cali wouldn’t meet his gaze but when she finally did the look they shared communicated everything War needed to know.

“Give me her address.”

They arrived shortly after and when War parked his truck and proceeded to get out, Cali turned to face him in the seat.

“You don’t have to go. I won’t be long. I just want to make sure she’s good. She’ll tell me anything over the phone to stop me from worrying.”

War laughed arrogantly, briefly pausing his motion to get out. “You just told me he doesn’t respect your sister. That means he damn sure won’t respect you. Either I’m going with you or you’re staying here and I’ll bring Conner out so you can lay eyes on her.”

She opened her mouth to argue but her face populated into a smile instead. He appreciated that she chose the latter because he didn’t want them at odds over simple shit.

“Fine, but can you let me handle this? I don’t want things getting out of hand. You and all that arrogance might make things worse than they have to be.”

“Yeah, I can do that.”

He only agreed because it was what she needed. He had no intention of letting anything concerning Cali, and by default Conner, get out of control. A man who didn’t respect women was a coward. “But don’t think I’m staying out of this if he’s on some bullshit.”

War’s face was unchanging when he added, “But I’ll fall back until I feel I need to get involved.”

He caught her smile as she turned toward the door and pulled the handle to get out. War was even more convinced that this woman was going to bring him to his knees. Hell, he was already there.
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“Stop looking at me like that. I’m fine.”

Cali glanced over her shoulder at War who was by the door. She was deeper into the apartment, speaking quietly to Conner who had already showered, changed, and wiped her face clean of makeup.

“He ruined our night by dragging you up out of the club. That’s not fine nor is it normal.”

“He’s extra. You know how he gets.”

“Yeah, I do, which is why I’m here. This is crazy, Conner. You can stay with me. Let’s just get your stuff now and go while he’s not here.”

When Cali showed up, her sister seemed surprised. Cali didn’t care and instead barged her way in even after Conner insisted she and Maurice argued and he left the apartment after she threatened to call the police. Cali searched each room of their place until she was satisfied that he wasn’t there.

“Cali…”

“No, don’t Cali me. How many times have you called begging me to come get you because he put his hands on you, Conner? Tonight he dragged you out of a club and you hadn’t done anything wrong. You’re allowed to have a life outside of your relationship with him.”

“I know and I will. I promise. I mean it this time. Just give me tonight. I want to finish packing my things so when I leave, I don’t have to come back. He’s not here and he’s not coming home. I have his keys. He can’t get in even if he does come back and you have plans. Just go. I’ll be fine. I am fine. You see me, right?”

Cali nodded, taking her sister in from head to toe. “Yeah.”

“And you see that I’m good?”

“I do but…”

“No buts. Go home, let him fuck the shit out of you and we’ll figure out the rest of this mess tomorrow. It’s the least I can do since I bailed on you tonight.”

“I don’t care about that…”

“Cali, go. Now or I’ll never forgive you. I already feel like crap for leaving you there. Are you really going to make me feel worse for ruining what’s left of your night with him?” Conner glanced toward the door and Cali rolled her eyes, offering a smile when Conner met her with one.

“Okay but promise to text me as soon as you’re up in the morning and we’ll figure this out.”

“Okay, okay. Now go.” Conner gripped her sister’s shoulders and turned Cali toward the man patiently waiting by the door. After a gentle shove, she focused on him. “Take care of her and thank you for bringing my sister to check on me. Not that she gave you much of a choice. I know how Cali is.”

War pulled Cali into his body when she was within reach. “No, she didn’t but I didn’t put up much of a fight either. You sure you’re good?”

“God, yes, I’m fine. I’m going to bed. You take my sister and put her to bed and I’ll live vicariously through the two of you with the hopes that I’ll have that one day.”

War chuckled at how candid Conner was. He understood why Cali loved her sister so much.

“Ehh, please don’t do that. It’s weird.”

“Yep, and you’ll get more of my sexually oppressed weirdness if you don’t go, sooo…” Conner stepped around them and opened the door. Cali huffed and pulled away from War long enough to hug her sister. She held her tightly and kissed Conner’s cheek.

“You make me crazy…”

“And you keep me sane.”

Just after they stepped out of the apartment, War turned to Conner, offering a serious expression. “You need her, you call. Don’t worry about what we have going on, aight?”

“Yep, got it.”

War stepped up to Cali and lowered his eyes. “We can hang out for a while if that will make you feel better.”

She offered a smile. “There’s no way she will let me do that so no, we can leave.”

“Then we can hang out in the parking lot, love. Keep an eye on things here. I’m cool with whatever puts you at ease.”

Cali’s smile stretched widely as she fisted the sides of War’s shirt. “No, it’s fine. She’ll bolt the door and if he doesn’t have keys, he can’t get in.”

“Hang on.” As they reached the parking lot, War removed his phone and made a call. Cali stood beside him, listening.

“Ay, you home?”

“For a minute, what’s up?”

“I got a friend around the corner from you. She might need some assistance.”

“What she look like?”

War’s jaw flexed. “It’s not that kind of party. I’m doing a favor for a friend. Her dude is a fucking bully. I’m like twenty minutes from here but you can get here in ten. You mind hanging around for a little while.”

“Yeah I can do that. You sure you don’t want to tell me what she looks like.”

War’s expression pinched when he glanced at Cali. “Nah, not with this one.”

“You better be glad I fuck with you heavy, War. If you need me, hit my line.”

“I got you.”

After he ended the call, Cali stepped in front of War. “Who was that?”

“A friend. He’s close. If your sister has an issue, I’ll hit him up to come handle things until we can get here.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know but I can tell you’re worried.”

Cali nodded and released a sigh. “We’ve done this a million and one times. Maybe this will be the time that enough is enough. It has to be her decision. If I make her leave and she’s not ready, she’ll go back.”

War leaned down to kiss her face. “You’ve been doing this for a while with her.”

“Three years. It’s gotten worse over the last year. Before it was just crazy arguments and him being unreasonable. But now…” Cali shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him do it, but I know he does. She won’t ever tell me how bad it gets. I want her to be happy. And safe.”

“She will be.” Something about the confidence in his tone, confidence that War would make it his personal mission to ensure Conner was safe, put Cali at ease. Hand in hand they walked back to his Range and just after he opened the passenger door to let her in, Cali turned her body against his, reaching up to loop her arms around his neck. “For the record, you make me feel better. Better than I have been in a really long time, so thank you.”

Cali lifted onto her toes and pressed a soft kiss to War’s mouth. The moment their lips met, she leaned into the comfort of his body. Her arms tightened around his neck while he took a step closer, turning Cali just enough to press her body between him and the vehicle beside them. Her goal was to show appreciation with a quick and easy reward but with the way his lips felt, Cali was stuck.

War’s hands moved up her thighs, across her waist, and settled on her ass which he grabbed tightly. Cali sucked in a ragged breath, allowing her lips to part just enough to give him more access to deepen the kiss. The harder he kissed her and the more she accepted the delightful warmth of his tongue’s fluid motion against hers, the more she wanted that tongue exploring more of her body.

“Fuck, love. You’re testing my patience. I don’t want to have you exposed out here in this parking lot.” He kissed her again, letting his teeth graze over her bottom lip while she peered up at him with hooded lids and dark lashes.

War’s hands roamed her body, caressing her curves through the thin fabric of her dress. He felt the pressure from his dick thickening under his tapered sweats. Where she didn’t have the restraint to pull away, he did. Cali pouted from the separation and felt her lips trembling from how hard he’d kissed her. When a smile curled his mouth, she felt embarrassed.

“We should probably go.”

“Yeah, we should. You cool with going to my place here in the city?”

Cali’s eyes narrowed. “You have an apartment in the city?”

“Yeah.”

“How many women have been there?”

“It’s been awhile.”

“I didn’t ask how long it’s been.” She arched a brow and felt her irritation spike when his smile grew.

“A few and the only thing they touched there is the sheets which were stripped and washed after they left.”

“You’re not helping,” she muttered.

“Stop stressing and get in the truck.” War’s tone offered no room for argument. He motioned to the passenger door and Cali huffed but did as she was told. She had no right to be jealous over his past, but that didn’t stop the feeling from creeping into her chest. Cali wasn’t sure if she was ready to live in a space of vulnerability again but it seemed War wasn’t offering much of a choice.
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“This is nice.” Cali’s eyes slowly moved around War’s apartment while standing between his legs as he sat on the sofa. His regard was affixed on her while she took her time taking in every inch of the place she currently had access to. He could sense her unease, being in a place he had shared with other women, but he hadn’t lied when he said they only shared a bed with him. Sex was all they got. No overnight visits, no sleeping in his bed, no showering together after they were done. Those things were too intimate and created expectations.

“Nice enough for you to stay?”

“I’m still deciding.”

He chuckled and leaned forward, placing his hands behind her thighs. His fingers ghosted over her skin and moved further down, over her calves until he reached her ankle. He examined the delicate crystal chain that circled her ankle to decide the best way to get her out of her shoes. Once he realized there was a simple hook, he made quick work of it and slipped her foot from the slim heel. When her bare foot made contact with the wood floor he worked on the right side while his eyes lifted to hers.

“I guess you didn’t hear the part where I said I was still deciding.”

War’s lips curved into a sinful smirk. “I heard you loud and clear. I figured you might as well be comfortable while you’re deciding.”

He would take her home if that was what she truly wanted but that wasn’t happening unless she asked to leave. So far she hadn’t. Once she stood on her bare feet, War’s callused fingers moved over her calves again until they made it past the hem of her dress. His eyes were on Cali when they grazed her lace panties then dipped under them.

“Made a decision yet?”

“No, still thinking about it.” He chuckled as she swallowed thickly the minute his fingers brushed her hip then hooked the thin material at the side and began tugging them down.

“How about I offer some inspiration to help you decide?”

“By undressing me so I can’t make a quick exit if I decide I want to leave?”

She tipped out of her panties when his fingers brushed her ankles. They didn’t remain there long because he had plans. Cali sucked in a sharp breath when those callused fingers of his found their way between her legs.

War’s knuckles edged over her sensitive folds, back and forth several times before he relaxed his fingers and allowed the tips to dip between them.

“I might be convinced to stay for a while if you keep doing that.”

“I’ll do whatever you want, Cali. Whatever it takes to keep you here.”

For as long as you’ll let me have you.

Her sex clenched every time he stroked her which had War groaning more each time his fingers made contact with her soft skin. She was drenched, slick from arousal so when he pushed up and forward at just the right angle, there wasn’t a bit of tension. Her pussy flexed around his fingers which he pushed, pulled, and spread wide, giving a good stretch.

“Oh God,” Cali breathed.

“Tell me you’re staying,” War murmured, keeping the rhythm of his fingers at a consistent pace.

“I’m… shit…”

“Say it, Cali. Tell me what you want?”

“To stay. Here. With you.”

His fingers kept going. He fucked her harder, curling his fingers just right, allowing them to explore so he would know the perfect pace and angle to make her cum.

“You sure you want to stay, Cali?”

“I’m… I’m sure.”

“Good because that was the plan. I want to spend the next couple of hours making sure you’re thoroughly fucked.” War grinned in satisfaction, watching as Cali slowly began to unravel. Her eyes fluttered closed and her pussy began to pulse rapidly around his fingers. He leaned in and kissed the inside of her thigh.

The tremors rocking through her body had him temporarily satisfied. He withdrew his fingers and replaced them with soft kisses then his tongue. His fingers pressed into her hips, roughly bringing her closer while he worked his tongue to pull one more orgasm from her before she was sitting on his dick.

War lifted to his full height and his fingers wrapped around her neck, giving a gentle squeeze at the same moment his mouth crashed down on hers. Cali’s lips parted enough to give him more access to taste and explore. He took full advantage, sucking on her tongue, allowing his teeth to graze her bottom lip which he tugged before he moved down her cheek to her neck.

“I’m going to fuck you thoroughly, Cali. Until you feel me everywhere. Every inch of you remembering me for days following the moment I make you cum. You down with that?”

“Yes. Definitely down with that…”

He smirked at the throaty moan that followed.

“Figured you wouldn’t mind.” War was so hard his dick hurt but apparently he wouldn’t have to wait much longer for the relief he was seeking. Cali’s hands slipped into his sweats and briefs, pushing them down until his dick sprang free. The warmth and pressure from her hands stroking his length had him groaning deep in the back of his throat.

“Condom.”

“My pocket.”

When her brows pinched, he leveled his face over hers and kissed her mouth. “I wasn’t sure how our evening would end. I wanted to be prepared.”

“Prepared for me?”

“It would only be you, Cali, that I can promise you.”

Her hand slipped into his pocket and after she pulled out the condom, ripped it open, and worked it down his length, War’s patience was obliterated. He lifted her around his waist and aligned himself between her legs, allowing her to ease down slowly. That was the only concession she would get. Her body opened, emitting one sharp gasp after the next when she took all of him with swift hard thrusts.

“I’m glad you decided to stay.”

“I’m glad you convinced me.”

He grasped her hips, lifting Cali until only the tip remained inside of her then slamming her back down, flexing his hips upward to meet her each time she landed. Her arms snaked around his neck to a painful degree, holding him close.

War kept going, hard deep thrusts upward, not allowing for any time to recover between them. They came hard and fast, until his name was on her tongue and his stomach twisted, his body tingled like tiny needles crawled over his skin. His dick became unbearably sensitive with the promise of a release. He held onto his until Cali was on the edge of hers. The way her pussy was holding him, contracting and pulsing, was a prequel to his release.

“Fuck, Cali…” Ecstasy trampled his senses as he came hard, following Cali. She bit down on his shoulder, marking his skin. He didn’t care. She could mark him permanently if she wanted. It would mean she was his and he was hers. Whether she knew it or not, that was their reality and not just for the night.

Next he was going to fuck her once more in the shower so they were completely satisfied and clean before they climbed in his bed. She wasn’t leaving him anytime soon and War liked the idea of soon being never.
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“Conner…” Cali answered in a groggy voice after being fucked multiple times. She showered with War then crawled in his bed, snuggled into his body, and fell asleep before she could mentally process what was happening.

“He’s outside. He won’t leave. I don’t know what to do. If he gets in here, I’ll kill him, Cali. I will.”

“What?” Cali’s mind began to clear after hearing her sister’s ramblings. She lifted her head and attempted to shift away from the warm body holding her hostage, but War’s arm tightened around her waist.

“Maurice. He came back. I told him to leave and he won’t. He keeps kicking the door, trying to get in, Cali. If he does…”

“Shit…” Cali used more force to pull away from War and when she snatched away it jarred him from a restful sleep.

“What’s going on?”

“Call your friend and I need you to take me to Conner. He came back. She said he’s trying to kick the door in.”

After making the demand, Cali’s focus was back on her sister. “Where are you?”

“In the bedroom. I can hear him outside the front door. If he gets in here Cali, I’m gonna kill him. I swear I will.”

“You abso-fucking-lutely will not. How can you even do that, Conner?”

“I’ll stab him right in that dark ass heart of his.”

“If you do, you go to jail, Conner. I don’t have the money to defend you. Is losing your freedom worth his life?”

The line was silent but Cali could hear her sister’s heavy breathing.

“Conner?”

“No.”

“Then stay in the room. I’m on my way. Someone will be there before us to help.” She glanced at War who nodded.

With the panicked look in Cali’s eyes, he didn’t ask questions. He climbed out of bed, made the call, and got a promise from York that he was on his way there. He and Cali both dressed as quickly as possible and she threw on one of his hoodies over her dress. As soon as she was in the car, Cali had Conner on the line again, needing to hear her voice to make sure she was good.

“Conner, you okay?”

“Yeah. I’m just tired, Cali. I’m so damn tired. I’m done, this time for real. I promise.”

Something about her tone caused a weight to lift from Cali’s chest. She believed her sister this time.

She clutched the phone and closed her eyes, speaking quietly. “That’s good Conner, because I need you here to make me crazy.”

“And I need to be here so you can keep me sane.”

She felt the warmth of War’s palm on her thigh and smiled before she opened her eyes and glanced his way. He was already watching, giving Cali an added boost of confidence that everything would be okay before he focused on the road again.

As promised they made it to Connor’s place in a little less than twenty minutes. Maurice was sitting on the stairs, blocked by a man Cali didn’t know. He held a gun in hand and Maurice had a fresh bruise near his eye like someone had hit him hard.

“Conner, I’m here. Open the door,” she said into the phone.

“Is he out there?”

“He is, but it’s fine. Let me in so we can get your shit.”

War hung back and the minute Cali disappeared inside, he addressed York. “You do that?”

York grinned and shrugged. “He pulled a gun or at least tried to. I punched his ass before he could do anything with it.”

“Where is it?” War asked but kept his eyes on Maurice.

“Right here, you want it?” York lifted his hand.

War glanced at his boy and frowned. “You were gonna shoot him with his own gun.”

“Wasn’t gonna use one of mine and besides, first rule is don’t pull your shit unless you know how to use it.”

War nodded and stepped around York. “Get up.”

“Who the fuck are you?”

“Your last chance at redemption but not before I teach you a very painful lesson.” War grabbed a fistful of Maurice’s shirt and yanked him from the stairs. He was clearly past his limit with whatever he had been drinking so Maurice stumbled before gaining his footing. Before he was balanced completely, War’s fist met his face so hard he felt the crunch of the bones when he made contact. Maurice landed on his ass and cupped his nose which was already spewing blood.

“Get the fuck up. I’m giving you a chance to defend yourself and go toe to toe with a real man.”

“Fuck you,” Maurice sneered but then remembered it wasn’t just the two of them. He glanced at the man who held him captive only moments before.

York chuckled. “I’m not gon’ shoot your ass. This nigga right here is about to do much worse. You better get your ass up, and fast.”

Maurice’s eyes darted back to War and he realized he was fucked. “I’m just gonna leave.”

“Nah, you’re not.” War smirked and before Maurice could respond, he was hit again but this time, War didn’t let up. By the time York dragged him away from Maurice’s limp battered body, War could see he had done enough damage.

“You trying to catch a body over this woman? ’Cause if not, you better let this shit ride.”

“Nah, no body. I think he understands the message I was delivering. Stay the fuck away from Conner.”

When War’s eyes lowered to Maurice, he coughed up blood and turned his head to the side. “Are you fuckin’ her?” Maurice mumbled.

War leaned over him and fisted his shirt so Maurice was focused and close. “No, but you aren’t either. I meant what the fuck I said. Stay away from Conner. This is the only warning you get.”

He let him go and Maurice coughed up more blood. After a tortured struggle, he managed to lift to a seated position. He slumped against the railing ,wheezing from the lack of air he was able to intake because of his broken nose and cracked jaw.

York extended the gun to War who shook his head. “Keep it. Put a few bodies on that shit. I’m sure his simple ass has it registered. Maybe that will keep him motivated to stay the fuck away from Conner.”

Nodding, York tucked the gun at the back of his jeans. “If you’re not fucking his girl, why are we here?”

“Her sister.” War didn’t give Cali’s name. York had been around Merritt enough that he would recognize it since he was always sticking his chest out about the woman he had tucked away. There were plenty of days where Merritt spoke arrogantly about the woman he was fucking but didn’t deserve. War’s jaw clenched with the reminder of how he’d ended up here in the first place.

“Cali needs to mind her fucking business and leave mine and Conner’s alone,” Maurice murmured from nearby.

“There is no you and Conner. Keep thinking that shit and next time you don’t walk away.”

“Cali?” York repeated and War knew what was coming. “Cali that Merritt was fucking with? That’s her. You’re fucking Merritt’s girl.”

War walked up on York and spoke through clenched teeth. “Merritt ain’t here and she isn’t his.” Before York could argue the point, Cali stepped out of the door lugging a rolling suitcase and a backpack. Her eyes darted between York and War.

“What did you just say?”

“Nothing, let’s go.” War reached for the backpack but she yanked away.

“Aww fuck, I’m out,” York mumbled, stepping around War, who didn’t bother acknowledging him. He kept his eyes on Cali.

“It’s not nothing. I heard what he said. He asked if you were fucking Merritt’s girl.” Cali’s pulse sped up, her heart clenched and beat erratically in her chest.

“Cali…” War said quietly.

“No, answer the damn question. Are you fucking Merritt’s girl?”

She knew the answer the minute his eyes met hers and she felt like someone had gut punched her. “You…you knew him. You knew Merritt? Is…is that why you were there that day, at his grave? You were there to see him.”

No, I was there because I was following you.

“Can you just let me explain?”

“No!” she yelled.

“Cali, what’s wrong?” Conner stopped next to her sister and pulled Cali to her side.

“Answer the gotdamn question, War. Did you know Merritt?” Her voice trembled as her body thrummed with anger and she felt like she couldn’t breathe.

“I knew him.”

“Oh my god,” she rushed out. “How? How did you know him?”

“He was my cousin.”

She almost collapsed. “Your… He was… Did you know about me?”

When her eyes met his, that look was there again, guilt, remorse. “You did. You knew.”

“Cali, let me explain…”

“Oh my god, I’m so fucking stupid. This was all a game. You knew who I was, you knew about me and Merritt…”

“It’s not a game, love. It was never that.”

“Then what is it? Because this feels very wrong, so fucking wrong.”

“Let me help you get your sister’s stuff and we can talk when we get back to my place.”

“Your place…” She quickly shook her head. Cali felt conflicted. Every inch of her body called out to War, wanted him near, needed him, but her heart and mind were struggling to keep up. Nothing about this situation felt right. No matter how right he felt. She had so many questions. Questions she couldn’t formulate the words to ask at the moment. “We’re going home. I can’t…” She shook her head once more.

“You can’t what?” His expression shifted and turned hard.

“I need to deal with Conner. I can’t do this with you right now...”

Fuck.

War knew what to expect. He understood his position and that as soon as Cali found out who he was and how they were connected, things would change. “Will you at least let me get you home? We don’t have to talk. I just want to make sure you’re good, Cali.” His eyes shifted to Conner. “Both of you.”

“You can take us home,” Conner said and her conflicted gaze darted over to Maurice who was watching her intently with wrath in his expression.

“Conner…” Cali was prepared to argue but Conner shoved the suitcase she was clutching toward War.

“It’s just a ride, Cali. You don’t have to talk. I’ll even sit up front if you don’t want to. I need to leave. Please. If I don’t do this now, I may never have the chance to. We both need to be as far away from that asshole as possible.”

Conner’s pleading gaze locked with Cali’s. She nodded and War relaxed, taking the suitcase Conner shoved his way and the larger one next to Cali. He grabbed and balanced a few more things, shielding them both from the stairs where Maurice was sitting but that didn’t stop him from trying.

“Why are you wasting their time, Conner? You’ll be back. Don’t forget what I said. I will do it. I promise I will and you’ll always come back.” He spoke with venom and smugness in his tone until War glanced over his shoulder with a deadly warning to shut him down.

The ride to Cali’s place was quiet. She sat in the passenger seat next to War but never gave him her attention. Not one word was spoken but that didn’t stop War from watching her as he navigated through the city.

Once they arrived, he unloaded all of Connor’s things and took them to the door. After Conner thanked him, with her words followed by a hug that expressed how grateful she was, War made a promise that if she needed him, he would be there. No matter how things played out between him and Cali, he delivered the promise to Conner with confidence.

“Thank you for tonight,” Cali said as soon as Conner was inside and it was just her and War standing outside of her door.

“You don’t have to thank me, Cali. I made you a promise. That extends to your sister. No one will do either of you harm.”

She nodded, feeling the exhaustion from the evening settling over her. “You should go.”

“We need to talk, Cali.”

“We do, but I can’t now. I need to process all of this. You knew about Merritt. You know about my relationship with him. He was your damn cousin. Can you imagine how that makes me feel?”

“This wasn’t a game, Cali.”

“But that’s how it feels. How am I supposed to believe it wasn’t some sick twisted thing?”

War’s eyes narrowed. “Like what?”

“Like you wanted to be with me because I was with him. Maybe he talked about me and you just had to see what I was like, shit, I don’t know. All of this feels…”

“Right.”

It does.

She wouldn’t deny what her heart was screaming. He stepped closer, cuffing her face. “It feels so damn right, Cali, and that doesn’t have shit to do with Merritt. You know that too, but you’re not in the right headspace to push all the other shit to the side to see this isn’t about him. How you feel isn’t about him. How I feel doesn’t have shit to do with anything sick or twisted. I just fucking care about you. If you don’t trust anything else right now, trust that.”

He kissed her. It was soft and gentle but he wanted more. He wanted to spread her open and drive his dick so deeply in Cali that thoughts didn’t exist. Only feelings. Only their connection, but he knew better. She needed time and he would grant that.

“Please leave,” she said softly, tugging his hands away from her face. “I don’t know what I feel right now.”

It fucking killed him to agree, but War stepped back and waited while Cali entered her apartment, shut the door, and locked herself in. The minute he knew she was safe, he turned in the opposite direction, punched the wall next to the unit across from hers, and headed to his truck to leave. Leave. After having Cali in his life War knew leaving was an impossibility which meant that he was fucked.


ELEVEN
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Conner briefly stood in the doorway of her sister’s room and watched her pacing, chewing the corner of her nail. The defeated look on Cali’s face had Conner moving with quick strides until she reached her sister and pulled Cali into a tight hug.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault I’m stupid.” Cali shrugged out of Conner’s hold and climbed on the bed, pressing her back to the stack of pillows lining her headboard. She tucked her knees into her chest and let her head fall back at the same time her eyes closed.

“You’re not stupid.” Conner filled the spot at the foot of the bed, facing Cali. She mirrored the position, tucking her knees into her chest but she lowered her face on a folded arm, staring cautiously at Cali.

“Aren’t I, though? I knew something wasn’t right. Things were too perfect. He felt so familiar. He knew my name, Connor.”

“What?” She frowned and Cali released a sigh.

“The day I met him, he called me Cali and when I questioned how he knew my name, he pointed to my necklace. He fucking lied and I believed him.”

“It was a believable lie.”

“Right, I still should have known. Should have been more careful. I can’t believe I let him in so easily.”

I can’t believe I trusted him.

“Can I ask you something?”

Cali glanced at her sister and Conner added. “But you have to promise not to get mad.”

“I can’t promise you that but ask me whatever you want. You already know everything. It’s not like I have anything to hide at this point. I slept with Merritt and now I’m sleeping with his cousin. Like I’m some game, a challenge to conquer.”

“Is that what you really believe?”

No.

“I don’t know what I believe. I don’t know what about us is real. What if this was all about him…”

Merritt.

Cali knew how he felt. He was always expressing how different she was, how special, how much he didn’t deserve to be in her life, to have her time, her love, her body. What if he said those things to War and he had to see for himself. The thought made her sick to her stomach.

