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AreYouSerious
We Built
The Table

C o v e r  S t o r y WE BUILT THE TABLE — nobody was handing out seats.

M u s i c SPOTLIGHT OF THE MONTH — Don Che & Little Simz. Who took all five tables?

B r o a d c a s t FROM DEAD AIR TO LIVE IN 24 HOURS — and nobody saw how.

B a n d  o f  t h e  M o n t h SIDECAR — Nashville’s best-kept secret?

Cover photography — credits inside. Publication permissions pending final clearance.



T H E  M I S S I O N

Are you serious about your brand, your 
movement, and what you stand for?
AreYouSerious is the political and lifestyle voice of the table — the magazine for people building

their own. Every issue asks one question, printed on the cover and asked on every page: are you

serious about your brand, your movement, and what you stand for?

We cover the builders. The artists who own their masters. The founders who pour their own con‐

crete. The crews who turn waiting rooms into boardrooms. The cooks, the coders, the broad‐

casters, the storytellers — anyone doing it themselves, on purpose, in the open.

A note on the photography: every portrait in this issue is a real photograph of the real person — no

illustrative stand-ins, no AI faces. Photo credits appear under each portrait.

This is an open platform: a voice for all, including the voices we disagree with. Disagreement is

not disqualification. If it is real and you stand behind it, the table has room. Pull up a chair.

A publication that only prints what it already believes isn’t a magazine. It’s
a mirror.

Issue One — “We Built The Table” — puts the movement in print: the radio station built by hand in

a day, the drama series with no script, the production company that serves other creators’ vis‐

ions, the catalog owned outright, and the builders outside the movement proving the same thesis

in their own lanes.

AreYouSerious · Issue One — “We Built The Table”

Fall 2026 · Digital Edition

Published by the AreYouSerious Staff Desk
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F R O M  T H E  T A B L E

From the Table
Why this magazine exists, straight from the man who built the table.

A N T O N I O

You're holding this because I got tired of waiting.

Tired of waiting for somebody to hand me a platform. Tired of watching people with something

real to say get filtered out by gatekeepers who never built a thing. Tired of the whole industry

telling independent creators to sit down, be quiet, pick a lane, and be grateful for whatever seat

they get.

"I didn't start this magazine to be famous. I started it because somebody
had to say it."

So I built the table. And this magazine is the voice of the table.

The question on the cover is the whole mission: Are you serious about your brand, your move‐

ment, and what you stand for? I'm not asking if you talk about it. I'm asking if you build it. There's

a difference, and everybody reading this knows exactly what it is.

This first issue is me putting the movement in print. The radio station I built with my own hands in

a day. The drama series I'm developing my own way, no script, no permission. The production

company that serves other creators' visions instead of swallowing them. The music I own one

hundred percent, running through three personas with no cages on any of them. The animated

series, the catering business, the whole spread. It's all in here — what it is, how it got built, and

what it costs to do it yourself.

I'm not pretending this magazine agrees with everybody. Free speech means a voice for all —

even the voices I disagree with. Especially then. If you've got something real and you stand be‐

hind it, this table has room for you. That's the deal.

I'm a working man. I work shifts at the Harbor warehouse in Nashville, and I build all of this in the

hours around it. Nobody handed me a budget or a blueprint. So if I can build a table, you can build

yours. That's not motivation-poster talk. That's arithmetic.

Read this issue. Take what you need. Then go build something nobody can take from you.
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See you at the table.

"This is Issue One. It won't be the last."

◆  ◆  ◆
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T H E  D I R E C T O R Y

The Directory
Nine entries. Nine builders. One table we built ourselves. Your map to Issue One.

Antonio Ali [Artist]

The soft/chill frontman with the catch-all sound — R&B, rock, jazz, whatever the song demands.

Frontman of Leaders Of The Rebellion, anchor of a 100%-owned catalog. Anti-niche as doctrine. →

STORY

M.R.P.A.I.N [Artist]

The hardcore hip-hop/rap lane: raw, urban, unapologetic. The heaviest voice in the FreeZone lineup,

built for bars and pressure. → STORY

Mr.Antonio.Ali [Artist]

Conscious, backpacker hip-hop meets intellectual R&B — the thinking person’s lane. Lyricism with

intent, soul with substance. → STORY

The Ville [Series]

Independent drama series with a five-season story framework. Improv-driven, method-acted —

directed from the situation outward, never from a written script. → STORY

UBR Productions [Production Company]

Full-service corporate production: service, planning, management, workforce. Currently stewarding

THE ALGORITHM — the creator keeps the vision, UBR runs the machine. → STORY

HappilyBakedAfter [Catering]

Foodie and pop-up cooking events, any-size catering, always-changing custom menus. Food as

brand, flavor as content — the edible leg of the table. → STORY

FreeWave Radio [Radio Station]

Live at thefreewaveradio.com — 190 tracks in Heavy Rotation across four dayparts. Built end-to-end

in about a day, by hand. The plug is in his hand. → STORY
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FreeZone Studio Matrix Music [Channel]

The digital-twin YouTube channel: digital versions of the personas performing the 100%-owned

catalog in new forms. Launch lanes, not cages. → STORY

Pain and Fat Boy [Animated Series]

Fatboy the chaos magnet, Pain the level-headed straight man, Thuglife the clueless third wheel.

Season One’s eight-episode “Macbeth” arc — written, locked, storyboarded. → STORY

Nine entries. One table. Start anywhere. Every leg holds.
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T H E  T A B L E  ·  C O V E R  S T O R Y

We Built Our Own Table
Nobody was handing out seats, so Antonio built the whole table — and pulled up chairs

for everyone.

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — The Table · Cover Story

There's a question at the heart of everything Antonio does, and it cuts sharper than any business

plan: Are you serious about your brand, your movement, and what you stand for?

Most people answer it with words. Antonio answers it with volume.

"Ownership isn't a lifestyle. It's a decision you make before anyone offers
you one."
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Look at the spread in front of you. An independent drama series with a five-season story frame‐

work already mapped out.  A production company. A live online radio station built  by his own

hands in about a day. A digital-twin music channel. An animated comedy series. A catering busi‐

ness and foodie profile. A gaming clan. A live band. And this magazine — with the nerve to put it

all in print and call it Issue One.

This is not a portfolio. It's a table. And Antonio built every leg of it himself, because nobody was

offering him a seat at theirs.

Understand where the table stands. Antonio is a producer and creative entrepreneur based in

Nashville, and he works shifts at the Harbor warehouse to fund the build. There is no trust fund

underwriting this, no label advance, no silent partner smoothing the road. The movement is fin‐

anced by a day job and built in the hours nobody sees. That's worth saying out loud, because the

story of independent building usually gets told after the money arrives. This one is being told

while the grind is still on — while the warehouse shift and the empire share the same twenty-four

hours.

The entertainment industry runs on gatekeeping. Labels tell you what lane you're in. Studios tell

you what stories you're allowed to tell.  Programmers tell  you what time of  day your music is

worth hearing. Antonio's entire movement is a refusal of that architecture. Instead of knocking

on doors, he pours foundations. Instead of auditioning for a seat, he builds furniture.

Take The Ville, his independent drama series about everyday life in a fictional urban American

city. Five seasons of story, structured and waiting, now moving toward execution. He isn't shop‐

ping it around hoping someone greenlights his vision. He's developing it under his own roof, dir‐

ected his own way — no dialogue script, just improv and method acting, real human truth cap‐

tured on camera instead of words written for it. The industry would call that unbankable. Antonio

calls it Tuesday.

Take FreeWave Radio. When the old stream died, he didn't rent space on someone else's plat‐

form and hope for the best. He provisioned a server, installed the broadcast software himself

through a console, pointed a domain at it, and loaded 190 tracks into rotation across four day‐

parts. The whole stack — the machine, the signal, the schedule — belongs to him. That's what

ownership of the means of distribution actually looks like. Most artists rent their voice from a

platform one billing cycle at a time. Antonio owns the microphone and the room it's in.

Take the music. He owns his catalog outright — one hundred percent,  including the featured

artists' contributions. That single fact changes the entire calculus of his career. An artist who

owns  everything  doesn't  need  permission  to  move.  So  he  moves  in  every  direction  at  once:

hardcore  hip-hop  under  M.R.P.A.I.N,  conscious  and  intellectual  sounds  under  Mr.Antonio.Ali,

soft and genre-spanning work under his own name Antonio Ali as frontman of the live band Lead‐
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ers Of The Rebellion. A digital-twin channel, FreeZone Studio Matrix Music, extends those per‐

sonas into new territory. The lanes are launch positions, not cages. His doctrine is anti-niche by

design — you don't know who will love your work, and any audience you write off is an opportun‐

ity you never took. Breadth is leverage when you own the whole thing.

And it doesn't stop at music. UBR Productions and Media Solutions puts the machine behind

other creators' visions — producing as a service, not as a throne. It currently stewards THE AL‐

GORITHM, a short horror satire by creator Azai Maldonado, who stays the creative voice while

Antonio executes the production. The animated series Pain and Fat Boy turns a trio of real per‐

sonalities into a fast-paced comedy engine,  built  on a DIY pipeline from animatic to lip-sync.

HappilyBakedAfter brings the movement into the kitchen, because food is culture and culture is

the whole game.

This is what the mission question demands: seriousness as a standard, not a slogan. Serious

about the brand means building it yourself. Serious about the movement means it keeps moving

without  permission.  Serious  about  what  you  stand  for  means  standing  for  something  loud

enough that other people can stand on it.

And this magazine is the voice of that standing. Every movement needs a place where it speaks

plainly — the political and lifestyle side of the build, in print, unfiltered. Issue One isn't coverage

of the table. It's another leg of it.

The industry keeps asking artists to pick a lane, sign a deal, and be grateful for the seat. Anto‐

nio's answer is the same across every project, every medium, every venture: why ask for a seat

when you can build the table?

So the question is back on you now. Are you serious about your brand, your movement, and what

you stand for? Because the table is built. The chairs are out. The only question left is whether

you're coming to sit down — or still waiting for someone else to invite you.

"The industry keeps asking artists to pick a lane, sign a deal, and be
grateful for the seat."

"Are you serious about your brand, your movement, and what you stand
for?"

◆  ◆  ◆
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B R O A D C A S T

From Dead Air to Live in 24 Hours
The old stream died unpaid. He built a new station from the bare metal in a day.

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Broadcast

Most people, when their radio station dies, go shopping for someone else's platform to live on.

Antonio went shopping for a server.

The old FreeWave Radio stream was dead — unpaid, gone, clean slate. No rescue attempt, no

mourning period, no fundraiser to revive somebody else's machine. What happened next is the

whole story of this magazine in miniature: a man deciding that if the infrastructure doesn't exist

for him, he'll build it himself, today, with his own hands.
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"When you rent, you're one billing cycle from silence. That's exactly how
the station died the first time."

Here's the receipt. He provisioned a DigitalOcean VPS running Ubuntu, in New York. He opened

the Droplet console and installed AzuraCast — the broadcast software — himself, command by

command. He took the domain thefreewaveradio.com and pointed radio.thefreewaveradio.com

at  the  new  machine.  Then  he  loaded  the  station:  190  tracks  uploaded  into  Heavy  Rotation,

roughly eleven hours of music, running around the clock. And he carved the broadcast day into

four dayparts — Morning Drive, Midday, Night, Late Night — each one a full programming block

under his control, running on Chicago time.

Start to finish: about a day.

Read that again. A live online radio station — server, software, domain, full music library, full daily

schedule — built by one person in roughly twenty-four hours. Not contracted out. Not assembled

from a managed service with a support ticket. Not handed to a developer. Built.  By the same

hands that work shifts at the Harbor warehouse and run every other leg of this table.

That's the difference between renting a voice and owning one. When you rent, you're one billing

cycle from silence — which is exactly how FreeWave Radio died the first time. The old provider's

stream went unpaid and the whole station went with it:  the audience, the schedule,  the mo‐

mentum, all  of it  evaporated because none of it  was ever really his. When you own the whole

stack, the only person who can pull your plug is you.

That lesson is the station's founding doctrine. FreeWave Radio now streams on Antonio's terms,

from his machine, under his domain, playing his rotation, on his schedule. The signal is his. The

silence taught him something the industry rarely teaches: the people who control the infrastruc‐

ture control the conversation. Everybody else is just a guest on somebody's frequency.

And the station isn't a vanity project. It's the broadcast arm of the movement. The rotation carries

his 100%-owned catalog — the same music running through the three persona lanes — along‐

side independent artists, on royalty-free terms that give real airplay to real music without the

usual industry tollbooth. Submission channels are open. Dayparts are programmed. The stream

is live around the clock at radio.thefreewaveradio.com, and the public player sits at the station's

own site.

Think  about  what  that  means  in  practice.  An  independent  artist  with  no  label,  no  distributor

muscle, and no radio budget can now get actual spins on an actual station — because one man
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decided his station would belong to him, and then built it that way. That's not a business model

the industry teaches. It's a power move the industry fears.

So he built the infrastructure. In a day. By himself. And now the table has a voice that never goes

quiet — because the plug is in his hand, and his hand doesn't let go.