“What if it wasn’t? He knew about you, but you always said Merritt was protective of the relationship he had with you. Maybe War knew who you were, but that doesn’t mean this was a game or that he knew the details of what you had with Merritt. It’s possible that what’s between the two of you is about his connection, what he sees, what he feels, what he wants, and doesn’t have anything to do with Merritt.”

“But what if it’s not. It’s complicated. It’s fucking twisted. Can you imagine what people will think…”

“People…” Conner barked a laugh. “First of all, fuck people. The only thing that matters is what you think. And what people are you talking about anyway, Cali? His people? Because who the fuck are Merritt’s people? You never met them and I’m sure that was intentional. He had other women⁠—”

Cali glared at Conner with a warning but Conner rolled her eyes. “I don’t know for sure, but I really feel like he did. He put you in this apartment, paid all the bills, kept you a secret from everything else in his life. Shit, you never met War and that’s his cousin. Who the fuck cares what people will think. They probably don’t know you exist.”

Conner made a valuable point but…

“He knew and didn’t tell me.”

“Back to what I was going to ask…” Conner eyed Cali cautiously before she delivered the question. “Would it have changed how you feel about War if he had been up front?”

“Yes, because I wouldn’t have dealt with him.”

“And you would have missed out on something great.”

“He’s Merritt’s cousin. What if what I feel for him is an illusion or an extension of what I felt for Merritt?”

Cali never denied their similarities nor would she deny how familiar War felt. So familiar she easily trusted her feelings for him.

“The situation is fucked up, really fucked up, but can you honestly say what you feel when it comes to War is about Merritt?”

For the past hour, Cali had asked herself the exact same question and the answer was no. Things with War were different. The connection she felt was new and very real. He wasn’t Merritt. Where Merritt was selfish and all consuming, War was thoughtful, intentional, and considerate of Cali’s needs. As much as she felt Merritt’s love and no matter how good he was, Cali would never deny that he was selfish with her heart.

War had the ability to be just as selfish as Merritt. She felt the intensity layered in him, but War was mature enough to let Cali exist in his world, as much as he wanted to exist in hers. He was thoughtful enough to give as much as he took. The two men were similar but not the same.

Sometimes it took experiencing a contrast to see people and situations more clearly. She loved Merritt, and he loved her, but it was wild, abandoned, and reckless, the opposite of what she was learning that War would bring to her life.

“Cali…” Conner spoke softly and when their eyes met, Conner smiled.

“Your heart chooses, everything else follows. There’s not much you can do to change the course of what the universe has planned for you.”

“He lied to me.”

“Maybe his heart chose too and his mind had to follow. It’s possible he was scared to tell you because he knew you would shut him down. Sometimes you lie to protect people.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Life isn’t fair. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?”

Cali rolled her eyes and exhaled a sigh. “I don’t want to talk about War right now. What happened with you? Why did Maurice come back? What makes this time different?”

Conner blinked several times before she pulled her knees in tighter. “On the way home, after you called, he looked at me and said if the only way we could have peace was to get rid of you, he would put a bullet in your head and never think twice about it. I’m used to him saying crazy things to me but this time, he didn’t threaten me, Cali. He threatened you. I just…” She closed her eyes briefly. “I would never let that happen. It scared me. I needed to end things. I’ve known for a long time but you were right, he made me feel like what little love he gave was enough. It’s not and what he said about you…”

Cali pulled away from the headboard, crawled across the bed, and hugged her sister. “I’m proud of you, Conner. I don’t care what gave you the strength or courage to walk away, it doesn’t matter. All that matters is you did. You have to promise you won’t go back.”

When she shifted back enough for their eyes to meet again, Cali added, “And you have to see somebody. I know you think it’s as easy as leaving but it’s not. You need to talk to someone. You need to sort through the things in your head. Your emotions, your dependencies, the reasons why what he gave was enough. It really helps. I can talk to Dr. K for you.”

Conner frowned and nodded. “You’re right. I’ve been thinking about it for a while. I just need a minute to sort through it all by myself first.”

“Conner…” Cali felt fearful that her sister was already regretful about leaving Maurice.

“I’m gonna do it and I’m not going back. I just need a few days to breathe then I’ll go see her. I promise and you know I don’t break my promises to you, California Love.”

Cali smiled. “No, you never do.” She backed away. “You sleeping in here?”

Cali’s place was a one bedroom. Nice, but small.

“I think I’m gonna crash on the sofa.”

The look Cali delivered had Conner rolling her eyes. “I’ll be here when you wake up. I promise not to sneak out.”

And go back to that piece of shit.

“I love you.”

“I love you more,” Conner returned and climbed off the bed. “Now get some rest. It’s…” She lifted her arm and peered at her wrist. “Five in the morning.”

“Yeah, I feel it all over,” Cali mumbled.

“I’m guessing what you feel all over is the way War fucked you tonight and don’t you dare try to deny it, because I know he did.”

Cali groaned. “Go to bed.”

“Mmhmm, yet another reason why you need to really think about what that man means to you,” Conner said over her shoulder as she left her sister's room.

Cali peeled out of his hoodie, removed her dress, then yanked on a pair of clean panties since she’d left his place without any. She also bypassed the t-shirt she was planning to wear and pulled War’s hoodie back on before she settled beneath her covers.

The soft cotton material smelled like him which provided a comfort Cali wished she didn’t need but she quickly settled into. She closed her eyes and without effort she was drifting.
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War lost count of the number of blunts he smoked. Three, possibly four, but none were enough to fix the dysfunction taking place from the heavy thoughts in his head. He wanted to stay with Cali, to force her to listen to all the reasons why he kept his true identity a secret, but none seemed plausible enough.

The same questions she had flowed through his head as well. Was this about Merritt? Was his connection to Cali in some twisted way created to satisfy a curiosity sparked by the things his cousin shared about her?

The answer was no. Not even fucking close. Cali was like a drug, one Merritt had become an addict of. Although he had spoken on his addiction many times, nothing Merritt expressed could have prepared War or remotely came close to what experiencing Cali felt like.

His feelings about her were his own. Though what War felt helped him understand why Merritt had fallen so hard and fast, War would never in his fucking life use a woman in the ways Cali insinuated.

Was she a game? A challenge? A warm body for him to experience, indulge in to conquer, and move on? The thought had him in consideration of burning another one with hopes of quieting thoughts War prayed he could clear from her mind. Instead of firing up again, he decided to lend his focus to another looming issue.

War grabbed his phone and keys, left his apartment in the city, and twenty minutes later was pounding on York’s door. It was just after lunch and since York spent most of his time robbing the rich in the late hours of the evening on the black web, it was likely his friend hadn’t laid his head down too long ago.

That was proven when York opened the door with a scowl in place. Instead of the typical greeting shared between the friends, War’s fist landed with precision right on the side of York’s face. Painful but not enough of a hit to do any real damage.

York grinned, flexed his jaw, and stepped out of the way. “I’mma let you have that because even if I didn’t know, I blew up your shit.”

He walked away from the door, leaving War at his back when he added, “Lock my fucking door. I was about to call you in a few hours anyway.”

When War entered the living room he found York returning from the bedroom, pulling a t-shirt over his head. York made his way to the sofa, lifted a freshly rolled blunt from a nearby table, and fired up after he sank into a corner of his sofa. War sat in the armchair on the opposite end and leaned back, closing his eyes.

“She ain’t fucking with you now?”

War hated the amusement in York’s tone but that was his boy. There wasn’t much he took seriously other than his money.

“No but she will.”

“You that confident?”

York inhaled deeply and held it in for a minute, allowing the smoke to slowly seep from his lips.

“Yeah, nigga, I am.”

War had no intention of leaving things as they were with Cali. He would be pulling up on her later today, knowing she worked at the bookstore. “What were you gonna hit me up about?”

Instead of answering the question, York continued with his thoughts about the situation his boy was in.

“Shit is weird as fuck but I get it. Shorty is nice and Merritt’s reckless ass didn’t value anything.”

“He’s still my blood, York, be easy.”

“Be easy about what? We been in this shit from day one which means he was my family too. I earned the right to speak on him and this situation. Merritt was selfish as fuck with everything in his life. I can’t imagine he was any different with her. The way he used to talk about shorty was proof. He knew he wasn’t gonna do right which was why he kept her tucked away, out of sight. He was a selfish muthafucker. I loved him just as much as you did but that don’t mean I didn’t know he was flawed for a lot of shit he was into.”

York saying what War was feeling only further confirmed his reasons for not giving a damn about Merritt’s past with Cali. Merritt admitted how selfish he was, openly and without remorse, but that didn’t stop him from taking what he would never give in return.

“She only knew one side of him and I can’t tell her about the other. I don’t want her in my life because I spoke ill of my own blood.”

“That’s some bitch shit anyway. I wouldn’t respect you if you did.” York smirked. “Pussy must be something lethal though. Got both of y’all in your feelings and shit.”

“Fam, you know I fucks with you but don’t make me shoot your ass in your own shit.”

York chuckled. “Received, nigga. But seriously, her being with you is no different than being with Merritt. Y’all were like two sides of the same coin. Only difference is you have the maturity he never would.”

“You’re saying that shit like it’s supposed to help.”

“I ain’t a fucking therapist. I’m not trying to help. I’m just saying all the shit I know is in your head out loud, not to give your ass some insight. Don’t get that confused. I’m just stating the real because I know it’s fucking with you.”

War glared at York then chuckled, shaking his head. “Why the fuck are we friends?”

“Because when it comes to my loyalty, I shoot first and never ask fucking questions. I know you’ll match that same energy.”

“Until the casket drops,” War confirmed.

“Oh and what I was gonna hit you up about, I’ve been doing some digging. J’No is a Taylor but it looks like he wasn’t received with open arms by his family when he touched down. They don’t really fuck with him like that. I can’t say for sure, but I don’t think Rez and them had anything to do with the shit that went down with Merritt. I think you should pull up on Rez and see what he’s talking about. You’ll know if he’s lying.”

“What’s your gut saying?”

“That J’No tried to come here and make a name for himself without the permission from the powers that be. Touching anyone that matters to you would point right to Rez. If J’No wanted to cause problems, the easiest way is to put some shit between the two of you. If you’re distracted, he has freedom to move around. Talk to Rez.”

“Yeah I’mma do that.”

“You want me to roll?”

“Nah…” War brushed a hand over his head. “It needs to be a private conversation if I want any real answers.”

“Respect.” York leaned forward and lifted another blunt which he extended to War, who shook his head. His mind was still clouded from the high he already indulged in.

“You better take that shit. Seems like you need it. Ol’ girl got your ass by the balls and it don’t seem like you’re getting free anytime soon. Might as well hit this good shit to mellow your ass out.”

“Nah, I got a better remedy for that.” Her. “I’mma head out.”

“Aight let me know how shit works out with Rez. And don’t forget that JB is having that thing for his artist next week. I saw him a couple days ago and he asked me to remind you. Said your ass don’t show up for shit.”

War had forgotten but would make a point of showing up. JB was solid, so showing up for him wasn’t much to ask.

“I’ll be there. The Spot, right?”

“Yeah, and if you need me to fuck some shit up with this Rez thing, you already know what time I’m on.”

War nodded as he stood to leave. There was no point in confirming what was understood. As soon as he left York’s spot, his priority had already shifted. He had a few stops to make then he planned on pulling up on Cali.
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Cali smiled and yanked open another box of books. As soon as she had one in hand and thumbed through the pages, her smile expanded. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the moment, then rolled her eyes knowing she looked like a weirdo smelling a book. But there was something calming about the feel and smell of a freshly printed new edition.

“I do that too.” Cali startled at the sound of her boss’s voice. When Reyna moved beside her and lifted a book from the box, doing exactly as Cali had done, they both laughed.

“How are things going?”

“Good.” Cali began removing books, stacking them on the metal dolly used to assist with restocking the shelves.

“You seem to be getting the hang of things around here. You like the job?”

“I do.” Cali lifted her eyes to Reyna and offered another smile. “I never thought being around books like this would be something I could see myself enjoying but I like it here. It’s peaceful and you pay me really well to literally do nothing.”

Reyna grinned. “You might not want to admit to the boss you’re overpaid and underworked.”

Cali laughed and shrugged. “I don’t mind doing more, but I’m pretty sure you already know there’s not much to do here other than help customers, fill orders, and read.”

“True, and business is picking up, so you’re being compensated to make sure I have a life outside of Mahogany. My man also appreciates that I pay my people well enough that they’re motivated to show up so he can have my time.” She placed the books she was holding on the dolly. “Speaking of, I have a date I need to be leaving for. I just wanted to check in to make sure you’re good and to see if you mind closing for me tonight. Samadia was going to but you two switched shifts.”

“You want me to close?” Cali’s brows pinched. She had only been working here for a little over a month and mostly day shifts, in and out with no real responsibilities other than stocking and helping customers.

“Yes, if you don’t mind. Procedure is pretty simple—count down the registers, make sure everything is shut down and lights are off, lock up when you leave.”

“No, I don’t mind. Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure, Cali. I trust you and you know this place about as well as I do. Plus, it’s either you close or I shut the store down early. I have a very demanding boyfriend who I’ve been neglecting. I’m going to make sure I’m where he wants me to be tonight so he doesn’t get tired of my shit.”

“Well since you put it like that, yes, I’ll be fine.”

“Good, and if you need me, call…”

“Nope, will not be doing that. I’ll figure it out. Let that man have his time.”

Reyna laughed lightly. “Thanks, Cali. I’ll see you on Friday.”

After Reyna left, Cali finished stocking shelves, knowing she would hear the door chime if anyone entered the store. She had a few customers come in to browse but only one purchased, so the afternoon was pretty chill.

She tried her best to stay focused on keeping busy in an effort to keep her thoughts of a handsome scowl and spray of freckles at bay. But no matter how hard she tried, War remained on a constant loop. Cali missed him something terrible even though it had only been a few hours since she was in his presence.

Something is seriously wrong with me.

Exhaling a sigh, she made her way to the front counter where the plan was to finish reading the book she started a few days prior but she decided to roll the dolly to the back first to cut down on closing duties. On her way back to the front she heard the door chime and smiled, realizing those thoughts she couldn’t avoid all day had somehow manifested and brought the person who had consumed her mind for the past couple hours through the door.

Cali didn’t have to look to know who she was sharing space with. She felt the pulse of energy that filled the store and the pulse that traveled down her spine. Eventually she lifted her gaze and watched his confident stride as War approached the counter she’d stepped behind. Instead of respecting the boundary it was supposed to create, he rounded the end and was on Cali in a matter of seconds. She was cemented where she stood, like she couldn’t reject him if she wanted.

Possessively, his hand gripped the base of her neck and his mouth crashed with hers. He kissed her with such demand that Cali had no chance of shutting him down. She also didn’t want to. She missed their connection and was desperate for the way he soothed her soul.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she managed to rush out after he gave her space to breathe.

War laughed lightly, but there was zero presence of humor in the rugged vibration of his voice. “Probably not but I also don’t believe in letting shit linger. If there’s an issue, I solve it. If I was the cause, then I’m mature enough to own my shit and do whatever is necessary to make it right. We need to talk, Cali. And by talk, I mean you’re going to tell me what you need me to do so we can move past this. Because be clear, I have no intention of ending things between us. Even if that’s what you believe is happening, you might as well let that shit go. I’m yours, you’re mine, all the other shit is just details.”

“It’s not that simple,” she admitted, considering how they ended up here.

“It is that fucking simple, love. You’re worried about how we got here, but it doesn’t fucking matter.”

“It matters, War. You lied to me.”

“I didn’t lie,” he admitted truthfully.

“You…”

“Kept irrelevant details from you. Merritt is my cousin. I knew who you were, but I really didn’t know shit about you other than basic details. He and I didn’t sit around discussing you or your life on some ‘you got next type of shit’, Cali.”

“But you knew I was important to him, that he cared about me.” Her eyes consumed him, in search of a truth she desperately needed.

“I knew he cared about you, yes.” War purposely left off the part about Cali being important. He couldn’t say for certain her definition of important would match the one Merritt would have used in relation to her. “Everyone has a past, Cali.”

“I get that but this is more than just a past.”

“Let me ask you a question and be completely honest, aight?” Cali frowned but nodded. “Did you ever discuss a future with Merritt?”

She flinched and shook her head.

“Why not, you loved him right?” Although his voice was a low rasp of animosity, War’s demeanor presented as stoically casual. The torturous feeling of jealousy twisted and coiled in his chest but he had to make peace with Cali having cared about his cousin. Past. Future. You couldn’t have one without the other. At least not with the two of them. Merritt was their connection.

“I… yes.”

“Then why didn’t you discuss a future between the two of you? Plan shit?” He stared harshly at Cali, needing to see the truth or possibly the lie.

She knew what he was getting at and as much as it pained her, she offered the truth. “Because he told me not to. He would always say we were temporary and to enjoy things for what they were.”

“Not everything is meant to last. Even if things hadn’t ended with him the way they did, you wouldn’t have survived in anything long term. Eventually you would have realized he was taking more than he was willing to give and that’s not to throw dirt on his name. I knew that nigga better than anyone. I have a feeling you knew him too, which means you understand what I’m saying. I wish he wasn’t a part of our story, trust me, I really fucking do, but he is. I also know it doesn’t matter. When I’m with you, I’m not thinking about how we got here. Merritt was selfish with you, Cali, but so am I. No one exists before me. Not even him. This thing with us is not about your past no matter who it was attached to or how we got here. I love that nigga with everything I am and I always will but when it comes to you, he doesn’t fucking exist.”

“I don’t know how I feel.”

War hardened. He didn’t bother attempting to control the scowl that surfaced. “About the situation or how you feel about me?”

Cali exhaled a sigh. “About the situation. I know how I feel about you.”

“You think about him when you’re with me?” He couldn’t stop himself from asking, knowing the wrong answer would send him down a dark path, but he had to know.

“No.” Cali’s brows pinched and her spine stiffened. “Not like that. You two are similar in a lot of ways but you’re also different in enough ways that being with you isn’t the same. This feels like a freight train, rushing down the tracks with faulty brakes. I don’t know how to stop this and there’s no time to make sense of why I feel you so intensely. Everything about you is so different and new. I’m not trying to replace what I lost with Merritt with you, War.”

“I’m not accusing you of anything, Cali. I’m only asking for clarity. But the accusations don’t feel good, do they?”

His eyes met hers and she felt the weight of the point he was attempting to prove. She had forced accusations on him only a few hours prior.

“You can’t expect me not to consider the possibility.”

“Yeah I can because I’m not that type of nigga, but I understand what you’re saying. Tell me this though. What do you want, Cali?”

“To be happy.” The answer came easily. “And to figure this out with you.”

War barely smiled when he leaned in and rested his forehead against hers. “Do I make you happy?”

“Yes,” she said quietly.

“Then give me the opportunity to continue making you happy. Fuck everything else. All that matters is what you want, what you feel, and most importantly what I’m willing to do to give you what you deserve.”

“That easy, huh?” She grinned, curling her fingers into his jacket and pulling him closer.

“When it comes to you, yes. It’s that fucking easy, Cali.”

“Then let’s make it work.”

“You sure?” War didn’t do back and forth. He wouldn’t do that with Cali. He needed her to be sure.

“I’m sure. But can I ask you something?”

“Ask me whatever you want.”

“Was it you? The money?”

“It was his money, but I made sure you had it. I won’t pretend like he didn’t care about you because I know he did. Merritt didn’t always do things the right way but he had a good heart and good intentions. He wanted you to be good, even after he was gone.”

“Yeah,” she agreed in a soft voice. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

War could have discussed that Merritt had a son a few months after he passed. A son he was now responsible for but that would mean exposing things about his cousin that could hurt Cali’s feelings or make her question what she had with Merritt. War didn’t want her making decisions about being with him based on feelings of anger or betrayal she felt behind Merritt. She would find out about JoJo but by then, Cali would be clear about what she had with War. There would be no confusion about what decisions she made and War needed that clarity.

“All you need to know is the past is the past and where we go from here is only about us.” He lifted her chin and delivered a kiss that had Cali leaning into his lengthy frame. War’s intense gaze landed on Cali when he pulled away. “What time you done here?”

“Reyna asked me to close so I should be done about eight thirty.”

“Bet, I’ll come get you.”

“I drove. I can just meet you somewhere.”

War thought about it for a minute then gave in. “Aight, meet me at my house and plan to stay.”

“Can I let you know? Conner’s staying with me.”

“She can come too if you don’t want her kicking it at your place alone.”

“It’s not that, I just…”

“You don’t have to explain. I’m cool with whatever you decide but I’d like for you to stay the night with me. If the only way that happens means bringing Conner, then she’s always welcome. There’s enough space for us to still have privacy.”

“So you’re willing to accept Conner just to get me to stay?”

“I’m willing to do whatever is necessary to have your time, Cali. I thought I made that clear.”

“You did.”

“Good, so I’mma see you later then.”

“Yeah, you will.”

“Bet.” He wrapped his hand around her neck. “How’s she doing, though?”

“Better.”

War brushed his lips over Cali’s. “She’s gonna figure it out. Stop fucking stressing.”

“I’m not stressing.”

“Yes you are, I can feel it.” She smiled when he stepped away.

“She’s my sister. It’s hard not to stress.”

“That just means I’mma have to work overtime to help you relieve that stress.”

Cali’s body came alive with the promise of War helping relieve her stress. His words didn’t have a damn thing to do with her pussy but it was the first to respond by pulsing with the same rhythm of her increased heart rate. And like he could read her thoughts or maybe feel them like he said seconds prior, War’s heavy gaze did a sweep of Cali’s body.

“Don’t worry, I got you later.” He winked and was gone before she could deny what he was thinking.
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War left Mahogany Books with a lot of heavy thoughts. The one plaguing him the most was starting something with Cali while he had issues lingering that could distract from fully investing in her the way he planned. The shit with Rez and what happened to Merritt needed to be handled, which had War driving across town to an area where he wouldn’t be welcomed.

When he arrived at the spot he knew he’d find the man who potentially held answers to questions keeping War up at night. He exited his car, strapped with a gun, knowing this wasn’t his space nor were these his people. The respect he earned over the years wouldn’t do shit for him in an area run by Rez. Either way, War needed answers.

The building looked abandoned but that was intentional. War stepped inside and was met by two of Rez’s guys who clutched AKs at their sides.

“The fuck you doing out here?” one said with too much bravado, but War paid him no mind.

“Tell Rez I need to holla at him.”

The guy looked War over and flexed his fingers around the weapon he was holding but didn’t respond which had War barking out another command. “Nigga, go get your boss. I know for sure he’s not leaving any real decisions to you. If you shoot me, you create a big problem for him which means he’s gonna light your ass up, if my people don’t get to you first. You willing to risk your life over sticking your chest out?”

His jaw flexed and War smirked, knowing shit wasn’t poppin’ off. Ol’ boy next to him tossed his chin. “Ay, go let Rez know this nigga’s out here.”

It took a minute but he followed orders and after a few minutes, he returned, mumbling for War to follow him. They traveled through the building to an area set up with sofas, pool tables, and flat screens on every exposed wall. There was also a stage with two women on poles butt ass naked while a few others were fucking off with some of Rez’s guys.

Rez didn’t immediately acknowledge War but eventually he spoke after expelling a cloud of smoke. “I thought your cousin was the reckless one.”

War’s fingers itched at the mention of Merritt. “There’s only a few things I’m willing to die for, family tops the list. Be fucking mindful.”

Rez smirked and lifted his red tinged eyes to War standing a few feet away. “You’re in my house, surrounded by my people. You should be fucking mindful, nigga.”

With an innate arrogance that didn’t change or for any situation or person, War lowered his chin. “I will light this bitch up and they might kill me before I make it out of here, but unless they manage to shoot me in the head before I get this gun in hand, then I’m taking your ass to hell with me.”

Rez chuckled and nodded in acknowledgment. He knew about War’s gunplay. Rez had shooters but none were guaranteed to get a clean shot that would ensure War wasn’t on point about how things would play out.

“You’re here, so whatever the fuck you have to say must be important. Say what’s on your mind, nigga. My time is valuable.”

War chose to keep things neutral for the moment and overlooked Rez bypassing his threat. “J’No?”

“What about him?” War noticed the shift in Rez’s demeanor and the way his eyes narrowed. A clear sign it wasn’t all love between the two.

“He touched down a month before Merritt got hit. He’s fucking Merritt’s baby mom. Shit doesn’t sit right with me.”

“Then why are you here? Take that up with him.”

“He’s your people.”

“Only in name. Everybody has rules but you know that. If you don’t play by the rules, you don’t get a pass, family or not. That nigga thought he could do what the fuck he wanted in my city. He can’t.”

War nodded in understanding. “So when I question him, if I don’t like what he has to say…”

Rez lifted the blunt and inhaled deeply, speaking through a cloud of smoke. “His business isn’t mine and mine isn’t his. I never had an issue with Merritt. The issues I have with you are personal and not attached to your people.” Rez glared at War. They had history and a few times that history ended in the loss of a life, but through the years, they learned to co-exist. Problems meant losing money and both men were about their bread.

Rez was promising to stay out of whatever issues he had with J’No. War wasn’t sure he could trust that but didn’t fucking care. If it turned out J’No really was the person behind what happened to Merritt then he wouldn’t be breathing for long. If how he handled things started a war, then so be it.

“Long as we have an understanding,” War said and walked away but he paused when Rez spoke again.

“I know about Switch and your sister.”

War had his hand on his gun and turned, ready to start that war, but Rez only chuckled. “Relax, nigga. That’s not a threat. I’m just acknowledging I know they’re fucking around. Switch isn’t in this shit. He never has been. Do with that what you want. I’m not thrilled about who he chose to let in his bed but that nigga is grown. There’s not much I can do about it. But let me be clear, just like you stated, there are only a few things I’ll go to war over and family is at the top of that list. You got a problem, come see me. Don’t put him in the middle of it.” Rez inhaled from his blunt and spoke his last words. “Now that, my nigga, is a threat and a muthafuckin’ promise.”

War smiled and lowered his hand. “Then I guess we’re not all that different because if my sister ends up in the middle of some shit you or Switch put her in, I will fucking end you and everyone you have half an emotion about.” The hostility and disdain in his voice was enough of a promise.

He walked away with confidence that dared Rez to make him prove just how serious he was about anyone touching his sister.


TWELVE
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“I thought you were getting off at eight,” Conner greeted Cali as soon as she walked in the door. She leaned against the counter, eating from a whipped cream container which would have normally annoyed Cali but this time Conner got a pass because she was here, safe at her apartment.

She tossed her purse and keys on the kitchen table and walked over to Conner, sticking her finger into the almost empty container, scooping a small bit that she licked from her finger. “I was supposed to, but Reyna asked me to close.”

“Damn girl, you already have the keys to the castle and have barely crossed the finish line of being there two months.”

“She likes me but she likes her man more. The date she had with him plus Samadia switching shifts with me was her motivation.”

“So the only reason you got keys to the castle is because she was on a dick mission.” Cali and Conner both grinned.

“Pretty much. But I’m still good at my job.” Cali yanked open the refrigerator and removed a single bottle of apple juice then was on her way to the back with Conner following.

Conner flopped in the accent chair while Cali kicked off her shoes. Her jeans were next to go while Conner scrolled through her phone, finishing off what was left of the whipped cream. “It’s weird to see you working.”

“Bitch, I’ve had a job before. Several, actually.”

Conner grinned but kept her eyes on the social media feed she was swiping through. “I know but it’s been awhile and I think you like this one which I don’t understand. It’s just books. Has to be boring as fuck.”

“It’s not. More peaceful than boring and the people I work with are cool. So yeah, I do like it.”

“I hate my job and it is boring. There’s nothing fun about balancing other people’s money.”

“I told you not to get a degree in accounting but you’re hardheaded.”

Conner briefly lifted her eyes. “What else was I supposed to do? Math is about all I’m good at.”

“You could teach.”

“Fuck no. Kids are bad as hell these days. I would be unemployed for jacking one of them demon seeds up for saying something slick.”

Cali pulled the Mahogany t-shirt over her head, leaving her in just a matching bra and panty set. She secured the clothes she stripped out of from the floor and dumped them in the hamper before heading to the bathroom to start the shower. When she returned and began shoving around clothes in the closet, Conner set the empty container on a nearby dresser and briefly gave Cali her attention. “You going out?”

“To War’s house.”

“So y’all are cool?” Cali glanced over her shoulder to find Conner grinning bigger than necessary.

“We talked.”

“Don’t just hit me with a ‘we talked’. What did he say and when did you talk?”

“He came by Mahogany while I was on shift. There wasn’t really much to say.”

“Bitch you were almost crying last night because you found out you were lovin’ the crew. There was a lot to say. Why the change of heart?”

“Fuck you,” Cali shot back at her sister with a smile. “And I wasn’t crying. I damn sure wasn’t lovin’ the crew. That implies I was being passed around to multiple people and I wasn’t. I had a past with Merritt and now a future with War.”

“You fucked him in the store, didn’t you?”

“No, I did not.” Cali narrowed her eyes at Conner who shrugged.

“You’re talking a about past with Merritt and future with War, that sounds like fresh up off some dick talk.”

“Well it’s not. But ask me that in the morning and I’ll have a different story.” Cali stuck her tongue out at Conner and entered the bathroom. Again her sister followed, sitting on the toilet while Cali stripped out of what was left of her clothes, pulled on a shower cap, and stepped into the glass enclosure.

“You can come if you want.”

“With you to go get some dick? Uh, no thank you.”

Cali rolled her eyes. “I’m just going to hang out but the night will end with me getting some dick. His house is big though so you can just hang out too instead of being here by yourself.”

Conner stared at her sister and when she didn’t respond, Cali turned her head and met Conner’s eyes. “What?”

“You don’t have to babysit me or treat me like I’m going to fall apart or do something stupid. I made you a promise, Cali. I’m not going back. You have to let me figure this out. No hand holding, okay?”

Cali nodded and lathered up with soap. “Okay, but for the record. I’m not trying to babysit you or hold your hand. I don’t think you’re broken or going to fall apart if you’re not with me every second of every day but I am doing what a big sister is supposed to. I’m supporting you. I’m being your strength when you are struggling to pull yours together. You did that for me when I lost Merritt. That’s how this works, Conner. It’s what sisters do. It’s what family does.”

“I know, I just don’t want you tiptoeing around me.”

“I won’t. Whatever you need me to be I’ll be. However you need me to show up for you is done. That’s my promise.”

“Then go tonight without me. I’ll be fine.”

“You talked to Maurice?” Conner shook her head and Cali felt relief but then asked, “He try to make you talk to him?”

“No and I’m guessing he won’t. At least not for a while thanks to your boyfriend.”

“Yeah, his face was pretty fucked up but men like Maurice…”

“He’ll leave me alone, Cali. If he doesn’t I’ll call my back up. War said he’d handle my light weight.”

And he will.

Cali believed that to the depths of her soul. War was built different. He was a man of his word.

“Then can you go and let me shower in peace since you have your life figured out? Shit is weird as hell with you sitting in here watching me.”

Conner rolled her eyes. “I’m not watching you. I’m on my phone but I’ll leave, mean ass.”

Cali grinned and stuck her tongue out at Conner again before she left, closing the door behind her. They weren’t completely there yet. Both sisters had a lot to learn about loving themselves but this was a good start.
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Cali made a promise to give Conner space so she left her at the apartment and made the drive to War’s house. It was just after eleven o’clock when she pulled into his driveway and before she could get out of the car, he stepped outside and opened her driver’s door. Before he let her out, he leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I was about to call your ass to make sure you didn’t change your mind.”

She grinned and accepted his hand to get out. He pulled her into his frame and kissed Cali once again but this time her mouth was the destination.

“I told you I would come.”

“Where’s Conner?” He yanked open the back door and lifted the duffle sitting on the seat.

“She declined the invitation to be a third wheel for my dick appointment.”

War laughed lightly. “Dick appointment? Is that what this is?”

“That’s what she called it.”

“That’s why I fucks with Conner. Straight liquor, no chaser.”

War draped his arm around Cali’s shoulders and the two of them walked to the house. Once inside, her bag was placed near the stairs. War stepped out of his slides and lifted Cali around his waist, carrying her to the living room.

He sat, bringing Cali with him and unzipping her jacket, tossing it on the ottoman before he pushed his hands under her shirt, over her stomach, down her sides, and let them rest at her hips.

“You have too many layers on for this to be a dick appointment, love.”

“I didn’t agree but if I did, you would be okay with that?” She arched a brow and he spread his fingers wider so they covered half of her ass then pulled her deeper into his lap.

“Anytime I’m with you, it’s a dick appointment. At some point, my dick will be pointing toward your pussy and there will be follow through, so yeah, I’m cool with that.” He moved his hands up her back. The warmth and comfort of his palms made Cali shiver. “And before you ask if this is just about sex, the answer is no. I fuck with you and I fuck you. Two very different things but you get both, heavy.”

“I wasn’t going to ask.”

“Nah, you weren’t ,but that shit was in your head. You like to overthink things.”

“And you don’t?” She narrowed her eyes.

“Not with you. Not with anything truthfully. Regardless of what I think, shit will play out how it’s supposed to. Which is why you’re here even after all that confusion you allowed to fuck with you last night.”

“This morning.”

“Same fucking difference,” he murmured.

“Not really. I barely got any sleep and I’m exhausted.” She snuggled into War and pushed her hands under his shirt, needing to feel his skin.

“What time you work tomorrow?”

“I don’t.” She yawned, closing her eyes as she pushed her face closer to his neck, inhaling the clean scent of his freshly bathed skin.

“So I get you all day then?”

“Mmhmm, if that’s what you want.” She sighed in contentment as he moved his hands up her back.

“Then get some rest.”

“Are we going upstairs?”

“Nah, I’m cool right here. I’m about to watch this game, you can go to sleep.”

Cali lifted her head, eyes already hooded, and War kissed her jaw. “Go to sleep Cali, I’m cool with you here with me. That’s enough.”

She lowered her head back to his shoulder and turned her face into his neck. “Don’t be yelling and shit, scaring me half to death,” she mumbled lazily. The light rumble of his laugh vibrated from his chest to hers.

“I’ll try not to.” He spread his large hand over her back, leaned forward, and reached for the remote. When they were situated, Cali shifted a little and reached back to push the Nikes from her feet. One by one they hit the floor and she inched closer to War. She was content just being with him too.
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The low murmur of a familiar voice had Cali grinning into the plush pillow that cradled her head. When she managed to peel her eyes open, she caught sight of the owner of that familiar voice with a phone pressed to his ear and a bulky inked shoulder while he carried a plate of food toward the bed.

The heady scent of maple syrup drifted toward Cali. War leaned over the bed and delivered a kiss to her cheek while he continued his conversation with his mother but the sight of Cali tangled in his sheets had his dick growing thick which meant the call would be ending soon.

“What time is the state inspection?”

“Tomorrow at nine.”

“Aight. You need me there?”

“Do I ever?”

War exposed a ghost of a smile at his mother's question. “Nah, you handle your shit without me, no need to switch up now.”

“Exactly, I’m just letting you know they’re coming. So you’re aware.”

“’Preciate that.”

War didn’t have to be hands on with his daycare facilities because his mother and sister handled everything. Although he could, he preferred not to. He only had the idea after his mother presented it to him. She knew where his money came from. In her eyes War helping kids provided balance, gave him purpose. He knew the devil could never fully repent all his sins but he allowed her to believe what she wanted.

He stood over the bed, watching as Cali lifted a sausage, bit the end, then climbed out of bed. He followed with his eyes, enjoying the sight of her ass in a pair of pale gray panties and a tank top that had risen up enough to expose a ring of brown skin above them. Once again his dick was rising with need.

“War….”

“Yeah, Ma?”

“I asked if you were coming by today?”

His brows pinched and he brushed a hand over his head, realizing he hadn’t heard shit she said.

This fucking girl got my head in the clouds.

“Nah, not today but you’ll see me before the week is over.”

“And her too.”

“Her?” His scowl was back in place.

“Yes, her. You and your sister can’t keep a secret for shit. She told me about this little girl that has your attention which is why you skipped out on the weekend with JoJo.”

Cali.

“She’s not a little girl, Ma. Grown ass woman and nah, I’m not bringing her around your nosy ass. She ain’t ready for your third degree.” A smile ghosted his lips but he was only messing with his mother. He had no reason to keep Cali from her so if she wanted to see his face and hers, she could get that.

“Wardell…” Just the way she said his name was enough, he laughed lightly and gave her what she wanted.

“You’ll meet her soon. No promises about this weekend but soon, aight? Where’s Kirs and JoJo?”

“Mmhm. Better be real soon,” she warned. “I’m at work, she has him at her place.”

At that moment, Cali walked out of the bathroom with eyes on him. Instead of heading back to the bed, she stepped into his body, looped her arms around his waist, and lifted onto her toes, gently pressing her mouth to his. The warmth of her breath layered with a hint of mint met his nose.

“Good morning,” she whispered and attempted to pull away but his arm hooked her waist and held her in place.

“You will. I have to go.”

“Okay, baby, I love you.”

“Love you too.”

Cali raised a brow and he removed the phone from between his shoulder and cheek and tossed it on the bed.

“My mother,” he clarified.

She offered a slow smile. “I knew you were a mama’s boy.”

He chuckled and walked Cali back until her body met the bed. “Grown ass man, but I’m about to let my actions confirm that for you.”

Cali glanced at the plate of food on the nightstand. “You made me breakfast.”

“And I can make it again or you can heat that shit up. Right now, we have a dick appointment.”

She lifted onto her elbows while War dragged his finger the length of her thigh and followed that same path with his tongue.

Cali released a low moan before she managed to get out, “I don’t get to eat first?”

He swiped his tongue over the lacy fabric that covered his destination then lifted his eyes in search of hers. “Would you like to eat first or would you like for me to eat first?”

His tongue pressed against her again and she groaned, “Option B.”

He moved the tip of his finger over the seam of her panties, hooked the sides, and began working them down her thighs until they dropped over the side of the bed to the floor.

When he spread her knees and her fingers curled into the bedding, his gaze drifted to the visual of perfection. Her slit was already drenched, waiting, and War didn’t hesitate. His tongue glided across her slickness and back up, pushing between Cali’s lips.

“So damn perfect,” he murmured against her skin before his tongue made another trip across it.

Cali’s hips jerked forward and her fists tightened in the sheets. He smiled and moved his large hands to the inside of her thighs, pressing her open wide while he navigated from one end of her pussy to the other. His tongue moved from her clit to her ass, pausing between each swipe to circle and dip into her sweetness.

With his tongue flat and wide, he stroked her with greed until she was trembling and moaning beneath him, her pussy hot and drenched from the assault. She was gasping and lowly chanting his name, a plea and praise.

When he lifted a hand and pushed his fingers in slowly, deeply stroking her just right, War felt the pulse of her orgasm rising, inching closer.

With a deep throaty moan, her hips jutted forward and his name slipped from her lips in another tortured plea then she shattered. Her walls tightened and pulsed, holding his fingers hostage while he continued stroking her with his tongue until the jerky motion of her body turned into low vibrating trembles.

He lifted from the bed and retrieved a condom. Before he could remove it from the pack, Cali had her hands on his dick, sliding her palms smoothly across his length while those pools of brown locked onto his narrowed stare. War’s fingers curled into his palm, trapping the condom while she slipped from the bed and lowered before him. She worked the tip of his dick over her lips then grabbed the base firmly and slowly eased forward, taking him in inch by inch.

On instinct, War’s hand fisted her hair and he pushed in deeper but allowed her to glide back to the tip. Cali kept her eyes on him while she took his dick in deep once more, pushing as far as she could before gliding back to the tip where she circled her tongue around the head with a calculated amount of pressure that had War’s fingers tightening in her hair.

He grunted deeply in the base of his throat, lowering his eyes to enjoy the visual of his dick sliding between her lips. So fucking perfect. He let her suck him a little longer before he pulled her up and motioned to the bed. Cali grinned when her back sank into the mattress, but after he had the condom on, War flipped her onto her stomach and pulled her hips to meet his. His dick rested between her cheeks when his palm pressed against her spine to nudge her forward.

Cali buried her face in the sheets, breathing harshly from the anticipation, sighing when he pushed in her slick tunnel.

With the memory of her mouth on his dick, War pulled back slowly then rocked into her again. She moved her hips, attempting to force his motion, but War was taking his slow sweet time.

“You can’t rush me, Cali. I’m going to fuck you nice and slow until you need everything I can give then I’m going to deliver while your body begs for more.”

She swallowed hard, releasing a frustrated groan. War pulled away, removing himself completely and her eyes shot up to his over her shoulder. He smirked and touched her gently, pushing back in at a snail’s pace.

“War…” Her voice strained with need.

He granted some relief, pressing forward until he bottomed out but remained still, while a finger moved down her spine.

“If you don’t fuck me, now…” Cali whispered harshly and he leaned over her body, pressing a kiss to her shoulder.

“Then what?” He eased back but only halfway.

She groaned deeply and her body tensed and trembled but she didn’t respond. He grinned and roughly grabbed her hips, shoving his dick in her again. But after he reached as far as he could go, he pulled out, flipped Cali to her back, spread her wide, and sank in with one pointed thrust. Her back arched away from the mattress from the intrusion and War decided he no longer wanted to take her slow. Back to back he rocked into her hard and deep.

Cali’s lips parted on an exhale and War accepted it as an invitation. He leaned forward and eased his tongue between her lips, kissing her just as hard as his dick landed with each thrust. The feel of her pussy throbbing and squeezing his dick had War driving in deeper.

He lifted enough to plant both hands beside her head, locking eyes on Cali’s face before he lowered and allowed his teeth to graze her bottom lip then bit down hard, kissing her again.

Ragged breaths heaved from both of them while she met War thrust for thrust. Her nails pierced his arms and back while he fucked her roughly until she shattered on a hard exhale. Her chest lifted into his as she climbed then crashed. War was only a few thrusts behind before he got lost in her body, falling apart, dick pulsing, heart pounding, and muscles locked tightly.

After a moment of recovery his forehead gently met hers. His lips curled into a lazy smile then his mouth was on Cali’s again. “Now you can eat.”

She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Too late. Now I need a nap.”

Her hands curled around his neck, bringing him closer. She eased her tongue into his mouth, swiped and explored until he pulled away. “You can do whatever you want, as long as you do it here with me.”

War lifted from the bed and headed to the bathroom. Cali heard the shower come on shortly after and managed to pull herself from the bed to join him, knowing that here felt like the perfect place to be.
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Breakfast turned into lunch and since Cali refused to let the food War made that morning go to waste, she reheated enough for both of them to share. They sat in his kitchen in the late afternoon, indulging until they were both satiated from eating too much.

When Cali pushed the plate away and lifted her legs into the chair, wiggling her toes as she rested her chin on her knees, War grabbed one foot and pulled it into his lap. “You got pretty feet.”

Cali frowned, delivering an examination of the foot that rested on his thigh. Her toes were painted white, Funny Bunny, her go-to when she couldn’t decide on a color. “They’re just feet.”

“Nah, these shits are pretty. Your toes are cute and not all fucked up. That’s not always the case.”

She turned her head to the side and grinned. “You a feet person?”

“Hell nah. I don’t even like feet, which proves my point.” He lifted hers and kissed the top. “But I’m biased, with you there’s not much I don’t like.”

Cali rolled her eyes but didn’t debate him because she believed the truth in his words. “Did your mother teach you how to cook?”

“Not really. She told me some shit but it was more trial and error. I had to eat so I learned.”

“She wouldn’t cook for you,” Cali teased, hinting at the mama’s boy thing.

“I moved out of her house a few weeks before my eighteenth birthday. She was fucking pissed. Didn’t talk to me for like a month and by then I had to figure some shit out.” He offered a rare smile that had Cali’s pussy thumping.

“She didn’t want you to move out.”

“She didn’t care so much about me moving out as she did about how I could afford to do it.”

“Oh…” Cali’s eyes met his.

“What about you? You close with your parents?” He noticed the hesitation and his scowl was back. “What’s that look for?”

“I don’t know my biological parents. They left and never looked back. Didn’t care enough to give the option of us finding them when we got older. Conner and I were adopted though and they did the best they could.”

“What’s that mean?” Cali felt his protective nature surfacing in a way that felt dangerous and relentless.

“They couldn’t have children. Tried and failed enough times to give adoption a try. I think initially they thought it could work. That we could replace the children they wanted but couldn’t have. But eventually they realized we weren’t a substitute.”

“What did they do…” War’s expression was hard and a deadly energy began pulsing around him.

“Nothing bad. They were good to us. We had a good life, almost everything we wanted, but they treated us like an obligation. No warmth or affection, forced smiles and care. I didn’t really understand it until I was older. They were good people who felt slighted by life and couldn’t love us because we weren’t theirs. They call twice a year. Christmas and birthdays. Or at least they usually do.” Cali frowned, realizing she hadn’t heard from either of her parents for her birthday. It slipped her mind since War had her occupied. “I haven’t seen them in almost a year and don’t plan on it. We don’t fit in their lives and they don’t fit in ours.” She shrugged as if unbothered but War sensed the truth. Cali felt unloved. He wasn’t sure if she had ever been loved properly, by her parents, by Merritt, shit, by anybody.

He moved his chair closer and lowered his face so their eyes leveled. “You gonna let me make it up to you?”

“What?”

“Everything.”

“Everything?” She frowned and he nodded.

“Repair what they damaged. Provide what they never gave. You gonna let me be the right for all the wrong you’ve been subjected to, Cali? Clearly you survived, but you still had to carry that shit. I want to make it right, and not just with them, but with every fucking body who didn’t love you properly. You gonna let me do that?”

“What makes you think you can…” Her eyes met his and he smiled.

“Because it’s a need, not a want and when you need something, there’s nothing you won’t do to have it. I’ll give everything that I am to make you happy, but you gotta be willing to let me. Can I get that?”

She nodded and a smile surfaced slowly. “You can get whatever you want.”

He chuckled, gripped her chin, and allowed his mouth to meet hers. “You better be careful about what you offer. I’m the type of nigga who will hold those promises hostage.”

“I know.” She kissed him softly. “Which is why I said it.”

“Come take a ride with me.”

“Where are we going?”

“To meet my mother.”

“What…” Cali’s eyes stretched wide. “Why?”

“Because my sister has a big ass mouth and now she wants to meet you.”

He hadn’t planned on making that trip today but he sensed Cali needed all he had to offer. His mother was a part of that. If she needed love, she would get it. From not just him but his family too. That started immediately.

“But do we have to go today?”

“Nah, we don’t but if not, I’mma have to tell her you declined the offer.”

She narrowed her eyes but he was already up and moving.

Shit, I guess I’m meeting his mother.
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“Cali, you have kids?” While Cali’s eyes expanded in surprise, War groaned, knowing exactly where his mother planned on taking the conversation.

“No, no kids.” Cali’s eyes drifted to War who didn’t react.

“You want some?”

“Uh one day, yes.”

War shook his head lightly, not believing this mother was being so forward.

“You’re holding that baby like you have one or you want one and since you don’t have any…”

“Ma, chill with that shit.”

“You’re not asking any of these women for kids so I guess I have to or I’m not going to get any grandkids before I’m too old to enjoy them.”

Cali’s eyes darted between War and his mother while she blushed at the infant Grace passed off the minute they entered the infant room where she was filling in for the day. Now Cali understood why. Grace was testing her comfort level with babies.

“It’s not your place to ask a woman to give you grandkids and the way you said that shit makes it sound like I have a whole rotation of women for you to run that question by.”

Grace rolled her eyes and looked at Cali. “Don’t go getting in your feelings about Wardell and his rotation because there isn’t one. The last person I met that he was even remotely interested in was that little piss tail girl he dated back in high school who acted like she couldn’t speak to me in my own house.”

War laughed, slightly shaking his head. There wasn’t a damn thing he could do with his mother so he rarely ever tried. “Is there a point to this?” he asked with amusement.

“My point is, I want some damn grandkids, Wardell. You don’t ask, you don’t receive.” Cali grinned when Grace glanced her way and narrowed her eyes on her son.

A woman stuck her head in the door interrupting them. “Ms. Gerrad, the Williamses are here for their tour. Would you like me to take care of it?”

“No, I’m coming but you can fill in here until I’m done. I have to do their paperwork and give them a tour, so no more than an hour.”

Grace turned to Cali while the other woman nodded and entered the infant room. “It was nice to meet you. Maybe I’ll see you again soon.” She threw Cali off when she pulled her into a tight hug, which squeezed the baby boy she was holding between them.

“Oh, same. And yeah, maybe.” Cali glanced at War who frowned at his mother.

“You damn sure won’t be seeing her again if your goal is to make plans with her uterus.”

Grace ignored War and turned her focus to Cali. “You don’t need him to come see me. You can come here anytime you want.” Grace paused and looked Cali over. “You have good genes too. I bet you’d make some pretty babies with him.” She grinned. “Yeah you come see me whenever you want and we can discuss how to get my grandbabies. It’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission anyhow.”

“Ma, are you really offering to help her trap me with a baby?”

Cali burst out laughing at the scowl on War’s face. “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Grace sang as she left the room.

“Bruh, she’s outta her damn mind,” he mumbled, shaking his head again.

Cali glanced at the infant she was holding before her eyes landed on War. “You don’t have to worry about me trapping you with a baby, I won’t be plotting with your mother.”

He closed the space between them and leaned over her. “I know I don’t because you don’t have to trap me, love. If you ask for a baby, I’ll give you one willingly.”

She rolled her eyes and he kissed her temple. “Roll your eyes all you want, I’m dead ass. Now put his little ass down, he looks too damn comfortable in your arms.”

“He’s a baby,” she cooed, kissing the thick mane of curls on top of his head.

“Doesn’t fucking matter. I’m not sharing you with anybody, not even his conniving ass. Gilly, come get this baby so we can get up out of here.”

The woman who notified Grace she had a parent tour stepped up to Cali and extended her arms to request the baby. She also had an amused look on her face while Cali kissed the baby’s head a few more times, then relinquished custody.

On the way out, they passed by the office and Cali peeked in to find Grace sitting behind her desk with two parents and a toddler in their lap on the other side. She grinned at the adorable girl.

“Keep grinning at these babies like that and I’m really gonna give you some.” War’s animated tone had Cali eyes shooting up to him.

“She’s cute. That’s all.”

“Mmhm.”

“Should we tell your mother bye?”

“Nah, you’ll see her again.”

Cali enjoyed her time with Grace. When they arrived Grace didn’t hesitate to hug and embrace her and seemed excited that she was there. While she took Cali on a tour of the facility she chatted away about how they differed from other facilities by allowing twenty-four hour care for parents who worked weekends and odd shifts.

They two women settled into an exchange that felt as if they were well acquainted and now just meeting. War lingered behind, enjoying the comfort with which Cali fit into his life, knowing he made the right call introducing the two. Cali would see his mother again. There was no doubt about it.

Once they were settled in his truck, War had eyes on Cali. “You talked to your sister today? We can pull up to make sure she’s good.”

She smiled, shaking her head. “We don’t have to. I talked to her while we were here. She texted me. We have an agreement that I won’t tiptoe around her or try to hold her hand through this.”

“And you’re cool with that?”

She shrugged. “I have to be. She’s grown. All I can do is let her make the decisions she needs and be here for her. I can’t live her life for her.”

He glanced at Cali after he pulled out into traffic. “That shit is killing you though, isn’t it?”

“What?” She frowned.

“That you can’t live her life for her and you have to fall back and let her make her own mistakes.”

She nodded. “You know how people always say they can be surrounded by others and still feel lonely.”

War nodded, brows tight. “That’s kind of what it’s like with me and Conner. We’ve been surrounded by people all our lives but it’s only ever been us. No one else mattered. So not the lonely part but that you can have access to plenty of people and still be alone on an island. It’s hard not to care. It’s hard not to try to make things right for her even when I know I can’t.”

“That’s love, Cali. You love your sister so you want more for her than you do for yourself.” He brushed a finger down the side of her face. “But that’s cool though, because I got you and all the things you won’t demand for yourself.”

“And who has you?”

“Shit you better or I’m fucked.” He smirked and she confirmed.

“You’re not fucked.”


THIRTEEN
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War: where you at?




Cali: can’t talk, right now, I have an appointment.




Cali grinned.

War: Appointment?




Cali: yep, an APPOINTMENT and I’m late. I’ll hit you later.




Before she could lock her phone, a call was coming through.

“You really want to play with people’s lives like that?”

“How am I playing with people’s lives?”

“What kind of appointment, Cali?” he demanded and her cheeks hurt from smiling so hard.

“Not the kind that involves male anatomy. Conner agreed to do a group session today, so we have an appointment with my therapist in two minutes.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yes, it’s good. I’ve been trying to get her here for a while but she refused. Showing up is progress.”

Cali lifted her eyes just as Conner returned from the bathroom. “We’re about to go in, can I call you when I’m done?”