"A live radio station — server, software, domain, full library, full schedule
— built by one person in roughly twenty-four hours."

"The people who control the infrastructure control the conversation."

◆  ◆  ◆
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P R O D U C T I O N

The Steward
Azai Maldonado brought the vision. Antonio brought the machine. That's what a

producer is for.

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Production

There's a version of producing that's really just directing with a bigger title. Antonio doesn't work

that way.

When Azai Maldonado brought THE ALGORITHM — a short horror satire — to UBR Productions

and Media Solutions, the deal was clear from the jump. Azai brought the vision. Antonio brought

the machine: the production capacity, the planning, the management, the workforce to execute

it. Azai stays the creative voice. Azai plays Maya, the lead. The film gets made Azai's way, on

UBR's infrastructure.

15 A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  ·  I S S U E  O N E



"The producer serves the creator's vision instead of replacing it."

That's the stewardship model, and it's worth naming because it's rarer than it should be. A lot of

production companies absorb projects and spit out the company's version of them — the creat‐

or's idea goes in, the company's brand comes out. The steward model runs the other direction:

the producer serves the creator's vision instead of replacing it. Antonio owns the machine. The

creator owns the vision. Everybody's lane is clear, and the work gets better because of it.

It's the same instinct that runs through everything Antonio builds. Ownership of infrastructure

isn't about control — it's about capacity. The person with the machine gets to say yes to other

people's dreams without needing to rewrite them. THE ALGORITHM exists as Azai's film be‐

cause  UBR  exists  as  Antonio's  company,  and  the  two  facts  don't  compete.  That's  the  whole

point: a production house strong enough to carry visions that aren't its owner's.

And UBR is built like a house, not a hobby. It's a full-service corporate production company —

service, planning, management, workforce — with the equipment shipping only inside the ser‐

vice, never sold or rented alone. Industry standards plus regional licensing, insurance, labor and

safety rules confirmed per market before anything books. The positioning is deliberate: produc‐

tion as a service, professional-grade, where the gear and the crew arrive together and the job

gets done right.

Producing, done right, is an act of service. The spotlight belongs to the story and the people

telling it. The producer's job is to make sure the lights stay on, the schedule holds, and the vision

makes it  to the screen intact — not to leave fingerprints all  over someone else's work. Azai's

voice leads THE ALGORITHM; UBR's machine carries it. That division of labor is the product.

That's why the stewardship model matters beyond this one film. It answers a question every in‐

dependent creator eventually faces: how do you scale your output without selling your soul to

someone else's machine? Answer: find a machine whose owner doesn't want your soul. Build

with people who build with you, not over you.

The steward doesn't take the wheel. The steward makes sure the car runs — and hands the keys

back with the tank full.

"Ownership of infrastructure isn't about control — it's about capacity."
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"Find a machine whose owner doesn't want your soul."

◆  ◆  ◆
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S E R I E S

The Ville
No dialogue script. No written lines. Just real people being their characters until the

truth shows up.

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Series

The Ville is Antonio's independent drama series about everyday life in a fictional urban American

city — and the five-season story framework is already complete. The world is built. The arcs are

mapped. The series is in pre-pre-production and moving into execution, with production break‐

downs and casting plans taking shape. That is the stage where most projects this size go to die

waiting for someone else's money.

But the most radical thing about The Ville isn't the scale of the plan. It's the method.
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"Everyday life in an urban American city doesn't come with a script."

There is no dialogue script. Every scene is directed the same way: here's the scene, here's the

situation, here's the required outcome — now be your character. Improv and method acting. The

performers don't memorize lines; they inhabit people. The camera catches what happens when

real human beings collide inside a structured situation, and the truth that comes out is the kind

no writer can type.

It's a gamble, and Antonio knows it. Written dialogue is safe. It's controllable, repeatable, test‐

able in a read-through. Improv is none of those things — which is exactly why it works for this

material. Everyday life in an urban American city doesn't come with a script. People stumble, in‐

terrupt, go quiet at the wrong moment, say the thing they didn't mean to say. That's the texture of

real life, and you can't write it — you can only let it happen and be ready when it does.

The directing style is a statement of faith: faith in the performers, faith in the situation, faith that

natural on-camera truth beats polished lines every time. The director's job shifts from dictating

words to designing collisions — setting up the scene, the stakes, the required outcome, then

getting out of the way. The performers do the rest, and the camera is there to catch it, not to com‐

mand it.

Think about what that demands from everyone involved. The actors can't hide behind memoriza‐

tion; they have to know their characters deeply enough to live in them. The crew has to stay alert,

because the moment won't come twice. And the audience gets something television almost nev‐

er delivers: the feeling of watching real life happen instead of watching a performance of it. The

Ville isn't trying to look like reality. It's trying to be honest enough that the difference stops mat‐

tering.

This is also a declaration of independence in method form. The traditional pipeline — script, stu‐

dio  notes,  more  notes,  compromise  —  is  another  gatekeeping  machine.  Antonio's  approach

skips the gate entirely. No one's red-penning dialogue that was never written. The work answers

to the situation and the performers, not to a development executive's taste. It's the same refusal

that built the radio station and the production company, applied to the craft itself.

Five seasons. No script.  Just people,  situations, and the truth that shows up when nobody's

reading.

That's The Ville. And it's coming on Antonio's terms or not at all.
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"The director's job shifts from dictating words to designing collisions."

"Five seasons. No script. Just people, situations, and the truth that shows
up when nobody's reading."

◆  ◆  ◆
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M U S I C

Three Personas, One Catalog
One owner, one catalog, three lanes at launch — and no cages, ever.

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Music

Here's the setup most of the industry would call impossible: one artist, one fully owned catalog,

three distinct personas — each with its own lane, its own sound, its own audience. And a plan to

let every persona eventually play every lane.

Antonio owns his music outright. One hundred percent — including the featured artists' contri‐

butions,  locked  down  with  no  clearance  chase  hanging  over  anything.  That's  the  foundation

everything else stands on, because an artist who owns the catalog doesn't need anyone's per‐

mission to slice it, stretch it, or reimagine it. No label meetings about brand consistency. No A&R

telling him the sound doesn't fit the demographic. The catalog is his, so the catalog moves how‐

ever he moves.
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"Three doors into the same house."

For launch, the catalog runs through three lanes.

M.R.P.A.I.N is the hardcore lane: hip-hop and rap, gangster, urban — raw and unapologetic. The

heaviest voice in the lineup, built for bars and pressure. Mr.Antonio.Ali is the conscious lane:

backpacker hip-hop, intellectual, plus R&B — the thinking person's sound, lyricism with intent

and soul with substance, proof that depth and melody were never opposites. And Antonio Ali,

under his own name, is the soft frontman of the live band Leaders Of The Rebellion — the catch-

all: R&B, rock, jazz, whatever the song needs. He's the frontman; the band is the second priority

after the solo-artist hub, and the lane is deliberately wide.

Three doors into the same house.

Then there's the digital-twin concept: FreeZone Studio Matrix Music, a YouTube channel of digit‐

al versions of his personas — constructed counterparts that perform the catalog in new forms

and drive traffic back to the originals and their socials. The twins extend the reach; the originals

keep the soul. It's the same ownership logic applied to the future: if new formats and new ver‐

sions are coming, they'll be built on his masters, on his terms, feeding his house.

But here's the part the industry won't understand, and it's the whole point: the lanes are launch

positions, not cages. Long-term, every persona covers every market. The hardcore persona can

go soft. The conscious persona can go hard. The frontman can go anywhere. Antonio's doctrine

is anti-niche on purpose — you don't know who will love what, and any audience you preempt‐

ively write off is an opportunity you never took. With 100% catalog ownership, breadth isn't dilu‐

tion. Breadth is leverage.

Most artists get told to pick a lane and stay in it until the label says otherwise. Antonio picked

three lanes, built the road himself, and kept the deed to all of it.

No cages. Just catalog.

"When you own everything, breadth isn't dilution. Breadth is leverage."

"Most artists get told to pick a lane. Antonio picked three lanes, built the
road himself, and kept the deed."
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A N I M A T I O N

Pain and Fat Boy
Three knuckleheads, eight episodes, zero chill — animated first, live action later.

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Animation

Every comedy trio needs a chaos magnet, a straight man, and a wildcard. Pain and Fat Boy has

all three, and they're not subtle about it.

Fatboy is the chaos magnet — the walking disaster the episode happens to. Pain is the level-

headed straight man trying to keep the wreckage upright — and yes, Pain is Antonio's own nick‐

name, which means the straight man knows exactly how little control he really has. The animated

Pain  character  is  drawn  from  Antonio  himself.  Thuglife  is  the  clueless  third  wheel,  drifting

through the wreckage with total confidence and zero awareness.
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"Every comedy trio needs a chaos magnet, a straight man, and a wildcard."

The  chemistry  is  the  engine.  Fatboy  generates  the  disaster,  Pain  tries  to  contain  it,  Thuglife

makes it worse without understanding how. It's a formula as old as comedy itself, and it works

because the three of them are built on real people — real personalities, real dynamics, just turned

up until the dial breaks off. You can't fake that kind of friction. You can only cast it.

Season One is "The Macbeth": an eight-episode arc built around one cursed drink that wipes

eight hours of Fatboy's memory, and the trio has to reconstruct the night piece by piece. It's a

mystery, a hangover, and a character study all at once — told in fast-paced skits loaded with SFX

cues, the kind of comedy that moves too fast to let a joke die. Every episode is a new fragment of

the lost night, every fragment makes the picture worse, and the audience gets to laugh at a dis‐

aster that's already happened. The arc is written and locked. The storyboard is done — thirty

panels, QA'd and ready.

The series premieres as 2D animation, with live action planned to follow later — the animated

version establishes the world and the rhythm first, then real bodies bring it to life. And the whole

thing runs on a DIY pipeline: animatic to animation to ADR-style cast recording to lip-sync. No

studio machine required. Just the work, done in order, by the people who care about it. That's not

a limitation; it's the whole production philosophy. When you can't buy the pipeline, you build the

pipeline — and then you own that too.

That's the throughline of everything Antonio touches: build the thing yourself, in the order that

makes sense, with the people who show up. Pain and Fat Boy is the comedy leg of the table —

loud, fast, and completely unbothered by how things are supposed to be done.

Eight episodes. Three idiots. One cursed drink. What could go wrong?

"No studio machine required. Just the work, done in order, by the people
who care about it."

"Eight episodes. Three idiots. One cursed drink. What could go wrong?"

◆  ◆  ◆
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B U S I N E S S

HappilyBakedAfter
The table needed another leg. This one comes out of the kitchen.

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Business

Music, film, radio, animation — and food. Of course food.

HappilyBakedAfter is Antonio's catering business and foodie profile, and if that sounds like a left

turn, you haven't been paying attention. The whole movement is about building the table. Every

table needs to be fed.

"Food is culture. A plate doesn't ask for your credentials. It just has to
deliver."
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Food is culture. It's the fastest way humans have ever found to say who they are, where they

come from, and what they care about — no label, no algorithm, no gatekeeper required. A plate

doesn't ask for your credentials. It just has to deliver. That's the same standard Antonio holds

everything else to: the work speaks, or it doesn't eat.

The business runs on what the name promises: foodie and pop-up cooking events, catering at

any size, and menus that are always changing — custom, never copy-paste. Every event gets its

own menu, because a crowd that came for an experience shouldn't get a template. The goals are

stated plainly: steady bookings and a signature foodie brand — a name people recognize and re‐

quest, built plate by plate. No franchise, no borrowed brand. Just another venture under his own

roof, answering to the same mission question as everything else.

A catering business is also, underneath the aprons, the same discipline as everything else in the

portfolio: logistics, timing, performance under pressure, and a crowd that tells you immediately

whether you got it right. There's no focus group for a room full of hungry people. They react in real

time — the plate comes back empty or it doesn't, the room stays buzzing or it goes quiet. You

learn fast or you don't get booked twice. It's the most honest feedback loop in the entire move‐

ment, and Antonio treats it with the same seriousness as a studio session or a broadcast sched‐

ule.

And the foodie profile runs alongside the business, because the culture around food is half the

story: the discovering, the tasting, the talking about it. Eating is content. Cooking is craft. Both

belong in the movement. The profile documents the journey — the pop-ups, the plates, the pro‐

cess — and turns a catering company into a brand people follow, not just a service people hire.

Look at the spread again: what you watch, what you hear, what you laugh at, and now what you

eat. Every new leg makes the table steadier — and harder for anyone to tip over. HappilyBake‐

dAfter proves the movement isn't a genre or a medium. It's a standard, applied everywhere real

life happens. And real life happens around food.

The table's getting bigger. Pull up a chair — dinner's part of the movement now.

"There's no focus group for a room full of hungry people."

"The table's getting bigger. Pull up a chair — dinner's part of the
movement now."
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E D I T O R I A L

Are You Serious About What You
Stand For?
An open platform, a voice for all — disagreement is not disqualification. This page is our

printed right-of-reply.