“Yeah do that ’cause I have somewhere to be tonight and I want you to go with me.”

“Somewhere…” When Dr. K surfaced in the doorway saying goodbye to the client she had before them, Cali stood and motioned to the door so Conner would go ahead. Instead, Conner leaned in close to Cali, inserting herself into her sister’s business.

“She’ll have to call you back, War. It’s time for us to let this woman tell us just how fucked up we really are.”

“Conner.” Cali shot her a hard glare but she shrugged and disappeared into Dr. K’s office.

“Go do your thing, hit me up when you’re done.”

“I will.”

She ended the call and groaned before heading inside, taking a seat next to Conner. Dr. K followed, taking a seat across from the sisters after closing them in her office.

“Conner, correct?” Dr. K smiled at Conner who nodded.

“Yep, that’s me.”

“I’m glad that you’ve joined us today. Your sister has been anxious to get you here.” Cali felt Conner’s eyes burning a hole in the side of her face and when she turned her warm browns narrowed.

“What did you tell her?”

“Nothing really about you. Mostly stuff about me and by default that means I sometimes talk about situations that involve you.”

“Then what’s the point of me being here? She already has her mind made up about who and what I am.” Conner glared at her sister then glanced at Dr. K.

“You’re wrong, Conner. I don’t have an opinion about who or what you are. I do know some things about you, by default like your sister stated, but the only information I will ever use to help you work through whatever it is you want to discuss is what you’re willing to personally share with me. That’s how this works. Are you willing to share with me today?”

Conner glared at her sister while her knee bounced nervously. Cali sensed she was uneasy so she grabbed her sister’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

“I’ll go first and you can listen. If you decide you don’t want to share, then you don’t have to. You’re here, that’s a huge step. I want you to come back and maybe even come on your own so we can do this however you want, okay?” Cali smiled at her sister. Conner relaxed and nodded.

For the next hour, Cali expressed feelings about the progress she was making lately. She discussed how things were going at Mahogany, her relationship with War, and when Dr. K asked if she still felt comfortable and confident with how things were progressing with War, Cali paused thoughtfully to truly consider her answer before she gave one.

“Things are moving fast. Faster than I feel comfortable with but only because I have moments where I don’t trust myself.”

“Why don’t you trust yourself?” Dr. K asked in an even, neutral tone.

“Sometimes I wonder if I’m having the same dependency with War that I had with Merritt.” Cali cautiously glanced to her side when she felt Conner’s eyes warming the side of her face. They talked but Cali hadn’t been completely honest about all her fears and concerns about her relationship with War.

“Is it the same?” Dr. K asked, voice still neutral, not offering any indication of how she felt on the matter.

Cali shook her head. “It’s not.”

“How do you know?” Conner said quietly and Cali’s eyes turned to her sister.

“Because it feels different. With Merritt, I jumped. With War, I’m falling. Being with Merritt felt like chasing a high and being with War feels like learning how to cope so I don’t have to. I need him but in a different way than I needed Merritt. It’s hard to explain.”

“You did a beautiful job of explaining, Cali.” Dr. K smiled softly. “You’re learning how to recognize healthy and unhealthy attachments. That’s a great accomplishment. I’m proud of you.”

“How do you do that?” Conner’s eyes darted between her sister and Dr. K but they settled on Dr. K, so she responded.

“How do you do what, Conner?”

“Know how to recognize the difference between healthy and unhealthy attachments,” she said quietly before adding, “Maurice was an unhealthy attachment but it took me a while to see that. I don’t want to do the same thing again when I meet someone else and I know I have to work on myself before I should even consider doing so but one day I want to and I want to be able to know the difference.”

“It starts with knowing and understanding yourself, Conner. You have to be open and honest about why you’re drawn to specific traits and characteristics within people so you recognize why you need them or if you truly need them at all. I can help if you let me.”

She cut her eyes at Cali who bit back her smile when Conner nodded. “I’d like that.”

“Me too,” Dr. K said and stood. “Well ladies, that’s our time.” After Conner and Cali both stood, she extended a hand to Conner. “It was a pleasure to meet you. Thank you for sitting in with us today.”

“Thank you for letting me.”

“That was Cali’s decision. It was her session. I hope you’ll schedule one of your own.”

Conner’s brows pinched “I’ll think about it…”

“Great, that’s a start. Have a good evening, ladies. Cali, I’ll see you at your next appointment. Conner, I hope to see you soon.”

After they left the office, Cali hooked an arm through her sister’s and leaned into Conner’s side. “You did good.”

Conner’s eyes rolled. “I didn’t do shit.”

“You showed up, Conner. You paid attention and you asked questions. That’s enough.”

“She seems okay. I might schedule an appointment.”

“You want to go back, we can do it now?” Cali was still figuring out her own shit but she was also eager to see her sister in a healthy space as well.

Conner shook her head. “You can show me how to do it online. You can do that, right?”

“Yeah, you can.”

Cali wouldn’t push. She made Conner a promise she was determined to keep. No hand holding. But after today, in her heart she felt more optimistic about Conner getting her life together and she’d consider that a win, even if just a small one.
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“Look at all these vehicles. This building can’t possibly accommodate this many people. I look too cute to be crammed in there like sardines,” Conner fussed as War pulled up beside the building next to valet.

“You’re worried about being crammed, I’m worried about being shot or shot at.” Cali frowned, surveying the door which had a line of people waiting for their turn to enter.

“This isn’t that type of vibe, love, or I wouldn’t have brought you with me. A friend rented the space for the night and these are all his people.” He reached for Cali, gripped her chin, and leaned across the seat to sample her lips while two attendants opened her door and Conner’s simultaneously. “You’re with me. If bullets fly, they won’t touch you.”

“Damn, Cali, this nigga is offering to play Superman for you.” Conner smirked before accepting the hand of the man waiting to help her out of the back of War’s truck.

“She’s so damn extra.”

“She’s right though. I’m your shield, baby. But again, this isn’t that type of vibe, so relax and let’s enjoy our night.” He winked and got out, letting the attendant know to step back. He helped Cali out. While she tugged on the end of the dress that clung to her body, he enjoyed how good she looked in the army green dress that caressed her curves.

With War’s body shielding hers, she walked with confidence at his side while they made their way to the entrance. The security stationed at the door lifted his chin in acknowledgement as they bypassed those waiting. As soon as they were inside, the thump of the bass began to vibrate and pulse. Cali surveyed the club, taking in the clean classic look. The place was basically a lounge but had been converted to more of a club atmosphere for the evening. The tables were gone and replaced with leather and velvet sofas staged throughout the building.

Sheer black material hung from the ceiling, creating partitioned sections and there were portable screens that showed highlights of the crowd flashing across them. The one centered in the building had a visual of a handsome young guy leaning against the wall, looking off to the side. Next to him were the words “Casualty of the Come Up” in fancy bold letters and below it, the name Kidd.

“This is an album release?” Cali glanced at War as they reached the bar. He moved her in front of him and towered against her back. Conner took the spot beside Cali so he blocked them both but only made contact with Cali’s curvy frame.

“Yeah, my boy JB started managing a few people a couple years ago. His artist Kidd is the first one to take off. He’s nice.”

“He is. He had a feature with Sire and that shit was fire. You know him?” Conner asked, glancing at War over her shoulder.

“Nah, not him but I’m cool with JB. Why, you trying to meet him?”

“No.”

“Yes.”

War chuckled when Cali and Conner offered conflicting responses, but he kissed Cali on the shoulder and gave Conner hope. “I’ll hook that up for you.”

“He’s too young, Conner. Isn’t he like barely twenty?”

“I’m not trying to fuck him. Just meet him but if he’s willing…”

“Conner,” Cali warned and her sister flashed a smile.

“I’m kidding. Maybe.”

War laughed lightly and leaned into Cali. “You drinking?”

“Yes, she is,” Conner answered for her.

He got the attention of one of the people working the bar, let the ladies place their orders and explained that he was firing up and not drinking. Liquor wasn’t his thing. They made their way to a private section where they got situated and after making sure they were good, War dipped off into the crowd to make his rounds.

Conner threw back a shot and turned to her sister. “This man is really trying to prove he’s your future not your past.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Cali followed her sister’s line of sight to where War was standing with two other men not too far from them. Cali enjoyed the view of his black on black jeans and tapered crewneck sweatshirt. His sleeves were pushed up, exposing the ink on his arms and he sported a fresh cut that highlighted the waves on his head. His beard was trimmed close to his face but thick enough to rake her nails through. The man was sexy in all ways possible.

“Y’all are barely defined and he brought you out. Not just out, but to this…” Conner circled a finger in the air. “A building full of people that mean something to him.”

Cali immediately caught what Conner was implying and glanced at War. The minute her eyes found him, his were on her. She smiled and turned back to Conner. “Yeah, he is.”

She left the statement there because it wasn’t just bringing her into his world, War was doing so many things to show her where she stood in his life.

The night progressed smoothly. Conner and Cali drank, danced, and enjoyed the vibe. War kept Cali in his personal space. When she wasn’t tucked at his side, she wasn’t far from his person.

She didn’t miss how he received a lot of traffic throughout the night, male and female, and Cali was grateful that he didn’t switch up, no matter who tried to get his attention. Most of the men, he only offered acknowledgement, Those he carried a conversation with beyond a generic greeting, he introduced Cali and Conner to first, seeming comfortable to have her at his side.

There were plenty of women who kept their eyes glued to him from a distance. The few who braved an encounter, he only offered a head nod and turned his attention back to Cali. Neither she nor Conner missed the animosity raging from a few, but War didn’t seem bothered by their sour moods.

Whether he had them in check or he didn’t fuck with anyone on a level where they felt they had the right to make a scene, Cali wasn’t sure. She was happy that none tried her. She and Conner had gotten ignorant in the past about women being disrespectful and that wouldn’t change if one took it there.

By midnight, Kidd was the center of attention. He thanked everyone for coming out. His baby face exposed deep dimples and a boyish grin while he coolly smiled into the crowd with lazy hooded eyes. Once he handed the mic to someone nearby, Conner pointed in his direction with her drink.

“That fine ass man can get it.” She grinned, feeling mellow from the drinks that warmed her blood but spoke unabashedly.

“Man, he’s a baby, Conner.” Cali smirked at her sister but kept her eyes on her man. As promised, War was going to introduce Conner to the man of honor, so he was across the club, conversing with his friend JB who managed Kidd.

“That’s a grown ass man, Cali. He damn near six feet, got hair on his face, and enough muscles to toss me around.”

“I should be embarrassed.” Cali laughed, lifting the fruity concoction she had been nursing for the past hour. She made a decision that it would be her last after feeling herself getting too loose.

“But you’re not because you know I’m right.”

They watched as War and Kidd made their way to the section that was their home for the evening. Kidd grinned, putting those dimples on display as soon as he stepped to the small opening that held the two sofas where Cali and Conner were sitting, facing off.

“Ladies, I heard you two wanted an introduction. What’s good?”

“Nah, not this one. Just Conner,” War made clear, pulling Cali into his lap after he was seated next to her. His arm held her hostage and his chin rested over her bare shoulder.

“Damn, my bad.” Kidd stepped in front of Conner and grinned. “What’s your name, Pretty?”

“Conner.”

“Okay, okay, I fucks with it. You enjoying yourself tonight?” His hooded eyes traveled over Conner and she smiled, nodding.

“I am.”

“That’s what’s up and you enjoyed the music too?”

“I did. You did your thing.”

His dimples went deeper but he turned when someone called his name. He held up a finger then focused on Conner again. “I need to go holla at somebody, but I appreciate you being here. It was my pleasure to meet you, Pretty.” Kidd extended a hand. Conner offered hers and he kissed her wrist. “Thank you for coming out.”

“You’re more than welcome.” She winked and checked him out once more.

Before he stepped away, he offered a head nod to War and disappeared into the crowd.

“Yeah, he can definitely get it,” Conner mumbled, following the path he took.

“You like young ass niggas?” The voice beside her startled Conner then the spot next to her dipped from the weight of a body. When she turned her head she frowned at a face that, albeit handsome, she didn’t recognize.

“How the fuck you giving me shit about being here and you’re just now showing up?” War scowled at his boy York who had just walked in the door.

“I had something to take care of that ran longer than expected but I’m here.” He responded to War but kept his eyes on Conner. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

Her brows pinched as she sipped her drink. “Which was?”

“You like young ass niggas?”

She shrugged. “I like a lot of things.”

Cali’s eyes bounced between her sister and the man she knew to be York, one of War’s close friends. They hadn’t officially met but she remembered him from a couple weeks prior when he showed up to help out with the Maurice situation.

“I bet you do.” He looked her over again then shook his head. “And I already know you like fucking with niggas’ sanity so let me leave yo’ pretty ass alone.”

He lifted from the sofa and glanced at War. “Ay, let me holla at you for a minute.”

War whispered next to Cali’s ear. “I’ll be right back. You good?”

He gripped her thigh and she tilted her head back. “I’m great.”

His mouth landed on hers before he lifted her off his lap and followed York to the bar.

“I think you have an admirer.” Cali tipped her glass toward the bar, where York was speaking to War but had his eyes on her sister.

“I’m not fucking with him like that. He’s sexy though.”

She and Cali both checked York out. He was in dark jeans and a navy Henley covered with a black jean jacket. His rich dark skin contrasted with War’s mocha complexion, making them look like night and day. York sported a goatee, Caesar cut, and his tall frame carried a little less bulk than War’s but he appeared solid enough to present as intimidating.

“Why not? I saw the way you both were checking each other out.”

“I need to get my shit together and he had a front row seat to my shit. That’s not exactly a good start.”

Cali nodded in acknowledgment, knowing Conner was referring to York being there the night she left Maurice. “It’s not a fairytale start but at least he knows your past. He’s also cool with War so he wouldn’t be stupid enough to repeat what you’ve been through.”

“Maybe, but I mean it. I need to get my shit together. I can’t do that jumping from one bed to the next.”

When Cali didn’t respond, Conner narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you dare think I’m talking about you. My situation is very different from yours. You had enough time to know you were ready to move on and you also did the work to make sure you didn’t repeat the mistakes you made in the past. Don’t be over there questioning your whole life, Cali.”

She shrugged and glanced at War. “I’m not. I don’t have any regrets about the decisions I’m making.”

“Good because you shouldn’t.” Conner finished her drink. “Now come on, let’s go dance.”

“Girl, we danced enough.”

“No, we haven’t. And this is our do over…”

From that night, Cali finished in her head. She offered her sister a wide smile and stood to join her. “Okay fine, but only because I love you.”

By the bar, York filled War in on the latest rumors circulating about J’No while both men kept their eyes on the sisters who seemed to have a constant rotation of attention.

A few attempted to approach both throughout the night but the minute they realized the ladies arrived with War, they backed off. Some made it as far as an introduction when War wasn’t nearby but after a look from him, they scurried away. After being under War’s shadow all night, it was clear Cali was off limits and by default Conner as well because the two were together.

“This nigga is getting bold. If you want to be the one to make him pay then you might want to make this shit a priority.”

“What happened?” War asked, watching Cali and Conner giggling and grinding on each other. His dick swelled from the way the green dress hugging Cali’s body rose to her upper thighs as she moved in sync with her sister. The lazy smile on her face and low set of her lids had his mind drifting to that same face while he fucked her until she came so hard she was delirious and out of her mind.

His thoughts had him doing a quick sweep to see if she had anyone else’s attention.

“Another set up. Almost the same shit that happened to Merritt. One of Boog’s guys was supposed to be making a drop and as soon as he stepped out of the car, someone ran up and shot him in the back of the head. Drugs and money nowhere to be found.”

War’s scowl deepened when he turned to York. “How the fuck this nigga keep getting inside information?”

“Same shit I was wondering. I asked around and found out he’s been fucking with a chick Boog’s guy was dealing with, which made me think about Merritt. You said Neece is fucking with J’No right?”

War felt his blood heat. “I sent Merritt though. It was supposed to be me that night, not him.”

“Doesn’t matter. What if Neece knew how he was moving and tipped J’No off?”

War shook his head. “Nah, she wouldn’t have known…”

Merritt was with Cali that night and not Neece.

“How can you be sure?”

“He wasn’t with Neece.”

War was staring at Cali again and behind him York mumbled something that had War’s jaw tight. “You think about the other alternative?”

Cali might have set him up.

“It wasn’t her. She didn’t know shit about that part of his life.”

“You willing to gamble on that?”

“Yeah, I am.” War glared at York who nodded.

“Then maybe when he left her, he hit Neece up. Cali didn’t know shit about Neece so when Merritt was with her, he would have to be disconnected so she wouldn’t find out he had someone else. When he wasn’t, he would have checked in with Neece.”

War nodded, pulling it all together. Merritt had been asking for more responsibility. He wanted to step out on his own and War didn’t mind because he hadn’t planned to stay in the same spot forever. At some point he would have stepped away and Merritt was the logical choice to fill his shoes. The night Merritt was killed, he was supposed to be meeting with someone they did business with on a regular. But when Merritt arrived, shit went left. Someone ran up on him and shot him in the head. The dealer he was meeting had been capped too. The money and product gone.

It didn’t add up and there was only one person who could connect the dots. Neece had better be able to clear her name or JoJo would be without both his parents.

“We’re about to head out. You staying?”

“For a minute. I need to holla at JB, let him know I came through, then I might find someone to take home to keep me occupied for a few hours.” York did a quick scan and brushed a hand over his fresh cut. When his focus landed on Cali and Conner he spoke again. “What’s her story?”

“Bad decisions that she finally walked away from.” War followed York’s line of sight but his attention was on Cali.

“She gonna go back?” York wanted to know.

“You trying to give her a reason not to?”

York grinned and shook his head. “Maybe.” He pushed away from the bar. “But not tonight. Be easy.” He extended a closed fist to War which he met with his before leaving the bar. After a few minutes more of watching Cali and Conner dance they made eye contact and she dragged her sister from the dance floor and joined him.

“You ’bout ready to head out?”

“We can.” Cali leaned into his body when War grabbed her by the hip and pulled her to him. He kissed her neck then glanced at Conner.

“You ready?”

“Oh, I get a vote.” She grinned amusedly and he chuckled.

“Yeah you get a vote but I’m making the final call tonight. I’m tired as fuck. Let me go say my piece really quick and we can leave.”

War pulled away from Cali and headed to JB. He allowed him to finish his conversation before he interjected. “Yo, we’re about to head out.”

“Aight, I appreciate you pulling up.”

“You knew I was gonna support. This is good shit. You did your thing. ’Bout time you did some shit worth something.”

JB’s smile expanded on a chuckle. “Fuck you, nigga. I’ve excelled all my life. Same hustle, just a little different venue.”

“I feel you, but real shit, I’m proud of you, fam. I can’t wait to see how far you take this shit but right now, I’m about to take my ass to the house. I’ll get with you soon.” JB nodded in approval and War turned to walk away when a body cut off his path. A body he was intimately familiar with wearing a tight dress.

“Hey.”

“Sup?”

“I’ve been here all night and you haven’t said one word to me. You didn’t see me?”

His deadly expression surfaced because there was no point in the conversation. “Yeah, I’ve seen you.”

He had seen Shalece watching his every move with a look of displeasure on her face all night. Several times she even came close but pride wouldn’t allow her to be the first one to speak. He assumed she gave up on saving face which was why she was in his now.

“You couldn’t speak.”

“I could have but didn’t. Which should have been enough to understand what type of time I was on with you.”

“Who is she?”

Cali.

“None of your business.”

“You don’t bring people out, so she must be important.”

“Again, not your business.”

“It is my business if she’s the reason why you ignored me all night.”

“You know me right, Lece?”

“I thought I did, but maybe I don’t.

“You know enough, so let me ask you this, when has anyone ever had a say in what I do?”

Her expression shifted, providing the answer.

“Exactly. I didn’t speak to you because I didn’t fucking want to. Am I confused about the interactions we’ve had or are you?”

Her expression dropped when his eyes lowered to hers.

When she didn’t respond he added, “Have a good evening, Shalece,” then stepped around her.

He felt eyes heavy on him. When he returned to where Conner and Cali were waiting and attempted to pull Cali into his side, as expected, she curved him.

“You want to tell me what that conversation was about?” Cali asked. She peeped game. Based on the exchange and the woman’s body language, the two were familiar.

“She asked why I hadn’t spoken to her all night.”

“And your answer was?”

“Because I wasn’t confused about the nature of our relationship but apparently she was.”

“Damn, we were this close to you surviving the night without my sister having to be worried about women here being bothered by her being with you.”

War kept his eyes on Cali but responded to Conner. “There are a lot of women who are bothered with Cali behind me but not one your sister will have to be bothered with because of me. I’m grown as fuck and giving attention to the one person who deserves it. I don’t care who has a problem with that and your sister shouldn’t either.”

Like always, War’s confidence was loud. So was the certainty in his words. Cali glanced across the building where she found that same woman glaring at not just War but her as well.

“I’ve learned my lesson about not asking questions. So for my clarification, I’m going to ask. Is she a problem?”

“No.” His confidence didn’t waver, so Cali accepted his answer.

“We can go.”

This time when he attempted to pull Cali into his side, she filled the spot that now belonged to her and wouldn’t belong to anyone else as far as War was concerned. Not even part-time. When he stated he was grown, he meant in all aspects of his life. A rotation of women wasn’t something he needed or desired. Cali would never have to worry. She was enough and as long as she kept doing what she was doing, she would always be enough.

As soon as they were settled in the car, Conner sank into the comfort of his leather seats and curled into herself, yawning before she grinned at War and her sister. He had his hand on her thigh and she had her legs crossed, leaning into his touch.

“When I grow up , I want to be just like you. All hopelessly in love.” Cali glanced in the rear view and shot Conner a bird but the soft smile on her face was telling of how she didn’t disagree. War chuckled and navigated them from the parking lot while Conner grinned and closed her eyes, happy her sister was finally with the right one.


FOURTEEN
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The next afternoon, War pulled up at the daycare center just in time to catch Kirsten stepping out the front door. She glanced around the parking lot and noticed a familiar vehicle waiting but her eyes locked on her brother as War pulled into the spot right next to the car he remembered being parked outside his sister’s condo.

He noticed the displeasure twist on her face and laughed harshly, knowing his sister wasn’t pleased to see him, which had everything to do with the man in the vehicle next to War’s. He got out of his truck and ignored his sister when she spoke from the sidewalk.

“Don’t start no shit, Wardell. I told you Raleigh isn’t mixed up in any of the stuff you’re trying to put on him.

“Stay your ass over there. I need to holla at him for a minute.”

“Absolutely not, I don’t trust you.” She was still heading his way until War delivered a heated stare which halted her movements. Kirsten knew her brother and would only push him so far.

“But you trust him?”

“If you shoot him in this parking lot the cops will be the least of your worries. Your mother is going to fucking murder you for disrupting her business.”

“My business, Kirs. I own this shit or did you forget?” He frowned at his sister and pounded his fist on the driver’s window of the car he found his way to and added, “And if he’s not into anything, why the fuck would I need to shoot him?”

War cut his eyes at Kirsten then lowered them to the person he needed a word with. “Get the fuck out the car.”

Stepping back to give him space, War waited for Raleigh to exit the vehicle. He was grateful he didn’t have to drag him out or that wouldn’t have sat well with him.

“Why you fuckin’ with my sister?”

Raleigh’s eyes bounced over to Kirsten which was the wrong move. War shoved him in the chest so hard his back hit the side of his car. “She doesn’t have the answers I need. You do. Why are you fucking with my sister?” War’s large solid stature was intimidating but Raleigh refused to cower. At least not completely. He knew all about War Gerrad and though he had the backing of his family, he truly liked Kirsten and didn’t want their families’ past to get in the way of what he was trying to build.

“This isn’t about my family.”

War arched a brow and leaned in close to Raleigh’s face. “If it’s not, then why the fuck is that the first thing out your mouth?”

Raleigh’s eyes darted over to Kirsten again but he quickly directed them back to the man interrogating him at the moment. “I know that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Why the fuck wouldn’t I?”

Raleigh swallowed hard and straightened his posture. “I’m not into any of the shit my family is. I own a shoe store. I have never sold drugs or guns and I have never killed anybody.”

“Then why you carrying?”

“Niggas are reckless. You never know when someone might run up on you. Just because I’m not into those things doesn’t mean people won’t assume I am.” Raleigh glared at War and added, “I’m not trying to get caught out there like that but I’m also not out looking for trouble.”

One of War’s many talents was reading people. He could discern a lie like no other, so he believed the kid.

“How did you two meet?”

“At Wing Spot. She picked up my order thinking it was hers.”

“And you didn’t know who she was?”

“No.” He quickly shook his head.

“You know she was my sister?”

“Not until Rez told me.”

“Kirsten didn’t tell you?” Raleigh glanced at her and War tapped a finger against his forehead to bring Raleigh’s attention back to him. “I told you to keep your eyes on me. She doesn’t have the answer I’m looking for. You do.”

“No, she didn’t. After Rez told me and I asked she said she didn’t want me to know because I wouldn’t fuck with her because of you.”

War snorted and cut his eyes toward his sister.

“And you didn’t care?”

“I mean yeah but it wasn’t my decision. I’m not into the same shit my cousin is into but I can understand why she wouldn’t want you to know.”

“You don’t plan on changing your occupation anytime soon?”

“Nah, that’s not my thing and I’m never around them like that. I know you don’t believe me…”

War smiled arrogantly, in such an evil manner that Raleigh flinched. “I believe you, which is why I haven’t shot your ass yet.”

“Look, whatever is between you and my cousin that’s your shit. It doesn’t have anything to do with us.”

“It shouldn’t but it does. Let me be clear, you fuck her over, I’ll hurt you in ways you can’t begin to imagine and I don’t give a fuck about Rez or anyone else. That one right there is my only concern, understood?” War pointed to Kirsten but kept his eyes on Raleigh.

He nodded and confirmed. “Understood.”

War backed away and pointed to the vehicle behind him. “Get back in your car.”

Frowning, Raleigh glanced at Kirsten but got back in his car. However, he didn’t leave. War moved to the sidewalk where his sister was standing. As soon as he was close enough she punched him in the shoulder with all her strength. He barely moved.

“You’re such an asshole.”

“If caring about you makes me an asshole, then I’ll be that. Doesn’t fucking matter what you think, Kirs.”

“What did you say?”

“That doesn’t matter either, just know I believe he’s not on any bullshit with you.”

“I told you that.”

“You did, but there’s also a lot of shit you think you know. I had to be sure.” He pulled her into a hug and planted a kiss on her forehead. She groaned in aggravation but hugged him back. “I know you don’t get it but I’m doing the best I can not to lose anybody else, Kirs.”

“I get it,” she said softly and pulled away. “Mom’s not here.”

“I came to see you.”

“Why, what’s up?”

“I need you to get JoJo tonight.”

“Something wrong?”

“Nothing you need to worry about. Just call Neece and tell her you’re gonna get him tonight.”

“You’re not gonna tell me why?”

“No,” he said, turning to walk away.

“Why are you always so secretive about shit?” she mumbled and War’s eyes met hers right before he opened his car door.

“Everything doesn’t need to be explained, Kirs. Trust that I know what the fuck I’m doing and leave it at that. Now go see your little boyfriend before he changes his mind about fucking with you.”

She rolled her eyes and he settled into his truck, pulling away feeling better about the man who had his sister’s attention. That didn’t mean he would be totally at ease with them as a couple, but for now, he would let her have some space.
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War: I’m about to pull up.




Cali: What makes you think I don’t have plans.




War: I’m not assuming you don’t have plans. I’m asserting that if them shits don’t currently involve me, you need to make an adjustment.




Cali grinned and rolled her eyes. Conner was at work, so she didn’t mind War pulling up on her. She worked that morning and was now at the house chilling, having gotten home not too long ago. It was just after three and she had no other plans for the day. She considered doing some cleaning since sharing space with her sister meant constant clutter she wasn’t used to but that could wait.

Cali: Asserting??




War: Fifteen.




She grinned and locked her phone, heading to the living room to tidy up a bit. She collected a few of Connor’s things that were thrown about, dumped dirty clothes in the hamper, and shoved clean ones back into Conner’s suitcases stacked in the corner. By the time she was done, War was knocking at her door.

When he entered with cupcakes from her favorite spot and a sub from The Deli, she almost jumped in his arms but settled on easing hers around his waist to deliver a kiss instead.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. You didn’t already eat, did you?”

“No…” She shook her head, accepting both bags which she carried to the sofa and set on the table. War settled on the sofa while she rummaged around the kitchen bringing with her a few paper towels and two bottles of water. She handed him one and filled the space next to War, crossing her legs at the ankles before bringing the sub down into her lap.

“You didn’t get anything.”

“Nah, I’m good. Had a late breakfast.”

She unwrapped the chicken and pesto sandwich loaded with extra pesto, void of onions, and smiled. “You pay attention.”

“Details are important.” He allowed his head to drop back and placed a hand on her thigh. When he closed his eyes, she assumed he was tired and let him rest while she devoured her food. By the time she finished she climbed into his lap and laid her head on his shoulder.

War’s hands moved to her waist and he kissed Cali’s neck, inhaling the light fruity scent that clung to her skin then exhaled his exhaustion. He felt like he hadn’t had a good night's sleep in months and he wouldn’t until he had closure. “Conner here?”

“No, work. You trying to schedule a dick appointment?” she teased, feeling the swell of his dick beneath her.

“Nah, that’s for you. Mine is for this.” He cupped her pussy and gave a gentle squeeze. “I was just asking because it’s quiet as fuck in here and Conner is never quiet.”

Cali grinned and he pulled her deeper into his chest, adding, “But if you’re offering to strip for me, I’ll fuck you, Cali. You never have to worry about that.”

Her body reacted and a smile blossomed. “You sure you need sex? You look like you could use a nap.”

“I’m cool. Just got heavy thoughts right now.”

War wouldn’t tell her he was pulling up on Merritt’s baby mother tonight with the intent of making Neece prove her innocence or JoJo would become an orphan. That wasn’t a subject he would discuss at the moment.

Not with Cali. He also wouldn’t tell her that he was thinking about how to find a way to make her see giving her place to Conner and making his house her permanent residence was what was best for both of them.

He was moving fast but when it came to her, it wasn’t about perfectly laid plans, it was about what made sense and she made sense. Even if he couldn’t explain why she felt right, why she gave him peace, neither of the two things were any less relevant.

“I’m a good listener.” She placed her hand on the side of his face but kept her head on his shoulder.

“I’m sure you are, but right now, I don’t want to talk. I just want to enjoy what I feel for you with no words.”

“You’re strange,” she said softly. “But in a good way.”

He chuckled and kissed her forehead, holding Cali closer but the moment was interrupted when Cali’s phone vibrated with a call. She pulled away and lifted the device from the sofa.

“It might be Conner. I have to check.”

He nodded, watching her face, knowing Cali’s love for her sister would never be an issue. He felt the same about Kirsten. But when a frown marred her pretty face, he lowered his eyes and caught the contact listed as Mom seconds before she swiped to answer.

“Hello. Uh no, what’s up? Oh, is he okay? Now? Umm…” She paused and glanced at War then exhaled a sigh. “Yes, I can come. Conner’s at work though. Will you text me the information? Okay, I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Before she could end the call and lock her phone, War’s hand was at the back of Cali’s neck and his voice vibrated around her. “What’s wrong?”

“My dad’s in the hospital.”

“He okay?”

War understood their relationship was complicated based on what little Cali shared but they were still her parents.

“When I asked, she said she would explain when I got there. I’m sorry but I should go.”

“I’ll take you,” he said before she could suggest anything different.

“You don’t have to. I⁠—”

“Cali, I’ll take you.”

She nodded stiffly and lifted off his lap to get shoes and her purse. She was grateful for the offer and the comfort he would provide. So instead of arguing, she decided to go with it.
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With her hand tightly clasped in War’s, Cali made her way into the elevator at Mount Sinai where they exited on the floor that held her father’s room. When they reached the door, she smiled at War who gave her a look that expressed, I got you. She knocked and pushed through the door where she found her father watching TV and her mother sitting next to the bed with a book in hand.

“Cali, honey, what are you doing here?” Her father sounded genuinely surprised while his eyes shifted from Cali to his wife who closed the book and placed it on her lap.

“Mom called and said you were here.” Frowning, Cali met her mother’s hesitant gaze before she looked away.

“She shouldn’t have called. This is nothing major. Just kidney stones.”

“Kidney…Oh.” Cali wasn’t sure how she felt. Instead of her father delivering a greeting that insinuated he was happy she came, he brushed the act of kindness off as unnecessary. Her mother smiled awkwardly and wasn’t any more welcoming than her father.

Sensing the tension, War stepped away from Cali and offered a hand to the man he knew to be her father. “Mr. McCall, I’m War Gerrad, nice to meet you.”

Roger McCall accepted his hand after a brief pause. “Nice to meet you too, War. You’re a friend of my daughter?”

“A little more than a friend but, yeah.” War assumed they didn’t know about Merritt. If they had, he wouldn’t have cared. Cali was his.

“Boyfriend, then?” Donald’s brows pinched, his eyes darting from Cali to War.

Cali interrupted. “So Dad, you’re okay then?”

“Yes, I am. I’m not sure why your mother bothered you in the first place.” He offered a smile that was slightly warmer but still not one deserving of his daughter. It lacked emotion and gratitude. War understood the awkwardness of their relationship but still wasn’t feeling how they treated her. He was seconds away from cursing them both out when the door opened and a nurse walked in. She paused briefly then offered a wide smile. “Oh you have visitors. I won't be long. Just need to check in for a minute and bring you these. How’s your pain?” She held up a paper cup with two pills.

“Not bad. A little sore but tolerable.”

“Good, good.”

“This is our daughter Cali and her friend.”

“Oh, so daughter one of two. I was wondering if we’d see you,” the nurse sang animatedly.

Cali frowned at her mother. “They just called,” fell from her mouth.

“I’m sure not to worry you. He’s doing great. No complications. Kidney stones are more uncomfortable than anything.” She checked a few things then was on her way to the door. “Everything looks good. I’ll let the doctor know.” She turned to Cali. “Cali or Conner?”

“Cali.”

“Nice to meet you, Cali. Your mother spoke highly of you both. I was surprised we hadn’t seen you before now.”

Spoke highly of the two daughters you barely even acknowledge?

Something in Cali twisted as she watched the nurse leave. The poor woman had no clue what she had revealed with that simple statement but as soon as she was out the door Cali smiled weakly at her father.

“I’m going to go.”

“You’re here, you might as well stay,” her mother cut in and Cali scoffed.

“Why? Is it going to look bad if the perfect daughter leaves so soon? That’s not giving All-American family, is it?”

“Cali…” her father stated softly.

“What? You know that’s the case and the only reason I’m here. You just said you don’t know why she called.”

“Not because I didn’t want you here. I simply didn’t see the point of bothering you and your sister.”

“Yeah, I’m gonna go.”

“Cali, stay,” he stated firmly, more as a command than a desire to enjoy her company.

“You don’t want me here.” She threw her hands up and he tensed.

“Cali, respect your father,” her mother warned.

“Sure thing. Can’t have anyone walking in on America’s favorite family in the midst of a disagreement. That would be tragic.” Cali walked to the bed and kissed her father on the cheek. “I’m glad you’re okay, I really am, but neither of you want me here. At least not for the right reasons. I’m gonna go.”

When she searched his face for a rebuttal—a reason to prove she was wrong, prove he was grateful she showed up no matter what the reason—all she found was shame before he quietly offered, “It was good to see you, sweetheart. Tell your sister we said hello.”

Tell my sister, your daughter, you said hello.

As soon as Cali was in the hallway, War was on her, hovering close, not allowing any space for Cali to run with her spiraling emotions. “Hey, look at me.”

“For what? So you can see the truth?”

“What truth, Cali?”

“That I’m a fucking mess, that they’re the reason why I’m screwed up. That shit isn’t normal.” She threw her arm out to the side, pointing at her father’s hospital room. “Their love is not normal, but then again it might be. I don’t know what the fuck normal looks like.”

War gripped her chin and lifted her eyes to his. “Nah, that shit ain’t normal but what the fuck does normal mean? Normal is what you make it, Cali. Love is what you make it, what you need. What that shit damn sure isn’t is normal. The only thing love has to be is real, dependable, unwavering, loyal. And you’ll know what the fuck that looks like because I’m gonna show you.”

They remained in a stare down before he added, “Can you let me do that?”

She still didn’t respond so he leaned in closer. “Don’t worry about that shit in there. Even if they don’t got you, I do. Can you let me do that?”

She nodded slowly and gave War what he wanted. “Yes.”

“Good, because you didn’t have a damn choice.”

“And what’s your return on that investment?” Cali asked. She wasn’t a fool nor was she expecting War to be running a mental tab but he would have expectations. All men did. She wanted to know what his were. The debt might be too high or impossible to deliver on and she was currently emotionally exhausted.

“You.” His one word affirmation was unwavering.

“You have me. What else?”

“I have you, but not like I want you. Not like I plan on enjoying you.”

She frowned and he clarified. “You’re gonna let me love you properly and I’m going to oblige. You’re gonna give me the future I never knew I wanted. Your pretty ass in my life, by my side, in my bed, in my heart. Those are my only requirements. All I need to remain satisfied is honesty, attention, and good pussy. All of which you’ve more than provided.”

Her smile blossomed in the most raw and pure way. “And what if I can’t?”

“You’re gonna have to do the work because I’m already invested.”
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“Cali, what do you do?” Cali lifted her head from the bowl of homemade apple pie, topped with homestyle ice cream and drizzled caramel and whipped cream she was overindulging in. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand while she swallowed so she could answer.

“I work at a bookstore.”

“You read a lot?” Grace asked, moving around the kitchen.

“Uh, not a lot but I’m reading more now since I started working there.”

Grace glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “I was only asking to make the connection. Working around books has to be boring.”

Cali grinned, shoving a spoonful of apple pie in her mouth. “That’s the same thing my sister said. It’s not though. More relaxing than boring.”

Grace nodded. “I’m sure it’s a hell of a lot better than being with aggravating ass kids all day.”

War chuckled. “How you want me to have kids but you don’t like being around them?”

“I never said I didn’t like being around them. I said they’re aggravating as shit. All kids are, including the future grandbabies you’re gonna give me. Lord knows you and your sister used to drive me damn crazy when you were little.”

Cali grinned and her eyes shot over to War who was in the chair adjacent to hers. He only had a bottle of water. She noticed his mother didn’t offer him apple pie when she coerced her into accepting a bowl full and remembered War mentioned he wasn’t a sweets person.

“Well I like it and my boss is cool. The store is quiet mostly during the week but can get pretty busy on the weekends so it’s balanced.”

“What’s that?” Kirsten asked, entering the kitchen.

“Cali works at a bookstore.”

“Which one?” Kirsten asked, leaning onto the island. She propped her chin on her folded hands while her elbows rested on the granite surface.

“Mahogany,” Cali stated before indulging with another spoonful.

“That’s the new one. It’s Black-owned, right?”

“Yeah, you been?”

“No, but I’ll come check you out since I know you work there.” She smiled at Cali then cut her eyes at War. He issued a warning look she ignored. “We might as well hang out since it looks like you’ll be around.”

Cali’s eyes bounced between Kirsten and War, sensing there was something between the two of them. The way his scowl deepened but Kirsten’s smile expanded was a clear sign.

“Sure, we can do that, if it’s okay with your brother.”

“He doesn’t mind at all. Isn’t that right, big brother? That’s our thing. He was chilling with my man earlier today, isn’t that right, Wardell?

“I wasn’t chillin’ with that muthafucker. I was warning him about properly playing his role or else he wouldn’t have one,” War stated matter of factly.

“Minding my business is what you were doing,” Kirsten mumbled before turning to Cali. “But that’s not what this is. I really do want to hang out, if you’re cool with that.”

Cali glanced at War before she agreed. “Yeah, I am.”

“Good. I’m about to go pick up JoJo, I’ll see y’all later.” She smiled at Cali. “I’ll get your number from War.”

“Why are you getting JoJo?” Grace called behind Kirsten. She glanced at War and Grace glared at her son.

“What the hell did you do?”

“Nothing, Ma, damn. Kirs wanted him for an extra night. I worked that out with Neece.”

Cali frowned, watching the exchange between them then blurted out, “You have a son?”

“No.”

“It’s our cousin,” Kirsten followed up after her brother’s firm no.

“Mmhm, let me find you did something dumb to piss that girl off so she tries to keep JoJo from us. Kirsten, you be careful with my baby.”

“Aren’t I always?”

“If you’re smart you are.”

Kirsten rolled her eyes and left the kitchen. War glanced at Cali’s empty bowl. He stood and lifted it, then carried it to the sink. He kissed his mother on the cheek. “We’re gonna head out.”

She frowned at her son and War knew she had questions. He just prayed she didn’t ask them right now.

Grace eventually tore her gaze away from her son when Cali stood. “You come back and see me, okay? War told me it’s just you and your sister. Conner, right?”

“Yes, just us.”

“Well you’re welcome anytime. Your sister too. With or without him.” She narrowed her eyes at War who chuckled. They said their goodbyes and once they were back in his truck on the way to Cali’s place, War felt her eyes burning a hole in the side of his face and eventually granted her his attention.

“What did you tell your mother about me?”

“Nothing?”

“She knows about Conner.”

He told his mother enough. Mostly that he was feeling Cali, that she didn’t have family she could rely on so his plan was to share his. He hadn’t shared much but that was enough.

“I mentioned you had a sister.”

“And obviously that she was all I had.” Cali grilled him hard and War reached across the seat and brushed a finger down the side of Cali’s face. “I made a promise to love you properly, Cali. Which means you get loved by those who are an extension of me. That’s my mother and Kirsten.”

She nodded and turned her head toward the window. When she was quiet for too long he asked, “You good?”

“Yeah.”

She felt his hand on her thigh and smiled into the window. “So is that gonna be your thing?”

“What?”

“Taking me to your mother every time mine lets me down.” She granted him her pretty face and when he lifted a brow she added, “When I first told you about my parents, you randomly announced we were going to meet your mother. Today after things went bad with them, you brought me to her.”

Instead of denying the truth, he nodded. “My job is to give you what you need. If it’s not something I can provide, I’ll find an acceptable way for you to get it from someone who can. I’m not so fucking selfish that I’ll deny you what you need just because I can’t be the one to provide it.”

“Even dick appointments?” She smiled so damn fast and when he delivered a death stare her smile expanded.

“Cali, don’t make me curse you the fuck out. My dick is perfectly capable of providing, so an alternative will never be required.”

She laughed and leaned across the seat, planting a quick kiss to his mouth. “Your dick is the only one I’m scheduling.”

After she settled back into her seat, she turned toward the window again. “Thank you for sharing your mother with me.”

“You’re welcome.”


FIFTEEN
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War thought long and hard about leaving reminders of Cali’s pussy on his face but he wouldn’t bring her into his bullshit that way. That meant not taking a life with her essence lingering. There was no guarantee murder was how his night would end but his gut held firm on what he could expect.

J’No killed Merritt. Now War was going to return the favor and take his life. The only unknown was whether or not he would have to carry the guilt of making JoJo an orphan. Technically he wouldn’t be, because if killing Neece was required, War would be the man in JoJo’s life. The person he could look up to, depend on, and be loved by. A de facto parent.

War prayed Cali would be willing to play a role in JoJo’s life as well but if she refused, he would make it work. She no longer had the privilege of denying him. That was a non-fucking-negotiable.

By the time he scrubbed his face clean, Cali was behind him turning on the shower. He watched her through the mirror until she pulled the t-shirt over her head, the only thing he left on her body before he stripped her lower half and buried his face in her pussy.

She dropped it on the floor then stepped into the small glass enclosure and War turned, leaning against the counter with his arms locked over his chest, admiring the body he was now addicted to.

“You don’t have to just watch. You can participate,” she said, lathering up until the heady scent of mango body wash filled the bathroom.

“I would but I have something I need to do.”

He watched her brows pinch when she turned her head to him. “You’re coming back?”

“You want me to?” He smirked, allowing his eyes to trail every inch of her body.

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll be back.”

“You promise?”

“Yeah, man, I promise.”

Cali tensed and her mind shifted to a memory she wished hadn’t surfaced.

“You coming back?”

“I’mma try, but if I don’t just know you gon’ be good.”

“Merritt…” She glared while he stood in the doorway of her bedroom. Seeing the frown on her face, he crossed the room, leaned over the bed, and kissed her.

“I can’t make you those type of promises, Cali. How many times I gotta tell you that?”

“Hey, what you thinking?”

When she looked at War again, his expression was hard, almost dangerous. “Nothing.”

“That wasn’t nothing, Cali, you looked upset. Like you wanted to fucking cry. What were you thinking?”

“I just want you to come back, okay?”

He didn’t believe her, but he also wouldn’t push. Instead he pulled open the door, gently tugging her arm until she was close enough for him to reach without getting hit by the heavy spray. He kissed her cheek, her mouth, then her forehead. “I’mma see you in a few hours, aight?”

She nodded at the same time his phone received a text. He dug it out his pocket and read the message on screen.

Unknown: Just pulled up.




“Get some rest and I’ll see you when I get back,” he mumbled, already distracted by where he was heading.

“Hey…” she said just before he left the bathroom. When their eyes met, he saw what she wouldn’t say.

I’m scared.

“This ain’t that, Cali. I’m coming back,” was the last thing he said before he left the bathroom.

“Y’all are loud…” Conner said when she noticed War. “And nasty.”

He chuckled and shrugged. “We’re also grown.”

“Mmhm. A little too grown.” She shoved a handful of popcorn in her mouth when he rounded the sofa and stood next to where she was sitting. “Ah shit, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing, just keep her distracted for a little while. I need to go take care of something.”

“And she’s scared you’re not coming back?”

He nodded.

“But you are right?” Conner gave him a look that demanded an answer. One he didn’t hesitate to deliver.

“In a few hours. Just make sure she’s good.”

“Got it.” He nodded and was on his way to the door when she spoke again. “And War, your ass better come back. It will destroy her if you don’t because this thing she has with you is different.”

“I know.”

War couldn’t control destiny, but it wasn’t his time so the promise he made, he would damn sure keep.
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War sat in the Mercedes truck next to York and shoved his hands into the pocket of his hoodie. The vehicle fit the neighborhood, identifiable but not traceable to either of them, with its smoke gray factory paint, black leather interior, and no alterations. No one would think twice about it being parked a few houses from the one they were sitting on.

The plates were stolen and so was the vehicle. Nothing about either was connected to War or York. Both men were dressed in clothes with no markings. Black on black. Plain ball caps pulled down shielding their faces with hoods tossed over them. Leather gloves covered their hands to ensure no prints were left behind in or on the truck which would be completely destroyed by early morning to guarantee nothing could be collected and examined.

They’d done this enough times to be cautious about protecting their anonymity. Although no crime was perfect, when there wasn’t a body or a report of wrongdoing, it wasn’t likely anyone would care about particulars.

“How long he been in there?”

“Couple hours.” York’s lazy tone flowed as he glanced at his boy then the house in question. “You ready for this shit?”

“Yeah.” War’s glare landed on the house, brows pinched, mind heavy.

“And if she was a part of it?”

“No forgiveness,” War stated without flinching. Neece would get what she deserved. Fucking with J’No was one thing but willingly playing a role in Merritt losing his life was unforgivable because it wasn’t necessary.

“Aight then.”

York reached under his seat and extended a gun to his boy. “You told me to put a body on it. Might as well start with this one.”

War chuckled, realizing the Beretta 900 belonged to Maurice, Conner’s ex. York added a silencer for the occasion but he recognized the piece. He accepted the weapon and got out of the truck. York was behind him. Cloaked by the darkness from the late hour, both men moved down the street until they reached Neece’s house. War keyed the code to let them in and heard the sounds of music blaring from the living room. Both men chambered their guns and carefully moved until they were at the entrance but War stepped back into the hallway when he heard the growl of an angry voice.

“What the fuck are you doing in my house?” Neece heard the door open and assumed it was J’No until she laid eyes on York and War.

“You’re sleeping with the opps, Neece. You were fucking him while carrying Merritt’s son. You’re still fucking him now. Did your pussy even heal before you let him in it again?” The truth gut punched. He could see it on her face but that didn’t affect him. His words were laced with venom when he added, “Did you not expect to see me at some point behind that nigga in there?”

“He’s not the opps, War. Everybody is not holding onto some childish vendetta to take you down.”

“You just proved how fucking stupid you truly are. Bring yo’ ass.” He motioned to the living room with the gun and she lowered her eyes.

“You don’t get to tell me what to do in my house.”

“I do if you want to keep fucking breathing.”

“You’re threatening to kill women now, War?”

“You’re my first and pending how this shit plays out yeah, I might have one on my list. Move your ass, Neece.” War was quick when he advanced. He fisted her shirt and jerked her toward the living room.

While he addressed Neece, York dealt with the main reason they were there. “I bet you’re really questioning your entire life right now and if you’re not, you should be.” York grinned, turning the gun in his hand sideways while J’No glared at him from the sofa.

J’No’s was high as a kite which worked in their favor but could possibly make things messy if he was too stupid to think before he acted. When Neece stumbled into the living room, War noticed his fingers curling like he wanted to reach for the gun on the table nearby and he quickly shut that shit down.

“Move an inch and I’m blowing your fucking brains a mile,” War stated smoothly and J’No’s eyes lifted and narrowed. While War had his attention, York moved closer and retrieved the gun, dropping the clip before he tucked it behind his back and shoved the clip in the front pocket of his hoodie.

“Fuck y’all want?” J’No finally spoke, angling his head to the side as a scowl eased onto his face.

“Confirmation.”

“Confirmation about what, War?” Neece glared at him then York, knowing something bad was brewing.

“You need to tell me what’s going on.”

“And you need to sit the fuck down.” War barked the command but his eyes never left J’No. Knowing York had him covered, he moved deeper into the room and lifted J’No's phone. The device was unlocked because he had a playlist in rotation.

It didn’t take long for War to get what he needed. Confirmation. Under the Find My app, there were several Air Tags listed. J’No had even gone as far as labeling them. When M flashed on the screen at a location War committed to memory he had the evidence needed.

“War, you need to tell me something. You don’t get to barge in my house holding a gun⁠—”

“Shut the fuck up.” He crossed the room to Neece glaring as he towered over her. “I get to do what the fuck I want and you better pray you’re not a part of this shit or it’s not just this nigga who’s losing his life tonight.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Neece appeared confused.

He slapped the phone against her chest and when he released it, she wasn’t quick enough. The device dropped to the carpeted floor and War pointed, issuing another demand. “Pick it up.”

He aimed the gun at her head and she hesitated, realizing how serious the situation was and did as he asked, frowning at the screen. Her eyes lifted from the phone then darted over to J’No, York, and back to War.

“What is this?”

“All the people he’s been tracking since he touched down. Take one guess what M stands for.”

Neece’s eyes lowered to the phone. Her shaky unsteady hands barely kept the device level. “You don’t know…”

“Yes, the fuck I do. That address is my warehouse. The warehouse I took Merritt’s car to when the police released it from evidence. He put an Air Tag in or on Merritt’s car and you gave him access and information. The unknown is whether or not your role was intentional. Why the fuck would this nigga be tracking Merritt’s car, Neece?”

“I… I…don’t know.” Her eyes went wide and her hands shook more.

“Tell her, muthafucker. Tell her how you used Air Tags to track people, pull up, shoot them in the head, and take their shit.”

York spoke, pulling Neece’s attention to him before it shifted to J’No while she waited for his response.

“You ain’t got no fucking proof.” J’No shrugged and his hooded eyes bounced from York to War before he smiled. “Maybe she was the one tracking that nigga.”

“You son of a bitch.” She hurled the phone across the room and lunged but War caught Neece and tossed her to the floor.

“Sit the fuck down. You don’t get to react. You don’t get to be upset when you brought this shit to your house and to my cousin.”

“I didn’t know!” she yelled.

“Know what?” J’No smirked. He was too high to process he was living his last few hours, possibly minutes. Or maybe he didn’t care. War wasn’t sure which applied but he didn’t fucking care either. “So what, I tracked that nigga. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer, right? But you don’t have proof I shot him. So what now?”

Neece’s stomach sank. “You were here that night. When Merritt called, telling me he was about to make a run, you left right after.”

“Yeah and I came back, didn’t I? Remember, you sucked my dick as soon as I walked in the door.”

Neece felt sick to her stomach. If J’No killed Merritt that night, then laid in her bed…

She gasped for air as a sob consumed her but War had no sympathy.

“Get the fuck up.” He lifted his gun to J’No who angled his head to the side once more.

“So you can take me somewhere and put a bullet in my head, nah fuck that. I’m not making this shit easy for…”

War pulled the trigger. One clean shot ended J’No’s life. Neece screamed and scurried back until she landed against the wall and buried her face in her hands while she sat on the floor sobbing.