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Editorial

This is AreYouSerious, and this is what we stand for: open and free speech. Full stop.

This magazine is an open platform — a voice for all. Not a voice for the agreeable. Not a voice for

the safe. A voice for all, including the ones the editors disagree with. Especially then. A publica‐

tion that only prints what it already believes isn't a magazine; it's a mirror. And nobody needs an‐

other mirror.
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"A publication that only prints what it already believes isn't a magazine. It's
a mirror."

Here's our position, stated plainly so nobody has to guess: disagreement is not disqualification.

You don't lose your seat at the table for thinking differently than the person next to you. The table

was built for serious voices, and serious doesn't mean compliant. It means you showed up with

something real, you stand behind it, and you're willing to defend it in the open. Bring the argu‐

ment. We'll print the argument. That's what a free press does.

Free speech isn't a slogan we bolt onto the cover. It's the operating system. The whole reason

this magazine exists is the same reason every project in this issue exists: nobody was handing

out platforms, so we built our own — and we built it big enough for everybody. The radio station

doesn't ask your politics before it spins your track. The production company doesn't rewrite your

vision to match the house style. The magazine doesn't filter your voice through the editors' com‐

fort. Same architecture, every leg: the infrastructure serves the voice, not the other way around.

It also means something uncomfortable, and we'll say it anyway: a free platform will sometimes

publish things that make us wince. That's the price, and we pay it gladly — because the alternat‐

ive is a gatekeeper deciding who counts as serious, and we've seen enough gatekeepers. The

industry has gatekeepers for music, for film, for broadcast, for print. This magazine is what hap‐

pens when the gate gets taken off the hinges.

And we mean it in both directions. If this issue says something you disagree with — about the

work, the movement, the mission, anything in these pages — your reply has a home here. This

magazine  carries  a  printed  right-of-reply:  a  standing  commitment  that  serious  responses  get

serious space. Free speech that only flows one way is just branding. Ours flows both ways, in

print, on the record.

So here's the challenge, and it's the same one this entire issue has been asking:

Are you serious about your brand, your movement, and what you stand for?

If the answer is yes — if you've got something real and you're willing to say it out loud — then this

table is yours too. Pull up a chair. Speak freely. We'll print it.

That's what the table is for.

"Disagreement is not disqualification."
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"The table was built for serious voices, and serious doesn't mean
compliant."

◆  ◆  ◆

35 A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  ·  I S S U E  O N E



A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  ·  I S S U E  O N E 36



O U T S I D E  V O I C E S  ·  O W N E R S H I P

She Bought It Back
Lisa Price sold her Brooklyn-born brand to L'Oréal in 2014. A decade later, she bought it

back — and walked in as president.

T H E  B U S I N E S S  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Outside Voices · Ownership

FEATURE

In 1993, Lisa Price started Carol's Daughter from her Brooklyn kitchen. No board. No backing. No

blueprint. Just a Black woman making products for women who looked like her, because nobody

else in the industry was bothering. Origin stories get told a lot these days — usually right before

somebody misses the point entirely.

37 A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  ·  I S S U E  O N E



"Selling isn't the sin. Losing your voice is."

Over the next two decades, Price turned a kitchen-table operation into one of the most recogniz‐

able names in Black beauty. Word of mouth became shelf space became cultural landmark. Car‐

ol's Daughter was proof of a thesis the industry never wanted to admit: a founder who actually

knows her audience will outperform a corporation guessing at one, every time. Price didn't find a

market. She was the market, and she served it first.

Then came 2014. L'Oréal bought the brand, and Price became the case study in what Black wo‐

men can build when the industry finally pays attention — the founder who ran the whole route,

from kitchen to corporate exit. The headlines framed it as the ending. Everybody knows how that

movie is supposed to go. The founder takes the check, smiles for the photos, and quietly be‐

comes a footnote in someone else's portfolio.

Price didn't read that script. For a decade, Carol's Daughter lived inside the largest beauty ma‐

chine on earth — and Price was watching. She saw what corporate scale did for the brand: the

distribution, the resources, the reach. And she saw what got lost in translation when a founder's

hands leave the wheel: the voice, the intimacy, the thing that made it Carol's Daughter in the first

place and not just another SKU. She took notes for ten years.

Then she made her move. Teaming up with entrepreneur Joe Wong, Price reacquired Carol's

Daughter — and walked back in not as an ambassador, not as a figurehead, but as president and

owner. The brand is indie again. The woman who built it is running it again, carrying a decade of

inside knowledge that no competitor can buy.

Think about what that round trip is worth. Price sold at the top. She learned the machine from the

inside. Then she brought the brand home on her own terms, with the full weight of everything the

corporate era taught her. That's not a retreat. That's the most expensive business education in

beauty, paid for by the people who bought her out — and now she's spending the knowledge on

herself.

Most founders get one arc: build, sell, wave goodbye. Price built, sold, studied, and returned with

the receipts from both sides of the table. She knows what Carol's Daughter is worth as a kitchen-

table dream and what it was worth inside L'Oréal's portfolio, because she did the math in both

rooms. Now she runs it with the one advantage that can't be purchased: she is the origin and the

future in one person.

This is the ultimate are-you-serious-about-your-brand story, and it runs deeper than nostalgia.

Nostalgia looks backward. This is stewardship — the radical position that a founder's job doesn't
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end at the exit, that the bond between a builder and what she built is a living thing worth fighting

for. Selling wasn't the sin. Losing the voice was the risk, and she refused it.

So for every independent builder reading this issue, the lesson is set in bold: ownership is not a

one-time achievement. It is a posture you hold for life. Price proved the exit is a chapter, not the

book — and she picked the pen back up.

She built it. She sold it. She bought it back. Now she's president. Serious? She never stopped

being serious.

"An exit is a chapter, not the book — and she picked the pen back up."

"Stewardship over nostalgia: she didn't buy a memory, she bought the
future."

◆  ◆  ◆
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M O N T H L Y  C O L U M N  ·  O W N  E V E R Y T H I N G

M O N T H L Y  C O L U M N  ·  O W N  E V E R Y T H I N G

Own Everything
The 2026 indie rap blueprint is simple: no labels, all leverage.

T H E  C U L T U R E  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Monthly Column · Own Everything

RECURRING MONTHLY COLUMN — "Own Everything: The Indie Blueprint"

Own Everything appears monthly — one blueprint, one operator, every issue.

"Independence isn't the consolation prize anymore. It's the destination."
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The old question in rap was who was going to sign you. The new question is why you'd ever let

them. Somewhere between the streaming payout statements and the major-label budget cuts, a

generation of artists did the math and realized the deal was never the prize — the deal was the

product being sold, and they were the inventory. In 2026, the waiting room has a new name: the

boardroom you built yourself.