“Why you crying, Neece? Your bad decisions finally catching up with you and you’re afraid of what I’m gonna do about it?”

War lowered his chin and her eyes lifted to his, fear dancing in her brown irises. “I didn’t know.”

“I believe you did.” He lowered to his haunches in front of Neece and moved the barrel of his gun under her chin. She froze and blinked several times. War didn’t truly believe Neece played a role in Merritt losing his life beyond being stupid enough to sleep with the enemy but to be sure, he wanted Neece to plead her case. To settle any uncertainty he was feeling.

“I didn’t fucking know, Wardell. Do you really think that low of me?”

“Shouldn’t I?” He pressed the gun more firmly under her chin and she began trembling uncontrollably, with more tears and heavy breathing.

“N-no. You shouldn’t. I loved Merritt. He wasn’t shit but I still cared about him. Why would I want him dead? If you don’t believe I loved Merritt, then believe I love my son. He…de-deserves to have his father in his life. W-we…both did. I didn’t know,” she said harshly, then once more a lot softer. “I didn’t…” War had her chin lifted from the barrel of his gun so her eyes met his. He had the answers he needed, so he extended to his full height and stepped away. Neece slumped into a crying mess.

“Even if you didn’t plot with him to make that shit happen, you gave him access. I lost my cousin. JoJo will never know his father and that shit is on you. You did that shit, Neece, and you have to live with the reminder every time you look at your son. And when he’s old enough to ask questions, you better pray I don’t provide him answers. Truthful answers. He will fucking hate you as much as I do. As loud and heavy as my hate is going to be, JoJo’s will be a million times worse.” He paused and dug the invisible knife in deepest when he added, “From the time Merritt was fifteen years old, my mother raised him as her son. Kirsten loved him as her brother. JoJo will always be a part of their lives, accepted and loved. If you’re smart, they’ll never find out about your betrayal or I can’t promise you what either of them will do but I can promise you’ll wish you had kept your fucking mouth closed.”

With his final word, War walked away and began conversing with York on what needed to be done to handle what was left of the situation. They had to get rid of the body and any potential evidence so he could get back to the one thing in his life that made sense. Cali.

It was just after six in the morning when War pulled into the parking garage of Cali’s building. They had so many moving parts to deal with that it took hours to pull it all together.

First was getting J’No and the sofa out of Neece’s house. That required a box truck which he and York had to retrieve from War’s storage facilities. While Neece sat in the kitchen like a zombie out of her mind with grief, York and War loaded everything onto the truck.

With it only being the two of them, the task required hours of moving around but War didn’t trust bringing in another body to help and neither did York. By four in the morning, the vehicles used—J’No’s BMW and the Mercedes truck—were torched just outside city limits. J’No’s body was loaded into the trunk of his car. War and York stayed long enough to ensure there was no usable evidence before they parted ways and War made his way to the one woman who could give him peace in the midst of chaos.

Conner let him in and he stripped out of his clothes, already having showered and cleaned up at his apartment in the city so nothing prevented him from climbing in bed with Cali. He pulled her into his frame and the weight of the past few hours was heavy on his mind. She provided enough of a calm to help his mind settle. Killing J’No didn’t provide satisfaction. It wouldn’t bring Merritt back but the task was necessary for his closure. Now that the closure existed, War could move on with his life.
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The next morning, Cali woke to the weight of a body partially covering hers. It was just after nine when she peeled her eyes open and realized she wasn’t alone. War kept his promise and returned, providing confirmation she desperately needed. He was there, he would be there.

While he slept, she managed to untangle her body from his and snuggled close so her face was inches away. The light breaths that escaped War in a steady rhythm had Cali inching closer to drag the pads of her fingers across his chest and down the bridge of his nose.

She smiled and inched closer, planting a trail of kisses over the freckles he hated but she loved. When he didn’t move or react, she assumed he was too tired and needed the rest, so she climbed out of bed, heading straight to the bathroom. She washed her face, brushed her teeth, then brushed her hair into a bun that she twisted into a tight ball on top of her head.

When she entered the living room, she found Conner already up, tucked into the corner of the sofa with her eyes glued to her phone.

“You happy?”

“Hmm?” Cali’s brows pinched as she padded into the kitchen and began removing a pod to load into the coffeemaker.

“I asked if you’re happy?” When Cali had a mug, she turned her attention to Conner who glanced at her briefly then went back to swiping her phone.

“That you’re here?” Cali placed the mug under the bottom of the coffee machine and yanked the top closed to begin her brew. “Some days yes and some days no. You could clean a little more.”

“I clean but there’s barely any room here so no matter what I do, it still looks messy.” Conner frowned at the pile of her things cluttered near the wall. “But that’s not what I meant. I was asking if you’re happy that he’s here.”

Cali attempted to suppress the smile that surfaced from thoughts of War and failed miserably.

“Your ass is happy,” Conner mumbled.

“I am and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

“No, there’s not. He kept his word.”

“He did.” Cali turned back to the fresh brew once the machine beeped, signaling it was done. She added sugar and Italian sweet cream then joined Conner on the sofa.

“You know I have to find a place right?”

“I looked into getting a two bedroom.” Cali eyed her sister carefully. “These are expensive, so maybe not here, but there are some nice places that don’t cost as much.”

“My own place, Cali,” Conner confirmed. She had been evaluating her life heavier than usual lately. The place she shared with Maurice was in his name but she paid most of the bills since he refused. Conner hated her job but made decent money and what she was beginning to understand after being here with Cali over the past couple weeks was she loved her sister but she needed her own space.

“Why can’t we share one?”

“For a lot of reasons. You have no clue what will happen with War which means you might be moving your shit to his house…”

“That’s not the plan and I would never leave you stranded, Conner,” Cali defended.

“Plans change but this isn’t about him. This is about me and us. You’re twenty-nine, I’ll be twenty-eight soon. We don’t need to be splitting bills, Cali. You would never bail on me for a man, but you should. You shouldn’t think twice about making your happiness a priority. I’m damn sure not about to think twice about mine. Figuring out my shit is not just about my love life. It’s my life as a whole. I can’t go backwards. Neither of us should. Forward movement only, Cali. Change is progress so I have to make changes.”

Cali blinked at her sister and smiled slowly but didn’t speak. Conner, however, did.

“You don’t have anything to say?”

“Nope.” Cali popped the p and Conner narrowed her eyes.

“Nothing at all.”

Cali sipped her coffee and took her slow sweet time before she answered. “Only that I’m proud of you.”

“You’re proud of me for wanting my own place?”

“Nope, I’m proud of you for going to see Dr. K.”

Conner frowned, lifting the remote. “Who says I went to see her?”

“You did.” Cali smiled smugly at her sister. “Change is progress so I have to make changes. She told me that too.”

Conner cut her eyes at Cali and began flipping channels. “Maybe I’m just smart.”

“You are smarter. You went to see her and I’m proud of you.”

“Don’t be all extra…” Conner shrugged nonchalantly.

“I’m not being extra. I truly mean it. I’m proud of you, Conner, and if you need your own space, I’m cool with that too. But don’t do it just because you think I’m going to bail on you because of War. I won’t. I never will.”

“I know you won’t,” Conner said confidently. “That’s not who you are, which is why I’m making the decision for you. I’m making sure you have the freedom to choose if and when the time comes without having to consider me.”

“I’m always going to consider you.” Cali frowned at her sister. “It’s only ever been us. It will always be us.”

Conner nodded. “But it doesn’t have to be. You’re allowed to love someone other than me, to be loved by someone other than me and so am I when it comes to loving and being loved by you. We need that shit, Cali.”

Cali wouldn’t argue. She agreed. “We do.”

“But the right way.” Conner glanced to the back of the apartment. “I believe you have that now. I want it too but I have to be emotionally healthy enough to receive it when it finds me.”

“Yeah,” Cali said quietly and Conner grinned, rolling her eyes.

“Don’t go getting lost in your head with your emotionally expressive ass.”

Cali choked on a laugh. “Fuck you. There’s nothing wrong with being emotionally expressive.”

“Depends on who you ask.”

While Cali and Conner shared a heart to heart, War sat on the side of Cali’s bed, exhausted from the past twenty-four hours wearing him down. If he was honest, exhaustion from the past six months sat firmly on his shoulders. Kirsten yelling at him through the phone wasn’t helping.

“She’s a fucking mess, War. I showed up to bring JoJo home and she was crying and shit. Wouldn’t even look at me, her son. I couldn’t leave him with her while she was like that. What the fuck is going on?”

“Nothing you need to be concerned with, Kirs. Just keep JoJo for the day and…”

“I can’t. I’m supposed to be on a plane at three. I’m flying to Philly for a few days.”

War tensed. “With who?”

“Raleigh.”

“Change that shit.”

“No, I will not. I do everything you ask me to and I never question your motives. You wanted me to get JoJo, I got him. But after seeing that shit with Neece, you’re gonna have to tell me something. What the fuck happened last night and don’t say nothing or you don’t know because it’s mighty convenient that you asked me to get JoJo and I show up this morning to bring him home and she looks like a gotdamn trainwreck.”

“Kirs…” he growled in aggravation.

“Don’t you fucking dare. You either tell me what is going on or I’m taking JoJo to Mom and you can expose whatever this is to her.”

“Where you at?”

“Home.”

“Give me a few hours and I’ll be there, aight.”

“War, you better show, I mean it,” she yelled then ended the call.

He cursed under his breath and tossed the phone on the bed, standing. His body ached from hauling shit around a few hours prior. When he reached the bathroom, War placed his palms flat on the counter and dropped his head between his shoulders, lifting it moments later to stare at his reflection. Killing J’No should have brought him a step closer to peace but that wasn’t the case. He was so fucking tired and not just physically. It was time to put all his cards on the table but first…

After he cleaned up in the bathroom, he left the bedroom and called out to Cali. “Ay, come holla at me for a minute.”

Conner was the first to acknowledge him. She glanced in his direction and arched a brow. “Well good morning to you too then.”

War wasn’t in the mood but Conner wasn’t the source of his issues so he tossed his chin and offered a mumbled, “Good morning”, while Cali lifted from the sofa, stopping in the kitchen to drop her empty mug. War turned away before she reached him and entered the room first. The second she crossed the threshold, he slammed the door and had her pinned against it. His mouth took hers with demand and a few seconds later, he lifted her around his waist and carried Cali to the bed.

“You okay?” She felt tension pulsing around him. When his response was to start removing her clothes, she forced him back and lifted her head.

“War?”

“I’m good, Cali,” he murmured. A heaviness she could feel lashed out around him before he spread her thighs and dropped his face between them. He devoured her pussy and Cali let him. She came twice, the first time from just his tongue, the second after he incorporated his fingers.

The next he planned on delivering with his dick so after he had a condom secured, War lifted Cali’s arms over her head one by one, claimed her wrists in one of his hands, then pulled her leg up around his waist, easing into her nice and slowly.

“You’re so fucking good, Cali. You have no idea.” His eyes searched her face, watched her expression shift and change as he rocked into her. When he couldn’t go any further and her back bowed away from the bed on a slow moan, he was so fucking lost.

His teeth nipped her bottom lip and when she smiled, attempting to pull her wrists free, he shook his head and tightened his grasp. War pulled out to the tip and drove back in, deep and hard. She bowed away from the bed again, but this time her body trembled as her pussy clenched and throbbed around his dick.

He leaned down enough to brush his mouth over hers. His tongue followed and when he pulled back she grinned, so sweetly while her eyes narrowed. “I feel you.”

“Not yet but you will.” War fucked her slowly. When he finally let go of her hands, they settled on his shoulders, her nails sinking into his skin while she met him thrust for thrust.

She pulled, he pushed, driving deep, giving her everything he had until Cali crashed, unraveling in the most beautiful descent. War kept going until he lost all composure and fucking shattered right behind Cali.

Chest to chest, his inhale to her exhale, he took her mouth until his lungs burned then touched his forehead to hers. “We gotta go.”

“Where?”

“To meet JoJo.”

War kissed her one last time before he lifted from her body. Cali frowned, watching as he entered the bathroom, feeling another shift happening. One she wasn’t sure what to do with.


SIXTEEN
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Cali and War had only been at Kirsten’s condo for no more than ten minutes. She greeted them at the door with a baby in her arms. Cali’s first thought was he’s so damn cute. She smiled back at his adorable face until the words began to flow. War was explaining that the adorable baby boy belonged to Merritt. The woman Merritt had been living with for years delivered him four months after he died.

Everything moved slowly. His words twisted and connected, running together. At least in her mind but one thing was certain. The baby belonged to the man she had been involved with and she didn’t know a thing about him.

“He’s Merritt’s son?” War studied Cali closely, taking in every detail. The way her perfectly manicured brows shifted in tightly, the way her lips which were normally full and pouty pressed into a straight line, the way her knee bounced anxiously, and most importantly the way her eyes kept shifting from Kirsten who held JoJo but avoided him. Cali never fully gave War her attention after the words Merritt and son surfaced because her eyes wouldn’t meet his.

She won’t fucking look at me.

“Cali…” Kirsten said her name softly. “Do you want to hold him?”

“No.” The lightning speed at which her head shook and she delivered the response had Kirsten’s eyes flicking over to her brother in desperation. War was in love with Cali, or at least she believed him to be. If he wasn’t fully there, War wasn’t far from it. Not accepting JoJo wasn’t something either of them could handle. He was theirs. The last piece of their cousin.

“I’m sorry this is being dropped into your lap but he is not to blame.” Kirsten kissed the top of JoJo’s head and Cali’s eyes lowered to his chubby round face, while he squirmed and grinned in her lap. He was so damn adorable. But he was Merritt’s son. One conceived during the time they were together.

“I’m not blaming him.” The words tumbled from her mouth.

But I don’t know what to do with any of this. Merritt has a son that War is raising because Merritt is gone and can’t.

“Maybe not, but you’re not accepting him either.” Kirsten stood and glanced at her brother. “I’m going to take him upstairs. My flight is at three. I have to be at the airport soon.”

“Kirs…” War’s tone was laced with annoyance.

“I’m not changing my plans. This is your mess. Figure it out,” she said and left the living room.

Cali dug her phone out and began swiping until it left her hands and ended up in War’s pocket.

“What are you doing?”

“What the fuck are you doing?” he asked calmly, even though his energy was explosive. She was gonna run, not deal with this, and he wasn’t fucking having it.

“I’m going to schedule a ride home because I don’t want to be here. If you would please give me my damn phone.” Cali shot to her feet but when she attempted to retrieve her phone from his pocket he grabbed her arm, spun her around so Cali’s back was against his chest, and locked her in place. He held her tightly and let his chin rest in her hair.

“War, let me go.”

“Nah, can’t do that. Not if you’re gonna run instead of talking to me.”

“What do you want me to say?”

“Whatever the fuck you want as long as you say something.”

His arms tightened and Cali closed her eyes. She felt him, the scent of him crawled over her, his connection was loud. So fucking loud but so were the thoughts screaming in her head.

“I’m angry.”

“With me or him?”

“With you.” She pulled away and War allowed her but he also didn’t let her go far. When she put too much distance between them he moved closer so she couldn’t escape.

“He conceived a baby while we were together. You kept that from me. I’m hurt by him, but I’m angry with you.”

“Why?”

“Because you keep lying to me and don’t say you’re not or you haven’t been. Keeping things from me is essentially telling a lie. First with who you were, now with Merritt’s son.”

The word felt toxic on her tongue.

“How old is JoJo?”

War knew why she asked. Everything was coming together. She needed the timeline. He was no longer interested in keeping secrets or telling lies by default.

“Six months.”

She nodded in understanding. Conceived when she was with Merritt.

“Does it matter?” War wanted… needed to know.

She snorted and shook her head. “It might have before, but it doesn’t now.”

“Why not now?”

“Because of you.”

Merritt cheating doesn’t matter because you belong to me and I belong to you.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want you choosing me because of his flaws. I didn’t want you justifying the acceptance of how I make you feel because of how he mishandled you. I needed you to be here by choice, not by default. I don’t fucking do consolation prizes and you shouldn’t either.”

Her heart clenched when her eyes met his. “That’s not what this is.”

“I need you to be sure, Cali. Real fucking sure.” He removed her phone from his pocket, tossed it on the sofa, and left the room. When War returned, he was carrying luggage. He bypassed Cali and went outside but Kirsten came right to her. “I put JoJo down for a nap. I’m sure you two need some time to talk this out.”

She searched Cali’s face before she asked, “Are you angry?”

“Yes,” Cali scoffed in aggravation.

“Are you going to leave him?”

“No.”

“Then I can handle you being angry.” Kirsten smiled and moved to Cali for a hug. When Kirsten pulled away she said softly, “We lost him too, Cali.” Merritt. “And I know it’s not the same way you lost him. It might even be worse. It damn sure feels that way some days, but a broken heart is a broken heart. No matter the reason. Losing Merritt broke my heart. It broke War’s too. All I ask is you keep that in mind. He’s doing the best he can but I promise you his worst is a million times better than anyone else’s best. Even Merritt’s, so when War is doing his best you can trust that you’re covered. Always.”

Kirsten hugged Cali once more then she was gone.

War entered the house and mumbled to Cali that he had to make a call before he took the stairs two at a time. When he stepped into his sister’s room, his eyes immediately found JoJo. Dealing with Cali was one thing but making sure Neece was able to take care of her son had moved to his priority of the moment.

He called several times back-to-back, each one going to voicemail. When he texted a few minutes later, she answered on the fourth call.

“I don’t want to talk to you,” she said in anger.

“I don’t give a fuck what you want, Neece.”

“You ki…” He tensed but realized she caught herself before saying something incriminating. At least she wasn’t that fucking stupid. “He’s gone.”

Fire pushed through War’s veins. “I don’t know who you’re referring to but it better be your son’s father because if you’re so fucked up behind that other nigga that you can’t be a mother to your son, then I can handle things for you, Neece. You will not be granted the privilege moving forward.”

“You can’t keep me from my son.”

“My son too, Neece. My name is on the birth certificate since Merritt’s couldn’t be. If they test JoJo’s DNA, it will match mine. I can do whatever the fuck I want. You’ve said it yourself enough times to understand the truth behind the words. Try me, I wish you fucking would.”

War felt eyes on him and the minute he lifted his gaze he saw the concern in Cali’s. She was seeing the side of him he never wanted her to experience, but he wouldn’t apologize. Not when it came to family and this was about JoJo.

“I can take care of my son,” Neece hissed.

“You sure? Because when Kirsten tried to bring him to you, she didn’t believe that was the case. Said you were a fucking mess and wouldn’t even look at JoJo.”

“After what happened, can you blame me?”

He wouldn’t answer the question. She should feel blessed she was alive to ask him anything at all.

“Neece, do I need to be concerned about JoJo when he’s with you?”

“No, Wardell. I love my son. I’m perfectly capable of taking care of him. In fact you can bring him to me, now.”

He exhaled his frustration. “Nah, not tonight. I’ll bring him to you tomorrow.”

“War…”

“I said tomorrow. Now you want to argue with me or use the time to get yourself together?”

War was asking but there was no compromise. She wouldn’t see JoJo tonight.

“Fine. Tomorrow,” she said and hung up.

War looked at Cali. If she was there to argue or yell, he didn’t know if he had it in him to do anything other than shut her down by fucking the questions and anger out of her. Everything around him felt like it was crumbling when it should have been prospering. He spoke as calmly as he could.

“What you need, Cali?”

“Nothing.” She frowned and glanced at JoJo who was fast asleep, arms thrown over his head, in the middle of Kirsten’s bed.

“Cali…” he said quietly and exhaled a sigh. “What do you need?”

None of this was her fault and he wouldn’t put it on her.

She crossed the room and pushed her body into his, circling his waist. “I need you and I’m sure. You don’t have to question why I’m here.”

Dr. K’s words were in her head. “Don’t get caught up in things you can’t control, focus on the things you can. The things that matter.”

Cali couldn’t control how she felt about Merritt’s betrayal but she could accept her role in how things played out between them. She assumed, never asked, when it came to his life outside of her. Partially because she didn’t want to know the truth. They existed in a separate space. Their own world. No one outside of that existed. The reality was slapping Cali in the face. He had other women, one who gave him a son. There wasn’t anything she could do about JoJo. He was here and he was loved by the same person who promised to love Cali.

The details no longer mattered, but War did. How she felt about him fucking mattered and that was what she chose to focus on.
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A couple weeks slid by, allowing Cali and War to settle into their routine. When she had hours at Mahogany they were at his spot in the city or her apartment. When she had a few days in between shifts, they spent time at his house. Things felt good and no matter how many hurdles they had to clear to get there, life shifted into a comfortable space.

“Shit, girl. You look good but don’t you think that’s a little much. We’re barely into spring.”

Cali looked down at the black spandex top she wore, a sleeveless mock turtleneck that stopped just below her breasts. She wore a pair of baggy black cargo pants drawn in tightly around the ankles and paired her fit with black Corran Chelsea Atlas boots.

“I’m wearing a jacket but I shouldn’t need it until later. It’s supposed to be ninety degrees today.”

“Yeah but it’s going to be fifty when the sun goes down.” Conner shoved her hands into her freshly straightened hair and shook it loosely a few times. The wine color looked good against her brown skin and brought out her red undertones. For the past couple of weeks she wore it straight, in a blunt cut stopping just above her shoulders.

Unlike Cali, the only skin Conner exposed was bare shoulders. She wore a fitted, off-the-shoulder, long-sleeved top that tightly hugged her slim torso. The navy top was paired with high-waisted, wide-legged jeans. Sexy, casual, and simple. “You look cute though.”

“We look cute.” Cali wore her hair in a braided blowout that offered volume and framed her face in chunky waves. The look was giving a mussed hair type of vibe. Both Cali and Conner bypassed makeup since Kirsten warned their family cookouts sometimes got wild. Neither wanted to be concerned with sweating out a beat face.

“And do,” Conner sang before adding, “Even if you’re trying to match your man’s energy.”

“I haven’t seen War today. How am I trying to match his energy?” Cali yanked a black jean jacket from the closet and lifted her wristlet. She didn’t need money since the plan was to chill at JB’s house for the rest of the day but she didn’t want to be without.

“You know that nigga is always dressed like he’s about to run up on somebody and take their shit.” Conner grinned and shoved a small card holder into her front pocket before she lifted her phone.

Cali barked a laugh. “Girl, he does not.”

“Yes he does. Always dark colors. Mostly black but I’m not complaining. It works for his speckled face ass.”

“Don’t you dare let him hear you say that.”

War hated his freckles but Cali was always touching, kissing, and bringing attention to them.

Conner arched a brow and Cali rolled her eyes. Telling her sister what to do was pointless.

“You ready?”

“Yep, hang on, let me schedule the car. Kirsten texted me the address a little while ago.”

Kirsten kept her promise to hang out with Cali, even if it had only been her stopping by Mahogany a few times to check her out. Once she brought lunch and they spent Cali’s break getting more acquainted. Kirsten was the one to invite Cali to the cookout because she mentioned it before War had a chance to.

“Five minutes for our ride. Let’s head downstairs.”

The drive to JB’s house was forty-five minutes with traffic. His house was in Crescent Pointe, but on the outer perimeter, so he wasn’t far from the hood. Only a couple streets over but he had a nice spot and based on the way cars lined both sides of the street, he had a house full.

“Damn, I’m glad you didn’t drive. We would have been circling the block just to find a spot,” Conner mumbled as she slid from the backseat of the Escalade they arrived in. iDrive Black was the only way they traveled. Not that the drivers couldn’t or wouldn’t be on bullshit but the higher end vehicles typically cared more about their ratings and reputations than to put their customers at risk.

“And I hope I can fuck with this crowd,” Conner continued, rattling random thoughts as they approached the house. Instead of going to the front door, Cali pointed to the side entrance she caught a body passing through only seconds before. The music was loud with a steady thump of bass and the loud rumble of voices, male and female, blended as soon as they pulled open the gate and entered the backyard.

“Wow.” Cali did a quick visual round, noticing the plethora of bodies. There had to be no less than fifty to sixty people crammed in the medium-sized yard. Lining the fence on one side were six-foot tables covered with linens, topped with chafing dishes. There was also one which held metal tins full of beer and soda. The last table had bottles of every liquor imaginable. The vibe was hood chic. “He put a lot into a backyard barbecue.”

“It’s usually not this fancy. JB just has a little change now since Kidd is making a name for himself but it’s still the same old hood niggas doing hood shit,” Kirsten said, stepping between Cali and Conner. She pointed to different locations. “Dominos, Spades, Dice, and enough weed to get the entire block lifted.” She grinned and turned her focus to Conner.

“The sister, right?”

“Yep, that’s me, Conner.” She extended a hand to Kirsten but instead of accepting it, Kirsten jerked her into a hug.

“Girl, we’re family. Well that’s if a family bond is cool with you but really it doesn’t matter. Even if you don’t approve, we’ll just be those cousins who talk shit about each other.”

Cali laughed, already used to Kirsten’s personality. She was a lot like Conner.

“Oh, I like you. We can be family, boo.”

“Y’all drinking?” Kirsten asked, pointing to the table.

“Is that safe?” Conner wrinkled her nose, perusing the table of open bottles.

“Girl yes, these folks don’t play about anybody invited. Everybody here had to be on an approved list and a very short one. You can fix whatever you want. If you don’t trust what’s open, then JB will get you something else.” Conner nodded and turned to her sister.

“Cali, you want something?”

“Nope, I’m good for now.” She didn’t want to start too early and have to sit out any part of the night because her veins were flooded in excess.

Conner shrugged and crossed the yard, lifting a sliver solo cup while Cali let her eyes wander. Kirsten peeped what she was doing and leaned into Cali’s side. “He’s inside but knows you’re here. He sent me until he could get to you.”

“I wasn’t…”

“If you weren’t checking for my brother, which you were, he was checking for you. He’s been waiting. I just came to tell you he’ll be out here in a minute but I’m gonna head back over there. I have someone waiting on me too.” She pointed to the table where a game of Dominos was in session. It wasn’t until then that Cali noticed the set of dark, intense eyes that found Kirsten every few seconds. “So if you’re good?”

“I’m fine, go.” Cali gently nudged Kirsten.

“We’ll talk later. Have fun.”

Cali put eyes on Conner after she watched Kirsten head back to her man, slide into his lap, and loop her arms around his neck. She was happy which Cali recognized because as of late she was experiencing the same thing.

Happiness.

“Damn, Pretty. You’re here to see me, right?” Cali felt a body enter her space, but it wasn’t the one she was waiting for. She could feel War and had no connection to whoever made their way to her side.

“No.”

“You didn’t even look at me.” In her periphery she could see his smile bloom but she still didn’t care.

“I don’t need to look at you. You’re not who I’m here to see.”

“But how you know if you didn’t even give me two seconds of your time?”

“My nigga…” The low lazy tone that settled into Cali brought a smile to her face. She dropped her eyes when he kept going. “I don’t know if you woke up this morning, or possibly every morning, believing you are untouchable, but let me assure you that you are not. If you don’t want me to be the one to prove how true that is, I suggest you move around. This one is spoken for.’”

“Yeah, I’mma move around. My bad, War,” he said smoothly and walked away.

Cali grinned and lifted her eyes to his which were incredibly low. They were already thin, but whatever he had been smoking had his lids much lower. When he stepped in front of her, his palm met the back of Cali’s neck and his fingers squeezed affectionately. “You entertaining niggas when you know I’m around?”

“I wouldn’t consider it entertaining. He asked if I was here to see him and I told him no. That was the extent of our exchange.”

“Which was too fucking much.” His chin lowered right before his mouth met hers. War didn’t kiss her right away, just pressed his lips to Cali’s until she took the initiative to take over. He pulled her into his body and took the lead, kissing her back.

“Where’s Conner?”

“With your friend.”

War frowned and did a quick search until he located York and Conner near the opposite side of the yard. His back was against the fence and she was angled at his side. War studied them for a minute until Cali put her hand on his face, bringing his eyes back to hers. “Is that a problem?”

“For him, maybe. Not for her.” He offered a rare lazy smirk. “She’s in good hands.” His fingers moved past her jacket and gripped her side. “Where is the rest of your shirt?”

“In the trash of the person who designed it.” She grinned. “You don’t like what I’m wearing?”

“I do, but it’s gonna be a problem if anybody else likes it too. Come on.”

He dropped an arm over her shoulder and guided Cali to a corner of the yard where he greeted a few people. JB was one of them and since Cali met him the night of the album release for Kidd, she spoke. War made a point of keeping her tucked at his side but didn’t bring deliberate attention to her with any other introductions. He talked to a few people then they found their way to a secluded section not far from where York was still holding Conner hostage with conversation.

“Your friends seem cool.” Cali settled into War’s lap and he looped his arm around her waist.

“They’re aight.”

“You didn’t introduce me.”

He lifted his eyes to hers. “Did you need me to?”

“No, I’m just wondering if that was intentional.”

He kissed her neck. “Very fucking intentional. These niggas are cool but they don’t need to know your name. They don’t need to remember your face, but I’ll grant them that because it keeps them safe by not slipping and stepping to you. Only a select few will ever have access to you. And even with them, access will be limited.”

She smiled and leaned into his chest, brushing her mouth over his. “Hmm, sounds like my man is the jealous type.”

“Your man is the lethal type.” He spread his hand over her stomach. “You’re with me, that’s all they need to know. Having any other details about you creates a dangerous space for them to exist in.” He kissed her neck again.

Conner joined them a few minutes later with a wide grin on her face when she plopped down in the plastic folding chair next to War. “Something is wrong with your boy.”

“There’s a lot wrong with his ass but tell me why you said it.”

“He just offered to fuck the shit out of me but that’s about all he could provide. He then made a point of confirming it would be the best orgasms I would ever experience in my life.”

War chuckled, shaking his head. Cali shoved his shoulder. “I thought you said she was safe with him.”

“She is, but I didn’t say shit about her pussy. Either way, that’s between them. I also said in good hands, not safe.”

“So I’m not safe with him?” Conner asked, following the line of sight to where York already had another woman in his face.

“Yeah, you’re safe with his crazy ass.”

“Hmm. I think something’s wrong with me too then because when he offered, I was seconds away from accepting.”

“Of course you were,” Cali mumbled. Conner flashed a smile and lifted from the chair.

“I’m going to play Dominos.”

“You don’t know how,” Cali called after her.

“Nope, but someone over there does.” She winked over her shoulder after motioning to the table of very attractive men.

“I should have left her ass at home,” Cali groaned.

“Let her play. She’s finding her footing after that other shit she was caught up in.”

“Yeah, she is.”

War’s intense stare landed on Cali. “He been around?”

After softly shaking her head, Cali leaned into War. “No, he hasn’t shown his face and I’m sure he won’t. He called her more than a few times, and when she gave in and answered, he told Conner to come get what was left of her things or he would trash them. He had to move out of the place because he couldn’t afford it.”

“She went by there?” His expression grew tight and Cali shook her head again.

“She didn’t. Whatever he had wasn’t important enough. I think he was just testing her to see if she would break. He wanted her around, so he could try to convince her to come back.”

“And…”

“And Conner learned her lesson. He’s not good for her. She’s moving on with her life.”

She thought long and hard about the threat he made but knowing what War would do, she kept it to herself. Cali didn’t want to set something in motion that might end badly. War would hurt Maurice or possibly worse. She wasn’t completely sure how many lines War would be willing to cross but she had a pretty good assumption.

“He has someone else. He clung to Conner because she wasn’t strong enough at the time to stand up to him. The minute she was, he moved on. Men like him are bullies and cowards.”

“If he shows his face…” War delivered a warning and Cali pecked his lips.

“You’ll be my first call.”

“Long as you know.”

Hours passed and when the sky turned dark, torch lights and a firepit set the tone for the rest of the evening. The mood was mellow all day. Drinks were plentiful, the food was delicious and kept stomachs full. The thick cloud of smoke from those burning good shit hovered, delivering contact highs.

Cali spent most of her night tucked away with War but she also tipped away to hang out and converse with Conner and Kirsten. A few of the other wives and girlfriends joined their group while their men blew money with Dice and Dominos but they had it to spend.

No one flinched or blinked when it was time to pay out, although they talked cash shit about how they were cheated. Regardless, they threw stacks on the table to cover their losses. These were all young Black men with handsome faces dressed to make statements that paired with their deep pockets. However, only one had Cali’s attention. She smiled at his black on black that matched her fly and the way he kept her in his line of sight from the time he approached her shortly after her arrival.

The only thing that disrupted Cali’s mood was the woman she now knew as Shalece who kept shooting dirty looks each time the women made eye contact. Kirsten mentioned Shalece wasn’t relevant as was proven by her being there with another associate of War’s. That didn’t lessen Cali’s annoyance from being the woman’s focus for the evening. Conner had purposely knocked into Shalece several times to make a point, jump if you’re feeling froggy, always apologizing with a bright smile that delivered a very clear message, bitch we don’t like you. However, that was the sum total of their interactions.

“Ay, we’re about to get up out of here but I need to go inside to holla at JB about something. You good until I get back?” War spoke into Cali’s neck, hugging her tightly so she sank deeper into the comfort of him.

“Yep, I’m fine. I’m going to make sure Conner knows we’re about to leave.” Cali glanced across the yard where she found Conner grinning with a plate in hand while some guy was standing in front of her. Cali then searched for York who was sitting in another corner of the yard with a woman on his lap but his attention kept finding its way to her sister.

They need to fuck and get it over with.

“Aight, I’ll be right back.” The soft warmth of War’s lips meeting Cali’s neck brought on a smile while she turned her head to watch as he walked away, disappearing through the sliding door at the back of JB’s house. Cali was so caught up in watching her man that she startled when a body landed next to her followed by a voice she didn’t recognize. Cali turned to find Shalece a little too close for comfort.

“Cali, right?”

Without responding, Cali’s eyes roved over Shalece and she smiled smugly when she said, “Nobody, right?”

Shalece laughed lightly. “You shouldn’t overinflate your value. We’re not all that different. I fucked Merritt and War. You fucked Merritt and War.”

The expression on Cali’s face shifted into anger and Shalece continued, “Yeah I know all about that. I saw your name on Merritt’s phone a few times before he died. I put it all together when I heard your name tonight.”

“Sweetheart, we are not the same. Not even close.”

“Don’t be so sure, boo. I might not get him back, but you damn sure won’t keep him. Niggas like the chase and they also like the reward behind the risk. Now that he’s played on your playground, there’s no reason to stay. Take it from someone who knows him very well.” Shalece smiled slowly. “But do what you want with that.”

She left and Cali moved to Conner who had already peeped the exchange and was making her way to Cali.

“What was that?”

“Desperation,” Cali stated with confidence.

“You want to do something about it?”

“Nope.” Cali looped her arm through her sister’s and allowed her head to rest on Conner’s shoulder. Cali didn’t doubt or question War’s intentions. He had more than proven how he would show up for Cali as well as defined her place in his life. If anything changed she would address the issue, but for now she trusted that they were good.

“Where’s your man?” Conner squinted and looked around.

“Inside, talking to someone. I was about to find you to let you know we’re leaving when he’s done.” Cali grinned at Conner. “Unless you want to stay.” She tipped her head to York who was watching them both but still had the same woman in his lap.

“Ain’t nobody worried about his player ass.” Conner rolled her eyes but delivered a sly smile.

“He’s been watching you all night.”

“And I’ve been watching him…” Conner pulled Cali into her side. “…rotate women to try and prove a point.”

“What point?”

“That he wants me.” Her smile expanded.

“And you don’t want him?”

“Maybe, but not right now. I’m weighing my options.” Her smile was smug and the women shared a look and laughed. Life was good. Not perfect but better than it had been in years.
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“My mom wants you and Conner to come to dinner next Sunday.”

Cali lifted her head, struggling to keep her eyes open. The drinks from the cookout mixed with good dick had her inches away from drifting.

“To talk about my uterus?”

War chuckled. “Probably, but nah, just to feed you and see your face. That’s her thing. She needs to put eyes on the people she cares about so she feels at peace.”

Cali’s chest grew tight. War spoke so casually but the words landed heavily. “I’m on her list?”

“Yeah, man. Your sister too. She fucks with you and not just because of me. You’re good people.”

“I know but still…”

My own parents barely acknowledge me.

“Chill with that,” he mumbled into her hair, brushing his fingers down her spine.

“What?”

“Questioning the dumb shit that they do.”

She smiled. “I hate how on point you always are.”

“I told you I’m locked in. You keep too much to yourself so if I don’t learn how to read you, I won’t know what’s going on up here.”

He moved his hand up her spine and tangled his fingers into her hair. When they gently tugged her head back, he kissed her roughly.

“You like me, huh?” She grinned and he chuckled, kissing her again.

“You’re aight.”

“Good to know because so are you.” Cali yawned and snuggled into War. “Do you think about more than this?”

“What you mean?” The low rasp of his voice was comforting.

“More than just day to day.”

“With you?” he mumbled but had already peeped where the conversation was going. Lately they had just been in the moment and he let things be as they were. Cali was his, he was hers.

“With us.”

“Yeah, I do. I think about all that shit. I don’t believe it’s necessary to sell you on what’s already yours, but I’m willing to discuss whatever you need to feel secure.”

“It’s not about me feeling secure.” She frowned into the darkness that surrounded them.

“In a sense it is. A lot of people in your life accepted partial responsibility for your heart, your wellbeing, and your overall care. This is a full-time job with me, Cali. I’m on the clock twenty-four-seven. I’m always gonna keep it one hundred with you. I’ll never waste my time or yours shooting you bullshit to temporarily appease you. The future you want, whatever that looks like, is yours. I’m never gonna try to sell you on it. I’ll only ever step up and deliver on the promise.”

She smiled slowly and nodded. “And if that future I want doesn’t have a place for you, then what?”

War exhaled a ragged breath. “I want you to be happy, so I’ll let you do your thing but just know I’m gonna be disruptive as fuck until you get your head on right and realize the only future worth having includes me.”

She lifted her chin so she could see his face. His confident expression was so sexy. “Then what you’re saying is the only choice I have is to be with you.” She arched a brow and he nodded, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

“I’m glad your ass is smart enough to know when one plus one equals two.” His hand moved slowly down her spine. His fingers spread wide over her ass, which he used as leverage to move her closer. “Now take your ass to sleep. You have to work tomorrow.”
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“Cali, hey. Is Reyna here?”

When Nilou approached, Cali offered a welcoming smile and pointed. “Yep, behind the counter.”

Nilou leaned over the counter, frowning at Reyna who was sitting between several boxes holding a scan gun. “Friend, you have to sit on the floor to do that?”

“I told her I would do it but she feels guilty because she’s been handling more dick than books lately.”

Cali smiled smugly, lifting a stack into her arms and starting toward the back. She heard Reyna yelling behind her. “That’s not funny, but you’re not wrong either. I feel very guilty. Kinda.”

One by one Cali replenished the shelves with books to replace the ones sold over the weekend. When she was done, she removed her phone and smiled at the screen. She swiped to unlock the device and read the message from War.

War: You busy?




She typed her reply and pulled her lip between her teeth.

Cali: Yes, very.




War: Aight, bout to pull up.




She smiled, rolling her eyes while she responded.

Cali: I said yes, very.




War: I can help you stack books. Be there in five.




Her eyes rolled again but her smile also expanded. War was unlike any man she ever experienced. All consuming, intentional, and very attentive. He was also spoiled with everything about Cali. Her thoughts, her body, her time. He wanted it all and she was more than willing to hand it over because she wanted the same in return, all of him.

She pushed her phone into a back jean pocket and paused when the conversation her boss was engaged in caught her attention. It was private and she hadn’t planned on eavesdropping, but it was hard not to.

“I looked at everything and there’s nothing beneficial or worth looking into. They torched the sofa, both vehicles, and the body they found in the trunk was only identified because of dental. Donald Taylor. He’s in the system with two open drug charges.”

“You’re prosecuting?”

Nilou scoffed. “Girl no. It’s drug or gang related. I’m not going to invest the city’s hard earned money or resources trying to figure out who he pissed off and I know that’s terrible but I can’t invest the time.”

“Considering you’re the DA, that’s very terrible,” Reyna stated amusedly.

“Girl, don’t think these folks aren’t watching my every move. If I waste time or money and come up empty, that’s a problem. That’s two torched bodies in a month and a half and no one cares or will care.”

“Damn, it’s like that?”

“Are you surprised? You know how this works, Reyna.”

“I do and no I’m not surprised. You have an ID on the second body?”

“Maurice Washington.”

Cali gasped and threw her hand over her mouth.

“He have a record, too?”

“Domestic claim from six years ago. He beat his girlfriend pretty severely. She was in the hospital for a few days but nothing came of it. I did some digging and found out her family moved her out of state after she signed a waiver of prosecution. No one ever prosecuted. Maybe he’s up to his old ways again and if so…” Nilou didn’t finish the sentence. “Either way he pissed off the wrong people.”

Cali was so caught up in the conversation she hadn’t realized War was there until his hand met her face. Her eyes went wide and his narrowed.

The two stared at each other for what felt like an eternity before Cali found her words. “Did you do something to Maurice?”

War’s eyes narrowed more and he slowly shook his head. Cali’s eyes darted toward the counter where Reyna and Nilou were still engulfed in their discussion about the murders. He noticed her alarm and brushed his thumb over her cheek.

“York,” he said and she blinked several times.

War lowered his hand and linked it with Cali’s before he began moving to the back of the store. When they were at a safe enough distance to explain, he stopped. Cali leaned against the closest wall for stability and he blocked her in, crowding her with his tall massive frame.

“Ask,” he stated calmly, keeping his eyes locked on hers.

“York killed Maurice?” She spoke so low it released as a whisper.

War nodded slowly.

“Why?”

“I don’t know all the specifics but his decision was based on something Conner said to him the night of the cookout.”

Cali’s brows pinched. “Conner asked him to do it?”

“No, but she didn’t have to.”

He watched, gauging, noticing the flood of questions crashing her mind. He and York were very much the same person. They were killers when required. They could also take a life and sleep at night, unbothered by their actions. She would have to accept the good with the bad.

“Were you there?”

“No, but if he had asked me to be I would have been.”

She frowned, nodding like she understood what he was communicating.

“Why did you buy JoJo’s mother a new sofa?” War studied her for a minute longer and she added, “They said there was another body and something about a sofa being burned. Was that you?”

“Yeah, it was.”

She opened and closed her mouth, not sure of what to say or what she wanted to say.

He released a sigh of understanding. Assuming and having confirmation landed in two very different spaces. Cali had an idea about the kind of man he was but to truly know and have proof there was blood on his hands and could potentially be more might require time to process. She could have all the fucking time she needed but while he was there to reassure her those actions didn’t and wouldn’t deter him from always being the man she needed him to be.

“I’m not perfect, Cali. Not once have I ever insinuated anything close.”

“I don’t need you to be perfect.”

“Then what do you need?”

“You.”

“You got me.”

She nodded and he kissed her forehead. “I’mma head out. I need to go take care of something. What time you think you and Conner will be done?”

Cali frowned and remembered she was supposed to be spending time with her sister later.

“Um, not sure. I don’t think we’re going out. Just dinner and movies at the house, so not too late.”

“Aight, I’ll pull up but I’ll give you time.”

“Okay I’ll text you.”

He smirked. “I’ll pull up.”

Cali rolled her eyes but frowned when he asked, “Ay, what’s the woman’s name who’s talking to your boss?”

When she tensed, he pulled Cali into him, cuffed her face, and kissed her lips. “Relax. I’m not gon’ do shit to her. I just need to know who she is and what she knows, since she brought that shit up.”

She narrowed her eyes and he gave his word once more. “I’m not gon’ touch her, Cali. Chill, aight?”

“Nilou. She’s the DA.”

“Aight. I’mma see you tonight, okay?”

“Okay.”

War walked from the back, smiling charmingly at both Reyna and Nilou before he left the store. As soon as the door closed behind him, Nilou had a brow lifted.

“Oh, he’s sexy.”

“He’s also Cali’s new man, friend, so stop.”

“Girl, I got a whole ass headache of my own. I’m only giving a compliment,” Nilou said and laughed. Cali smiled, anxiously thinking about what War had just confessed, and lifted another stack of books when she reached the counter.

“I agree. He’s very sexy and very mine.”

She carried the books to the back, exhaling the reality of who her man was. Like it or not, she was locked in too.

[image: ]


War inhaled the blunt he was smoking while his boy typed something into his laptop and glared at the screen.

“Nilou Drake, right?”

“She the DA?”

“According to this, yeah.”

“That’s her then. What you see?”

“Two cases. The one with J’No and the one with Conner’s ex. Both unsolved but closed. No active investigations.”

“That’s pretty much what Cali heard her say. She wrote both off as gang or drug related.”

York nodded and leaned back. “She sound like she was gonna do anything?”

“Nah, she said she wasn’t wasting tax dollars or resources but considering they didn’t do shit about trying to find out what went down with Merritt, I’m not expecting them to.”

“It doesn’t really matter. There’s nothing that can send them our way.”

War released a cloud of smoke. “With J’No for sure, but is that the case with ol’ boy?”

While War studied his boy’s face, York kept his expression neutral and shrugged nonchalantly before he stated with confidence, “I’ve been doing this long enough to keep myself detached.”

War nodded and slouched lower, feeling more relaxed that there weren’t any open investigations that could complicate things.

“What did Conner say that had you out here catching bodies for a woman you haven’t laid with?”

York smirked and brushed a hand over his head then his expression turned cold. “We were talking and shit. Not really about anything important but we ended up discussing our pasts. I asked if there was anything about hers she would change if she could. She said life with that nigga.” He shrugged again. “I couldn’t rewind time to fix the past she had with him, but I could offer her a future where he didn’t exist.”

The concept settled over War. He would easily do the same for Cali but then he asked, “Was it about Conner or was this about you needing to rewrite your past?”

York’s expression turned arctic. The subject was sensitive for him. War had been there the night York’s mother was murdered. The two of them were running the streets as they normally did, having no clue that York’s life would change so drastically. A man similar to Maurice but a million times worse decided his ego and pride was more important than York’s mother’s life. York was never the same after he lost her. He blamed himself and had a vengeful spirit when it came to men who thought it was okay to soothe their fragile egos by hurting helpless women.

“Her, but maybe both. I don’t fucking know. It’s done and can’t be undone so there’s nothing to discuss about any of it.”

War stared at him for a moment then moved on. “So what now?”

“Whatchu mean?”

“No matter your reason, you caught a body for her. What now?”

York smirked and massaged his chin. “Not a damn thing. I’m doing me, she’s doing her. We may be doing each other in the near future, but for now we’re just cool.”

“This muthafucker.” War chuckled, finishing what was left of his blunt. “Just know she can’t be like everybody else.”

“She won’t be.”

War tossed his chin and left the conversation there. Nothing else needed to be discussed.
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Cali hadn’t experienced her sister laugh so much in years. For the past couple of months Conner was smiling more, laughing more, living and not simply existing. She thanked God every day that Conner hadn’t ended up a statistic. She wouldn’t end up a statistic because…

“Hey, did you hear what I just said?”

Cali tossed a few flakes of popcorn at her sister. “Of course I heard you. It’s hard not to since you won’t shut up. You’ve been talking a mile a minute since we started the movie, which means I’m going to have to watch it again, alone, if I want to know whether or not it’s actually good.”

“Fuck you. I’ve barely said anything.”

Cali arched a brow and a few flakes of popcorn were hurled at her own head by way of Conner. “Girls’ night means good food, good wine, and good conversation. I’m doing my part, sis, do yours.” Conner stuck her tongue out.

“Okay fine, let’s talk.” Cali lifted the remote, powered off the TV, and shoved a handful of popcorn into her mouth just in time because Conner snatched the bowl and dropped it into her empty one.

“I’m listening.”

“Bitch, you’re the one who wanted to talk, I’m listening.” Cali lifted a bottle of wine from the floor and turned it up. The sisters each had their own and bypassed glasses. When she cradled the bottle in her lap, holding it against her chest, Conner grinned.

“I already told you everything, not that you paid attention. Remember, I’ve been running my damn mouth nonstop since the movie started but, I will give you a recap. I got a promotion to Senior Analyst which comes with a raise, a really good one too. I’ve started looking for places.”

Cali’s heart sank but Conner refused to let her sulk. “Stop looking like you’re about to cry. Did you not just yell at me this morning about how you couldn’t wait for me to move the fuck out?”

Cali nodded lazily. “I did but it was justified. You ate my last bagel, used the last French vanilla pod, and literally left me with two drops of body wash.”

“So what I’m hearing is you didn’t wash your ass today.”

Conner scooped a handful of popcorn and shoved it in her mouth.

“I washed my ass. I had back up, just not one I like. It was vanilla and I hate vanilla.”

“Then why buy it?”

“I didn’t buy it. It was a sample size.”

“Then I didn’t use your last.” Conner shrugged.

“Can we stay on topic? Congratulations on your raise and promotion. You don’t have to move out. You can just help pay bills here.”

“Sis, you don’t even pay bills here.”

Cali rolled her eyes. “You get my point. I like you being here. I like us living together.”

“And your man likes fucking you at random hours of the morning. Since I’m not getting any myself that creates a bit of a problem for me. I don’t want to hear what I can’t have in stereo.”

“So you’re moving out because you’re a selfish hoe. Got it.” Cali rolled her eyes and smiled.

Conner laughed. “I’m moving out because it lands me one step closer to getting my life back. If you have a problem with that, blame your damn self. You’re the one who forced me to go see Dr. K.”

“She suggested you move out?” Cali frowned.

“No, but she suggested I evaluate all my dependencies.”

“You think I’m a dependency?” Cali frowned more.

“In a minimal way, yes. You’re my comfort space. I rely on you…”

“You’re supposed to.” Cali’s frown kept growing deeper.

“Cali…”

“Okay fine, I get it. You need independence.”

“We need independence. It’s only ever been us, Cali. We’ve been clinging to each other based on a need to survive the world that shitted on us. You’re my sister and I know you love me. I love you but I don’t even know if I like you because we’ve never had that type of relationship.”

“Bitch…” Cali sputtered through a laugh.

“I’m kidding. I like you but we both need healthy relationships in our lives and that starts with us. You’re already getting that from War. I need to fall back and let you have…”

“I can have that with you here, Conner.”

“I know you can, California Love, but you deserve to have that without me always being an afterthought. I want us to build our relationship in a healthy space. I need to start standing on my own and not leaning on you. You understand, right?”

Cali could see how desperate her sister was to receive her approval so she nodded. “I understand and I’m proud of you. I really am, Conner.”

“I’m proud of you too.”

“For what?”

“You’re letting War love you.”

“Or maybe I just found another dependency.”

Conner shook her head. “No, that’s not it. It’s not the same. He’s not the same.”

Cali smiled softly. “He’s not.” She frowned, pulling her lip between her teeth. “Have you talked to Maurice lately?”

“No, but it would be kind of hard to do considering…”

Cali’s eyes went wide. “You know?”

“Yes, I know. We still have some of the same friends. I saw where someone posted the news article about what happened.”

“Did you know it was York?”

Conner stilled briefly. Cali could sense she was caught off guard but then she relaxed. “No, but I’m not surprised.”

“Why not?”

“At the cookout he asked me if I could change anything about my past, what would it be? I said my life with Maurice. He said he would give me that if he could but since he couldn’t he promised my future would be a million times better.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Neither did I at first. I brushed it off, just thought he was kicking his shit, running game but there was something about the way he said it. The look in his eyes. I don’t know. When I read the article, he was the first person I thought about.”

“Because you knew he did it,” Cali said with her eyes locked on Conner’s. She frowned and nodded.

“Nothing about the situation is normal.” Conner’s brows pinched and the soft smile surfaced. “Nothing about York is normal but I suppose I can say the same for myself.” She locked eyes with her sister. “Is it terrible that I’m not upset about what he did?”

“Maybe but I understand why you feel that way.”

Conner nodded and released a short sigh. “Enough talking for tonight. Let’s finish the movie.”

She leaned across the sofa, lifted the remote, and the conversation was done.


SEVENTEEN


[image: ]


War eyed Neece carefully after he stepped inside her home. She had been quiet and withdrawn over the past couple weeks. The only reason he wasn’t too concerned was because each time he checked in on JoJo his baby cousin was happy, healthy, and thriving. Neece didn’t always make the best decisions but she truly did love her son.

“Where’s JoJo?” he asked, once satisfied that she seemed okay.

Neece pointed to the floor near the entrance to the living room where JoJo was sitting with a frown on his little face, tugging at a plastic ring toy. War delivered a rare smile, one that only a handful were blessed to experience. As of late, Cali was at the top of the list.

“What’s up, lil man? You can’t figure it out?”

At the sound of War’s voice, JoJo lifted his eyes and a huge smile spread over his entire face. He dropped the toy and took off toward War, crawling faster than should have been possible. War met the infant and lifted him into his arms. He kissed the top of his head before he tossed him in the air, garnering a giggled squeal.