This is Own Everything, the monthly blueprint series. Every issue, we study operators who chose

leverage over permission. Not the viral fluke, not the exception to the rule — the artists who treat

independence like a business plan instead of a backup plan, and run the numbers to prove it.

Start in South Carolina with BigDeuceFOF. He doesn't rent his career from anybody. He runs FOF

Records — his own label, his own terms — and keeps his hands on the entire machine: the cata‐

log, the release schedule, the branding, the business. Nothing moves unless he moves it. That

sounds like a control freak until you run the economics: in an era when artists license their ca‐

reers away one platform at a time, the grip is the advantage itself.  Every stream, every show,

every shirt flows through infrastructure he owns. No middleman. No upstream cut for people who

didn't build anything. Independence isn't his aesthetic — it's his leverage.

Then there's Larry June, the West Coast operator who turned independence into a lifestyle eco‐

nomy. The music is the front door; the house behind it is branding, merch, and entrepreneurship

— every lane feeding the same owner. June's whole career is the argument that ownership beats

exposure, because exposure is rented and ownership compounds. You don't need the machine's

spotlight when you're building your own lane; the lane becomes the spotlight. The streams, the

products, the ventures — it all flows from the same independent well, and nobody upstream is

taking a percentage of what they didn't touch.

And then there's MIKE — the introspective minimalist who built longevity out of depth. No gim‐

micks, no major-label polish, no radio-chasing singles. Just a body of work that compounds year

over year, a fanbase that trusts him, and a career that answers to nobody's quarterly targets. In a

content economy that rewards volume over value, MIKE bet on the opposite: depth is a moat.

While everybody else chases moments, he stacked catalog — and the catalog keeps paying long

after the moment fades.

Three artists, three lanes, one thesis. Independence isn't the consolation prize anymore. It's the

destination. The most serious people in the room aren't asking permission — they're building in‐

frastructure, owning their masters, controlling their rollouts, and letting the industry come nego‐

tiate with them instead of the other way around. When the labels call now, they're vendors pitch‐

ing a service, not saviors offering a dream.
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That's the flip this column is tracking, month after month. The gate used to be the only way in.

Now the gate is optional — and the artists who own their own gates set the toll. Study the blue‐

print. Build your own boardroom. Own everything. See you next month.

"Labels used to be the gate. Now they're a vendor."

"Depth is a moat."

◆  ◆  ◆
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M O N T H L Y  C O L U M N  ·  S T I R R E D  B Y  H A N D

M O N T H L Y  C O L U M N  ·  S T I R R E D  B Y  H A N D

Stirred By Hand
Two indie founders, two hand-built brands, zero shortcuts — proof that grassroots craft

scales.

T H E  B U S I N E S S  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Monthly Column · Stirred By Hand

RECURRING MONTHLY COLUMN — "Stirred By Hand"

Stirred By Hand appears monthly — maker profiles from the ground up.

"You can't manufacture roots."
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Some brands are manufactured. These were made — by hand, by family, by two friends who re‐

fused to wait for permission. Stirred By Hand is our monthly maker series, and every issue we

profile the founders building the slow way: no shortcuts, no venture fairy tales, just craft that

compounds.

Meet Ella Livingston. Her brand, Cocoa Asante, is premium chocolate sourced from Ghana —

and the origin story isn't marketing, it's family. Livingston comes from cocoa-growing roots, and

she carried that legacy into a Chattanooga kitchen and turned it into a business. This is the part

the big brands can't reverse-engineer: you can't manufacture roots. You can hire a story, but you

can't hire a grandmother's field.

And then came the modern half of the fairy tale. Cocoa Asante grew the way indie businesses

grow now: one honest social video turned a local shop into a national name. No ad budget could

buy that kind of velocity, because velocity wasn't the product — authenticity was. One clip, one

real  product made by real  hands, and suddenly the whole country wanted what Chattanooga

already knew. The lesson lands like a hammer for every corporate brand team reading this: the

algorithm rewards what focus groups can't fake.

Different  city,  different  craft,  same  spine.  In  Dallas,  childhood  friends  Cissy  Jones  and  Joan

Stockton built  JOANSiE — a handbag brand that is fully self-funded. Read that again: no in‐

vestors,  no  loans,  no  safety  net.  Two  friends  betting  on  themselves,  and  the  bet  is  paying.

They've moved 892 bags across 32 states — not through a viral moment, but through a concept

with a heartbeat. Every JOANSiE design ships as a duo: a full-size bag plus its companion bag.

Buy one, get the friendship built in. That's not a product line, that's a philosophy — and it's the

kind of idea that only comes from people who actually know each other.

Put the two stories side by side and the pattern is unmistakable. Livingston had legacy; Jones

and Stockton had friendship. Neither had a head start. Nobody handed Livingston a factory, and

nobody  handed  the  JOANSiE  duo  a  venture  round.  What  they  had  was  the  one  thing  money

struggles to buy: a reason to exist that predates the business plan. Ghanaian-sourced chocolate

with a genuine origin story beats generic premium branding every time. A self-funded bag com‐

pany with a clever companion-bag concept beats another forgettable accessories label with a

bigger budget. The market rewards real — eventually, and then all at once.

Grassroots craft scales. Not by accident. By hand, by patience, and by refusing to fake it. Next

month, two more makers who built it the slow way. If that's you, you know where to find us.

"Grassroots craft scales — by hand, by patience, and by refusing to fake it."
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"The market rewards real: eventually, and then all at once."

◆  ◆  ◆
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M O N T H L Y  C O L U M N  ·  B I G G E R  T H A N  T H E  C I T Y

M O N T H L Y  C O L U M N  ·  B I G G E R  T H A N  T H E  C I T Y

Bigger Than The City
Chicago's Mike DFG built the stage himself — then put 17 underground artists on it.

T H E  C U L T U R E  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Monthly Column · Bigger Than The City

RECURRING MONTHLY COLUMN — "Bigger Than The City"

Bigger Than The City appears monthly — community builders, city by city.

"Culture needs a venue. Literally."
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Every year in Chicago, somebody asks where the next wave of underground talent is supposed

to  perform.  Mike  DFG  has  stopped  answering  the  question  with  words.  He  answers  it  with  a

stage.

The $ummer of Greed showcase just wrapped its third annual edition at Reggies Rock Club —

and the numbers tell the story: 17-plus underground artists on one stage, one night, wall-to-wall

talent.  Recoechi.  SONNY.  OkDeazy.  Xella  Red.  A  dozen  more  names  the  mainstream  hasn't

caught up to yet, sharing a bill and a room and a moment. No industry scouts required.

DFG doesn't run a label in the traditional sense. He built Bigger Than The City — a nonprofit and

creative platform — and used it  as the engine behind the showcase. The philosophy is in the

name: this is bigger than one city, bigger than one artist, bigger than the whole tired ritual of wait‐

ing for the industry to send somebody down to see what's happening. The platform builds the

stage. The stage builds the artists. The artists build the city.

That inversion is the whole story. Most of the underground spends its career trying to get dis‐

covered — chasing A&Rs, chasing playlist editors, chasing a cosign from somebody with a blue

check. DFG flipped the script and built infrastructure for discovery to happen on his terms. The

showcase isn't a vanity project; it's a platform for others. Seventeen-plus artists, one stage, and

no middleman deciding who deserves to be seen. When you own the room, you own the narrat‐

ive.

And here's the part the industry keeps missing: the underground has always been where the real

culture lives — before the labels, before the algorithms, before the brand deals. Culture needs a

venue, literally. Chicago's scene is stacked with talent that will never get a fair look from the cor‐

porate machine, not because the talent isn't there but because the machine isn't looking. So in‐

stead of begging the machine to look, DFG built his own spotlight and aimed it at his people.

Third annual and counting.

This column is called Bigger Than The City because that's the assignment, every month: find the

builders who are bigger than their zip code. The ones who don't wait for the industry's permission

slip. The ones who pour concrete instead of sending demos. Mike DFG and the $ummer of Greed

showcase are the blueprint — build the stage, fill it with your people, and let the industry come

find you for once.

The table doesn't get built in boardrooms. Sometimes it gets built in a rock club on a summer

night in July. Next month, another city, another builder. Keep building.

"Instead of asking the machine to look, he built his own spotlight."
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"The table doesn't get built in boardrooms."

◆  ◆  ◆
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O U T S I D E  V O I C E S  ·  B U S I N E S S

The Quiet $137K a Month
Tony Dinh runs TypingMind solo at $137K a month. No hype. No big team. Just product.

T H E  B U S I N E S S  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Outside Voices · Business

FEATURE

While the startup world performs ambition on social media — the funding announcements, the

headcount milestones, the performative grind — Tony Dinh is doing something far more radical.

He is quiet.

"$137K a month. Solo. Quiet. Deadly serious."
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TypingMind, his product, pulls in $137,000 a month. Dinh runs it as a solo founder, with DevUtils

and a small portfolio of other products humming alongside it. No splashy launch. No viral thread.

No keynote slot. Just revenue, month after month, from software people find useful enough to

pay for. In an industry that confuses noise with signal, Dinh is all signal.

Understand how unusual this is. The modern founder playbook says: raise, hire, announce, re‐

peat. Build in public. Post the milestones. Turn the company into content and the content into a

valuation. Dinh skipped the whole theater. No hype cycle, no big team, no fundraising roadshow.

The playbook is almost offensively simple:  ship practical  software,  price it  clearly,  improve it

steadily, and let the compounding do the rest. Year after year, the business deepens. Nobody is

clapping on a stage for it — and that is precisely the point. The applause was never the product.

This is the anti-hustle manifesto hiding in plain sight. The loudest founders in the room are very

often the ones still raising. Dinh proves that calm execution beats theatrics — that you can build

serious money by being useful instead of being visible. No growth-hack stunts, no pivots an‐

nounced with fanfare, no rebrand every eighteen months. Just a product people pay for, main‐

tained by a founder who shows up every day and ships.

And notice the structure: not one product, but a portfolio. TypingMind is the headline number, but

DevUtils and the smaller products mean Dinh isn't betting the farm on a single swing. This is the

indie developer's version of diversification — quiet, deliberate, and entirely his. Each product is a

small engine; together they're a machine. Nobody owns a piece of it. Nobody can pull the plug.

Nobody sets his roadmap but him.

Every indie builder reading this issue should study the shape of that career. It's not about being

the most-funded or the most-followed. It's about owning a thing that works, pricing it honestly,

and improving it relentlessly while everyone else is busy performing success instead of building

it. The compounding doesn't care about your follower count. It cares about whether you shipped

this month, and the next, and the next.

$137K a month. Solo. Quiet. No team photo, no press release, no victory lap — just a founder, a

portfolio, and a number that speaks for itself.

The tortoise didn't just win the race. He bought the track.

"The applause was never the product."
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"Be useful instead of being visible."

◆  ◆  ◆
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O U T S I D E  V O I C E S  ·  C U L T U R E

Married to Mary
Stevieontay Burnz isn't just an artist — he's a platform. Music, merch, events, and legal

cannabis under one roof.

T H E  C U L T U R E  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Outside Voices · Culture

FEATURE

Stevieontay Burnz didn't just build a catalog. He built a platform — and then he built the building

the platform lives in.

"The music opens the door. The platform is the whole building."
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Burnz  is  a  DMV-born,  North  Carolina-based  independent  hip-hop  artist,  and  his  operation  is

called TSME: The Southern Maryland Experience. Read the name like a mission statement. This

isn't a discography with a merch table. It's an ecosystem spanning events, merchandise, and the

legal cannabis industry — with his next project, BURNZ AND BEYOND, rolling out as the next

chapter. The music is the front door. The house has many rooms.

This is the artist-as-platform model, fully grown. In the old economy, a rapper was a product: the

label manufactured him, packaged him, and sold him. Burnz flipped the entire arrangement. The

music opens the door, but everything behind it is infrastructure he controls. Events bring people

together in real life — not in the comments, not in the algorithm, in a room, on a night, with energy

you can feel. Merch turns fans into walking billboards who paid for the privilege. And the can‐

nabis play — legal, legitimate, above board — turns cultural credibility into real revenue without

apology and without euphemism. This is what it looks like when the culture owns the industries

adjacent to the culture, instead of renting space in them.

The geography matters too. Burnz carries his origins with him — Southern Maryland is literally in

the platform's name — while building where he stands now in North Carolina. That DMV-to-Caro‐

lina pipeline is the oldest move in the book executed the newest way: you don't leave home be‐

hind, you turn it into infrastructure. Roots are assets. Burnz is investing in his like the portfolio

they are, and the returns compound in both directions — the home region gets represented, the

new region gets built.

This is what independence looks like when it grows up. Not just owning your masters — owning

the rooms your masters get played in, the shirts your fans wear to hear them, and the industries

sitting right next to the music. Too many artists treat independence as a defensive posture: keep

the label away, keep the rights close. Burnz treats it as an offensive one: expand the footprint un‐

til the footprint is the business. BURNZ AND BEYOND isn't just a project title. It's a thesis state‐

ment with a release date.