“Why are you so rough with him?” Neece wanted to frown but the smile planted on her son’s face brought one to hers.

“Cause y’all always babying his little ass.”

War started toward the living room and Neece followed. War sat on the sofa, only able to keep JoJo contained for a brief moment before he was wiggling for freedom. After he put the infant onto the carpeted floor, he had eyes on Neece.

“You good?”

“Do you care?”

“Yeah man, I care. You’re JoJo’s mother. You gotta be right so you can give him what he needs.”

“So it’s only about him?”

“What the fuck do you want from me?” He was exhausted with the circles they kept moving in.

“Honestly, I don’t know. This is just hard.”

War’s expression turned icy. “I’m sure it is but you have to accept your role in why this shit is hard.”

“I’m very accepting, War. I get it. I did a lot of fucked up shit but so did he.”

“Yeah he did, but nothing about the past can be changed. You need to focus on what’s next. You have to pull your shit together, Neece.”

“And what is next for me? You don’t want me to be happy.”

“I don’t give a fuck about you being happy beyond what that means for JoJo but I do understand your life didn’t end when his did. As long as you make better decisions about who’s in your life, do whatever the fuck you want.”

She stared at him for a long moment and nodded. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I’m not being gracious. You did some foul shit and that cost Merritt his life. I’m never gonna forgive you because things didn’t have to play out that way. I also understand that you didn’t know, but you should have. You should have moved smarter. Even if you didn’t know who that nigga was and what he was about, you knew who his family was. You crossed a line because you wanted to prove a point. Shit went too far…”

Her expression shifted and War witnessed the admission of guilt. “I know.”

“That’s not why I’m here though.” He stared her right in the eyes. She needed to know about Cali. It wasn’t necessarily her business but she would have to accept Cali being in JoJo’s life. There was no way to hide the past the Cali had with Merritt and even if War had moved beyond it, Neece likely wouldn’t be so agreeable. Unfortunately, she had no other choice.

“Why are you here?”

“I have someone in my life which means she’s going to be in JoJo’s.”

Neece frowned a bit. “Okay…”

“She has a history with Merritt.”

Neece’s eyes flashed with anger. “You’re fucking someone he used to?”

“Careful, Neece.”

“Why the fuck do I have to be careful? You think I want one of his bitches around my son?”

“I’mma say this one time and I suggest you heed the warning. Cali is her name. That’s the only way you refer to her.”

“Whatever, don’t I get a say in who’s around my son?”

“Does Merritt get a say?”

She swallowed hard and shook her head in understanding. “Just know I would never bring anyone into JoJo’s life that I didn’t feel would love and accept him.”

“I don’t know why you’re telling me. It’s not like you’ll care if I have an issue with it.”

“Nah, I don’t but before you sink into your feelings, please understand that you put us all in a position where we didn’t have a choice about a lot of things.”

JoJo crawled to War who lifted him into his lap. “I’mma chill with him for a little while.”

From his periphery, he noticed her nod and walk away, grateful she understood the position she placed herself in. At this point all she could do was live with the consequences of her actions.
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“War told me you guys are getting JoJo next weekend.”

Cali lifted a fry and nodded. She and Kirsten were at the tail end of a late lunch. She worked that morning and since the store was slow and Samadia and Cali were both there, Reyna asked if one of them wanted to leave early. Cali volunteered since she had a few errands to run, but before she could manage the first, Kirsten called and invited her to lunch.

“And you’re good with spending time with JoJo?” Kirsten watched Cali closely.

“I know I didn’t react well when I first found out, but considering the entirety of the situation, can you truly blame me?”

“No, I can’t but I still have to consider JoJo. He’s an innocent party in the decisions the adults in his life have made. Merritt, his mother, War, even me.”

Cali nodded in understanding. “This may be hard for you to believe but regardless, it’s the truth. Merritt and I had our time. I could dwell on the bad decisions he made, the ones I made for allowing him to be a part of my life but I won’t. He was necessary. If I hadn’t experienced him, I wouldn’t have…”

“My brother.”

“Yeah.” Cali sighed. “It’s not conventional. It’s ugly, messy, complicated but it’s also beautiful because I’m with the person who truly sees me. A man who values my heart. The only reason I look back is because I know my past brought me to a future I couldn’t have dreamed possible. JoJo is a part of that future. So yes, I’m good with having him in my life. War and I discussed things and we worked through all my reservations.”

Kirsten smiled and her shoulders relaxed. “What’s the plan for War’s birthday?”

“His birthday?” Cali frowned and Kirsten laughed, rolling her eyes.

“He didn’t tell you?”

“No. When is it?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tom… shit.”

“Don’t trip. Stop looking like he’s keeping secrets. War and Merritt were close. More like brothers than cousins so their birthdays were always a big thing. Both of them doing too much and acting like it was a national holiday.” She grinned. “But last year his birthday was a couple weeks after…”

Kirsten paused and Cali did the math. “Merritt died.”

“Yeah, so he didn’t celebrate. He was drunk off his ass for two days, didn’t even leave the house. By the third, he moved past it like nothing happened. I know it was hard, still is, so I’m guessing that’s why he hasn’t mentioned it.”

Cali frowned, staring into blank space. “Maybe I shouldn’t do anything.”

“You absolutely should. If you guys are really moving forward, starting new, in this together, then you have to make new memories. I can help you plan something if you want.” Kirsten grinned. “I mean, birthdays are my thing.” She winked at Cali who laughed.

“I agree but I think I have an idea.”

“Oh, do tell.” Kirsten leaned over the table and Cali shook her head.

“Nope, it’s a surprise, and I know you can’t hold water.”

“How you know that?”

“The day I met your mother for the first time, it’s because War told me you ran your big mouth and told her about me.”

“Wow, I thought we were better than that, sis,” Kirsten pouted.

“We are, but I still don’t trust you and I want this to be a surprise. I just have to figure out how to make it work.”

“You wouldn’t have to if you would let me help,” Kirsten argued and Cali lifted a few fries and pushed her chair back.

“You can help by paying for this. I need to go check on something.”

“You’re really gonna make me pay for lunch and not tell me what you’re planning.”

“Pretty much and thank you for the heads up,” Cali tossed over her shoulder with a huge smile as she walked away from the table.
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“Welcome to Diablo’s. They told me you wanted to schedule a catered dinner?”

Cali looked over to the man who joined her and smiled. He was handsome with his intense brown eyes and charming smile.

“Yes, but it’s last minute. I’m not sure if you will be able to make it work.”

He motioned for Cali to follow him. They settled at a table and he began asking questions.

“When is the event?”

“Tomorrow and it’s not really an event. A private dinner for my...” Cali briefly hesitated, having never referred to War by a label. “Boyfriend.”

Chef Day grinned and arched a brow. “You sure about that?”

Cali nodded. “I am. It’s his birthday and I would love to do something special. My boss Reyna is always raving about this place and how amazing you are.”

“You work at Mahogany?”

Cali’s eyes flicked over to him and he offered a smile. “I know Reyna well. Kaamal and I are close friends.”

“Oh, I didn’t use her name to…”

He shook his head to pause her sentence. “I’m not insinuating you did, but since I know you’re in the circle, let me see what I can do. What are you thinking?”

Cali frowned a bit. “That depends. I’m on a limited salary. So how much would this cost?”

Day chuckled. “More than a limited salary can handle, so how about this… I have two private dinners tomorrow here at the restaurant. I can easily squeeze in a third if you’re okay with a late dinner.”

“How late?”

“Nine?”

“That can work.”

“If that’s the case, I can get you in one of the private rooms and I’ll cater a menu of your choice which I will personally prepare and serve.”

“How much will that cost?”

Cali always hated the idea of spending Merritt’s money. She hated the idea even more in reference to spending his money on War. She would prefer to spend the money she earned at Mahogany. Although she was paid well, the part-time hours didn’t count for much.

“You’re a friend of the family so I’ll cut you a deal. I’ll waive my personal fee along with the fee for the private room and you can just pay for the meal.”

“How much is your personal fee? Maybe I can…”

“Trust me, you don’t want to know and it’s not a problem.” His handsome face settled into a smile and Cali accepted the offering.

“Thank you. I really do appreciate you cutting me a deal.”

“You’re welcome. Young love is a beautiful thing. I like to do what I can to pay it forward. Tomorrow at nine?”

“Yes, tomorrow at nine.”

“Okay cool. Let me get you some menus and you can select what you would like for me to prepare. Appetizers, entrée, and dessert.”

“Oh, he’s not a sweets person.”

Day nodded. “Are you?”

She grinned. “I am.”

“Then I’ll make sure he enjoys the meal and you can enjoy the dessert.” He winked. “Give me just a minute to get the menu selections. I’ll be right back.”

Cali watched him walk away while a smile spread across her face because she was already processing what else she would need to prepare to make the night perfect.
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The next day, Cali made a point of staying away from War. The task was incredibly hard considering how he preferred to spend all his free time—around her, in her, loving her. Either way she managed to get it done by insisting she had plans with Conner and some personal errands to handle.

Both were true. She spent the morning with her sister viewing apartments and the afternoon was spent with them getting mani-pedis. When they were done, a quick trip to The Shops at the Falls granted Cali her dress for the evening. The royal blue silk camisole slip dress was simple but sexy.

She remained in contact with War all day through text because he had a habit of pulling up on her and she needed the time to make sure her surprise for the evening was properly executed. She even managed to convince him that they were having dinner at Diablo’s to fill a reservation Reyna made but couldn’t keep so it was gifted to her.

He agreed, not once mentioning that the day was his birthday. The entire time they communicated, he never once let on that he was celebrating another trip around the sun. She noticed shifts in his demeanor which made her nervous about surprising him for a birthday he elected not to acknowledge but the deed was done.

Even as she massaged body butter into her skin as a last step before she slipped into her dress, Cali felt her nerves fraying more with each second that passed.

“You sure don’t look like a woman excited about celebrating her man’s birthday.” Conner strolled into Cali’s room and flopped on the bed. She tucked her hands under her chin and glared at her sister.

“I don’t know if he wants to celebrate. Of course I’m nervous.”

“Then ask him.”

Cali shook her head gently. “No, I don’t want to do that. I didn’t want to celebrate mine but he forced me and it was one of the most amazing birthdays I’ve ever had. I want to do the same.”

“It’s just fuck my efforts then. I’ve given you some amazing birthdays, Cali.” Conner smiled smugly and Cali lifted from the scalloped chair and walked to the closet.

“You have but this is different and you know what I’m getting at.” She yanked the t-shirt she was wearing over her head. It left Cali in just a royal blue thong. The dress she selected dipped low into a v-cut front and back. But in the back, the V reached the small of her back which made it impossible to wear a bra. After she removed the silk material from a hanger on the back of her closet door, she worked it over her head and smoothed her hands over her hips. The dress only reached mid-thigh which meant a lot of exposed skin all over. Her legs, arms, and back.

“Damn, girl, you’re not going to make it to dinner once he sees you in that. You look sexy as hell.”

“Because I am sexy as hell.”

“Yeah, he’s not going to give a damn about his birthday surprise once he sees you in that. You can relax.”

“That was the plan, so I hope it works.”

By eight thirty War arrived to pick her up. With her in that dress, he almost messed up the plans by dragging Cali to her room to spend the evening there. She was grateful he gave in when she insisted they couldn’t miss the reservation at Diablo’s since it was a gift. When they arrived at the restaurant, left the car with valet, and walked hand in hand, Cali felt her heart at risk of bursting out of her chest. At the entrance of the private room they were escorted to she almost lost her composure when War froze, allowing her hand to slip from his while his eyes circled the dimly lit space.

“What’s this?” His tone was clipped as his eyes focused on the set up. Cali prepared for the evening with a celebration decor which consisted of clear balloons filled with black and gray confetti. They touched the ceiling and the ribbons tied to them swept the floor in a set up similar to the one created for her birthday months ago, only she bypassed the floral arrangements.

“Kirsten told me about today. I wanted to do something special. I know you maybe didn’t want to celebrate because…”

She gasped when he turned and yanked her into his arms and his mouth met hers. He kissed her so passionately that when he let her up for air, Cali’s lips were already swollen as she sucked in ragged breaths.

“You’re not mad?”

“Nah, baby, I’m not mad. Not with you. I’mma fuck Kirsten up though. She’s always running her damn mouth.” He smiled briefly before his expression was hard again as he looked around the space.

“I’ll never be upset with you showing up for me, Cali. That’s what this is.” He kissed her gently once more and buried his face in the curve of her neck while he held her so tightly she felt the need from his body seeping into hers.

“Thank you,” he said quietly, then kissed her neck before he released her from his embrace. War led Cali to the table and pulled out her chair. She sat and he filled the space to the side of her.

“This shit feels so fucking suffocating,” he mumbled and Cali exhaled a shaky breath.

“You didn’t mention what today was. All day you’ve acted like things were normal.”

“They were. At least as normal as it could be. I pushed that shit to the back of my mind so truly it didn’t exist. I didn’t want it to. Just another day.”

“I’m sorry. I should have asked first.” She frowned, turning her head to him and he shook his.

“Nah, you shouldn’t have had to ask.”

“Why didn’t you want me to know?”

He narrowed his eyes then raked a hand down his face. “That nigga was my blood, Cali. On some real shit, one of the only people I trusted without question. I knew he had me and I had him. Losing my cousin was hard especially when I feel responsible.”

“Responsible how?” Cali tensed and his eyes met hers.

“I was the one who called him that night. I was the one who asked him to go. You’re carrying shit because you didn’t stop him, I’m carrying an equal amount of guilt because I’m the reason he was there in the first place.”

“But it’s not on either of us though, is it?”

No.

He knew the answer but knowing didn’t change how he felt.

“It’s not but I still feel that shit. It was a few weeks before my birthday, which was one of our things. We would do big shit for mine and his. Blowing money, fucking the club up, getting so fucking high we couldn’t remember a damn thing the next day. I was the thinker, he was the one who acted on impulse. But for our birthdays, I would just follow his lead.” He smiled so brightly it made Cali smile. “It wasn’t just my day. It was his too. I didn’t want to think about it.”

“But I made you.”

“Nah, this is cool.” He reached for her hand, lifted her wrist to his mouth, and delivered a kiss. “You made today a priority and about me which I appreciate. You’re also redefining what today means, what it looks like. I fuck with that too. I can’t ask you not to live in the past if I’m stuck there.”

Cali smiled and nodded, leaning toward War who accepted the invitation into her space. He kissed her lips and smiled against them. “This is perfect. You are perfect.” His eyes traveled over her body and Cali felt the blaze from his approval.

“I think that sentiment is inspired by this dress.”

War chuckled. “It damn sure isn’t hurting the vibe.”

The meal was brought out not too long after, delivered course by course by Chef Day as promised. Cali and War enjoyed the evening and War couldn’t help but take note of how this year contrasted so much from the year prior. The thought remained in the recesses of his mind. The darkness he fell into during his birthday last year and the light he was experiencing this year were connected to the one person he missed so bad it hurt most days.

After dessert was brought in, dark chocolate mousse cake, Cali lifted a spoonful to her lips while War spoke quietly to the server by the door. He handed over cash before returning to his seat and Cali glared at him.

“I paid for dinner.”

“They told me.”

“Then why did you give him cash?”

“It was a tip.”

“Oh.” She delivered another spoonful of cake to her mouth and War felt his dick thickening in his pants. The black jeans had been uncomfortable most of the evening because of the way the thin silk material hung loosely over Cali’s beautiful body. Her nipples had been a tease, hard and on display for most of the night, which was why he chose to hand over an additional tip to ensure privacy for the last hour of their evening.

“Isn’t that supposed to be for me?” His eyes lowered to the chocolate cake and a smile blossomed on Cali’s face as she sensually removed the spoon from between her lips.

“You don’t like sweets.”

His gaze burned with lust. “I might enjoy it if it’s delivered from your tongue to mine.”

Her smile blossomed. “That sounds like a set up.”

“It is.” War gripped Cali’s chin, bringing her face close before his tongue was exploring. He swiped and claimed, causing his dick to expand more.

“Well, what’s the verdict?” Cali asked in a breathy tone after they separated.

“It’s all in the delivery method. This works. I might be a fan of sweets now.”

She grinned and rolled her eyes.

“I hope you enjoyed tonight.”

“I did.” His expression shifted and she felt anxious all of a sudden.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, but I wanted to run something by you.”

“Oh okay, but if it’s going to ruin the night then maybe we should wait. I want tonight to be perfect.” He offered her a rare smile.

“Everything I experience with you is perfect, Cali, because it’s me getting a piece of you no matter what the vibe is. I want all of this—the good shit, the crazy arguments, the uncertainty, and fucking you confidently when those doubts surface. We’re not doing that fake shit where we only acknowledge the good times. I want every single emotion. Whether I like it or not, I want them all because I’m man enough to handle each one you bring.”

She was at a loss for words but he continued. “I want you with me all the time. Or at least access to you all the time. If you’re not ready to be at the crib with me twenty-four-seven then you can have my place in the city. If you don’t want that, let me get you something else. I know where we started, how we started, but this thing we’re in has to be about us.”

“It’s not about access, it’s about you not wanting me in a place I shared with him.”

“Fuck no I don’t want you there, so yeah, that’s part of it. But the biggest part is me wanting access. If you agree, I’ll pack all your shit and have you moved into my spot tonight. I get that we’re on a fast track so if you need time to process what our future looks like, I’m cool with that too.”

“You said my future only includes you. What is there to process?” She arched a brow and he nodded.

“I’m just giving you the space to get there,” he continued. “But the point is, I want access. Are you willing to give me that?”

She exhaled a sigh. “As crazy as it feels to say yes, saying no and denying you feels insane. So yes, I’ll give you access.”

“Denying me is for sure insane.” A shadow of a smile surfaced on his handsome face. “You coming to the house?”

“Yes, but I want access to your apartment just in case you piss me off.”

He chuckled. “Aight, you got that.”

“And I want to thoroughly gut it and make it ours.”

“Then all you need to do is replace the bed. I’m dead ass, that’s all they had access to.”

“War…” she warned and he lifted her hand and kissed her wrist.

“Whatever you choose is fine with me.”

She chewed her lip then said, “Conner is getting her own place. I had already planned to move out of mine. It doesn’t make sense anymore.”

“Why?” he asked with a stern look.

“The apartment or Conner?”

“Both, but start with the apartment not making sense.”

He needed to know she no longer wanted to hang onto the past.

“He taught me things about myself, some good, some bad. The lessons were not always easy but moving on is. It doesn’t make sense to stay in that memory of what my life used to be.”

War nodded and asked, “And Conner?”

“She said I’m a dependency.” Cali frowned and War chuckled, seeing how that had his lady conflicted.

“How so?”

“She depends on me to be her stability instead of creating her own. Dr. K suggested that Conner find her footing so she and I can have a relationship based on friendship and love, not dependency.”

“And you disagree?”

“Of course I do. It hurts my feelings but she’s right. You love people in different ways. I loved my sister by default because she’s my sister. I felt a need to protect her, give what others wouldn’t. That’s not good or bad, it just is. I know she’s an amazing person—smart, beautiful, and she has a big heart. I want to experience all of Conner’s attributes by choice. We need to build our relationship with who we are now, not what we were subjected to in the past, or lack thereof. I agree with Dr. K, but it still fucking hurts. It feels like I’m losing my sister.”

“You’re not. You’re just shifting into a space where you get to know her in different ways, which is a beautiful thing.”

Cali groaned. “This is too much change too fast.”

“You can pull back with some of that change if you need to.”

Me.

Cali shook her head. “No, I want it all too. The good shit, the crazy arguments, the uncertainty, and you fucking me confidently when those doubts surface.”

His eyes turned dark.

“Stand up.”

“Why?”

“Stand up, Cali,” he demanded again, which had her slowly lifting. When his fingers brushed her calf and moved up her thigh under the blue silk that brushed over her skin, she shivered and lowered her eyes to his. He kept them on her while he worked her thong down and it dropped to her ankles.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to fuck you. Confidently.”

“You are not. Not here.” Her eyes went wide. War smirked, pushed his hand between her thighs, and inserted two fingers in her pussy. It was drenched like he hoped. Cali groaned while he worked them nice and slowly, using his other hand to unbuckle his belt and jeans. When his dick was free, she narrowed her eyes.

“War, this is crazy. Somebody can…”

“They won’t. I paid enough to make sure no one enters this room until we open the doors to leave.”

“That’s why you tipped so much.” He nodded, bringing her to him. Cali gave in and ended up on his lap, slowly easing down his dick.

“Fuck.”

“Yeah, fuck,” he repeated. “Fuck me, Cali…” His eyes met hers and his hands moved to her ass. She rocked her hips, circling them nice and slow, leaning into his chest, whispering happy birthday right before her tongue pushed into his mouth.

The best one yet, he thought as her pussy sucked him in deeper.


EPILOGUE
THREE MONTHS AND SOME CHANGE.
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“Oh God…” Cali threw her hand over her mouth and bolted to the bathroom. Her sprint game was on point so she made it just in time to empty lunch into the toilet.

After her stomach settled, she felt she was in the clear. But the minute she sat upright, leaning back on her heels, her stomach knotted again and she was heaving over the toilet. After a few minutes of gagging she felt certain there was nothing left and attempted to stand. Once she was upright, she leaned on the counter, pressing her palms to the cool surface.

“You okay?”

“Yeah, something has my stomach upset. Can you get me a toothbrush and some water?”

Conner nodded and left the bathroom. When she returned, she placed the items on the counter since Cali was sitting on the toilet with her head on folded arms while she leaned over her legs.

“You’re pregnant.”

“I’m not.”

“You are, sis. Are you on your period right now?”

Cali lifted her head and frowned. “No.”

“I am.”

“What does that have to do with me?” Cali’s expression deepened into a scowl.

“We’ve been in sync with our cycles since we both started, Cali. They’re either the same week or days apart, but usually the same week. Did you just have one?”

Cali tensed. “I…no.” She stood and moved to the sink, gargling with mouthwash before she brushed her teeth. After she was done, she grabbed the water and headed to the living room, dodging the maze of boxes. When she had her phone in hand, she moved to her health app and closed her eyes when she realized her period was late, but not just this month, for the past two months.

“Shit.”

“Oh, you poor thing. You’re about to have a little freckle-faced baby.”

“Who’s having a baby?” York walked through the door carrying two oversized boxes like they weighed nothing. War was right behind him carrying two of his own. When Conner picked her place, War offered to help move her and called his boy to help. Cali was already living at his house so War felt obligated to help get Conner moved.

“Cali and your boy.”

“What about us?” War asked, looking at Conner.

“You’re having a baby. Well unless my sister cheated you are, but I’ll let y’all discuss that.”

War’s dangerous glare landed on Cali who ignored him and yelled at her sister.

“Conner, oh my fucking goodness. Why would you say something stupid like that? I am not cheating.”

“I know but it got everyone’s attention, didn’t it?” She pointed to York. “You bring those in here, so they can discuss this baby thing in private.”

He chuckled and shook his head, following Conner to the bedroom. “You’re wild as fuck for that. You better be glad he didn’t shoot both y’all’s asses on the spot.”

When they were gone, Cali quickly stated, “I just found out. Well, I don’t know for sure. My head has been swimming all day and I felt off but just a minute ago, I ditched my lunch.”

“You could be sick.”

“Is that what you want it to be, that I’m sick?”

“Cali, no, damn. I’m just trying not to freak your overthinking ass out. You can carry ten of my babies and I wouldn’t fucking think twice. If you’re pregnant, I’m good. I’m more than good. What do you want it to be, sick or a baby?”

“I haven’t thought about it.” She frowned and his eyes blazed.

“Then I’ll wait right here while you muthafuckin’ think so I can know if we’re happy about this or not.”

She arched a brow, making her way to him. “That’s not exactly how I imagined this would go.”

He shrugged. “I told you months ago, I want all this shit. That means if we created a life, I want that too. I’mma follow your lead, though.”

“I’m pretty sure I told you I wanted it all too.”

“Then we’re happy?” he asked. She nodded and yelped when he grabbed her arm and her body collided with his. His mouth was attacking hers before she could release the words she wanted to express but when he pulled back, she smiled wider.

“We’re happy. I want to find out for sure before we get too excited.”

“Aight, let me know what we need to do. Now go sit your ass down.”

“War…”

“Nah, don’t even. My baby is in there. No more lifting.”

“I have to help Conner get this place organized.”

“York can help her with that shit.”

“No the fuck he can’t. York did his part. I already brought all this shit up here. I ain’t fucking her, so this isn’t my job.”

“Let’s fuck then,” Conner stated from the hallway with her hands on her hips.

“Bruh, we’re about to head out. Y’all figure this shit out,” War mumbled, eyes darting between the two of them.

“I’m kidding. We’re not having sex, but I do have a pregnancy test if you want to take it.”

“Why the fuck you got one?” York cut his eyes at Conner and she rolled hers.

“None of your business. Come on, Cali.”

“Mannn, let me take my ass home.” He glared at Conner. “All your shit is in here. Don’t call me if you need anything.”

“I won’t and I can’t. I don’t have your number.” She flashed a smile and dragged Cali with her. As soon as they were in Conner’s room, she began digging through a box. She surfaced with a double pack pregnancy test.

“Why do you have that?”

“I wasn’t having any kids by that man. The one time I had a scare I bought like ten of these to be sure. They were all negative. This is the only one I have left.”

They shared a look and Cali’s expression softened.

“You need to tell me everything, Conner. Even if I don’t like what I hear.”

Conner nodded and extended the box. “One day, but not this day. I’m not ready yet. Here, take this and go.”

When Cali stepped out of the bathroom with a soft smile, Conner hugged her tightly. “Yeah?”

“Yeah…” Cali nodded, additional confirmation.

“Well shit, you’re gonna be a mom.”

“I am.”

Conner released her sister and gently shoved Cali toward the door. “Go tell his impatient ass. I can hear his anxieties all the way in here.”

Cali barked a laugh and as soon as she stepped into the living room War’s intensity swallowed Cali. But unlike Conner said, he wasn’t anxious. His demeanor was relaxed. Cali walked up to him, lifted onto her toes, and brushed her lips across his before she whispered, “We’re having a baby.”

To which he returned the same statement, smiling into the kiss. “We’re having a baby.”

He held her tighter. “My birthday.”

“Probably.”

“See how shit happens when you least expect it? And for all the right reasons. You know I got y’all, right?”

“I know and I love you because you work hard to make sure I know.”

He smiled and kissed her forehead. “About fucking time. I’ve been here, just waiting on you.”

Loving you, needing you, knowing you love me too, you just needed the time for your brain to catch up with your heart…

The End!
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