Late 2026 is the rollout, and the shape of it should make every indie artist in this issue take notes.

The music gets you in the room. The platform keeps you in business. The platform is the whole

building — events, merch, cannabis, culture — and every room feeds the others.

Married to the craft. Married to the culture. Married to Mary. All of it under one roof, on his terms,

with nobody else's name on the deed.

"Roots are assets."
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"Not just owning your masters — owning the rooms your masters get
played in."

◆  ◆  ◆
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O U T S I D E  V O I C E S  ·  C U L T U R E

Masked in Manchester
EsDeeKid hides his face and crosses the Atlantic — Atlanta trap meets UK drill in

Manchester's DIY underground.

T H E  C U L T U R E  D E S K

AreYouSerious · Issue One — Outside Voices · Culture

FEATURE

The  most  interesting  rapper  in  the  UK  right  now  won't  show  you  his  face.  He'll  show  you

everything else.

"The mask says: the work is the identity."
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EsDeeKid  is  a  masked  rapper  out  of  Manchester,  blending  Atlanta  trap  with  UK  drill  —  two

sounds born an ocean apart that somehow make perfect sense together when he puts them on a

track. The mask isn't a gimmick. It's a thesis: the music comes first, the persona is the art, and

the person behind it is beside the point. Judge the work, not the face. In an era when artists are

pressured to be content creators first and musicians second, the mask is a refusal — a hard line

between the art and the algorithm's appetite for personality.

And the refusal is working. The co-signs are coming from places the industry can't manufacture

— including, improbably, Timothée Chalamet, name-checking the masked kid from Manchester.

That's the new math of credibility: it doesn't flow down from boardrooms anymore. It flows side‐

ways, from culture to culture, from one genuine fan to millions. A Hollywood star cosigning an

anonymous drill-trap hybrid from the North of England isn't a marketing plan. It's proof the old

gatekeepers have lost the map.

EsDeeKid isn't alone, either. Manchester's DIY underground is building something the industry

keeps failing to replicate: communal culture, built from friendship. Acts like Another Country $$$

$, BUFFEE, and Crimewave aren't operating out of label offices or development deals. They're

operating out of shared purpose — people making music together because they want to make

music together, and a scene rising out of that shared intent. No A&R pipelines. No corporate

scaffolding. The culture is the infrastructure.

That's the theme underneath all of it: underground without borders. A Manchester kid can sound

like Atlanta and still sound like home. Drill can travel from London to the American Midwest and

back again, picking up accents and attitudes at every stop. The internet flattened the geography

years ago — but the scenes, the real ones, the ones built on friendship and shared purpose, are

still local. Still physical. Still communal. The contradiction is the whole point, and it's working.

The mask says: the work is the identity. The scene says: build with your people. EsDeeKid and

the Manchester underground are proving you can do both at once — borderless in sound, rooted

in community, anonymous in face and utterly unmistakable in voice. All at once. No permission

requested.

The  industry  loves  to  draw  lines  on  the  map  —  territories,  markets,  lanes.  The  underground

keeps erasing them. Permanently. And somewhere in Manchester, behind a mask, somebody is

already drawing the next one.

"Borderless in sound, rooted in community."

A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  ·  I S S U E  O N E 62



"The underground keeps erasing the industry's lines. Permanently."

◆  ◆  ◆
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M O N T H L Y  S E G M E N T  ·  A R T I S T  O F  T H E  M O N T H

Artist of the Month
Not the most-followed — the most serious.

T H E  A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

Every month, two faces. Not the most-followed, not the most-filtered — the most serious.

Artist of the Month is our recurring spotlight on the people actually building something: turning

attention into a brand, a movement, a business. Pretty is common. Serious is rare. We celebrate

the rare.

Pretty is common. Serious is rare. We celebrate the rare.

For Issue One, there were no nominations and no shortlist. The table’s founder made the first

picks himself — two names, written down by the man who built  the table. Meet the inaugural

Artists of the Month.
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I S S U E  O N E  W I N N E R  ·  I S S U E  O N E  W I N N E R

Micheal Slade
Stage name: Action — The Regime Boys

Photo: Photo via the artist

WHY HE EMBODIES IT

The first artist ever crowned in these pages wasn’t chosen by a committee — he was

chosen by the man who built the table. Antonio personally named Micheal Slade — stage

name Action, of The Regime Boys — as an inaugural Artist of the Month, calling him an

underrated and unknown artist that others should know. Here’s the whole argument for

this segment in a single decision: the founder looked past every metric and picked a

grinder with a real catalog — a 9-track release, “THE BOOK OF ACT,” features across The

Human Torch’s “THE R FILES VOL.1” on FRONTLYNE RECORDS, and a co-host seat on

“The Rant,” a podcast about mental health. Are you serious about your brand, your

movement, and what you stand for? Antonio answered with a name most people hadn’t

heard — his pick, his reasons.

HIS LANE

Legal name Micheal Slade — some streaming credits render it “Michael Slade.” Stage

name Action, on Instagram under his legal name. Of The Regime Boys, releasing with and

under The Human Torch collective. His release “THE BOOK OF ACT” runs 9 tracks —
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PARAMOUNT, CONVOY FREESTYLE, ENEIMES, SPINNING THE BLOCK, LEGACY, GET

PAID$$$ among them — with composer credits shared by Michael Slade, Mark Slade, and

Alexander Thomas. He’s featured as ACTION across The Human Torch’s “THE R FILES

VOL.1” — FK NIGGAS, U SHOULD KNOW, CHRISTMAS PARTY, HEAD/CRACK, HATE ON

ME — plus “Dead Bodies,” on FRONTLYNE RECORDS, distributed via United Masters.

WHAT’S NEXT

Beyond the music, he co-hosts “The Rant,” a podcast about mental health — a voice for

something that matters. The underrated grinder with a real catalog and a message:

exactly the kind of table this magazine is building. His portrait appears above.

“Underrated and unknown artist that others should know.” — Antonio, on his
pick
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I S S U E  O N E  W I N N E R  ·  I S S U E  O N E  W I N N E R

Jazzmyn Red
Femcee · Poet · Singer · Songwriter — Taunton, Massachusetts

Photo: Shaun Martins Photography

WHY SHE EMBODIES IT

Antonio’s own words: “my favorite female artist.” The record backs the pick. Jazzmyn Red

is a femcee, poet, singer, and songwriter from Taunton, Southeastern Massachusetts,

whose debut album “Writing HERstory” runs hip-hop, R&B, and neo-soul with spoken-

word interludes — and whose EP “REDvolution” (August 2020) earned three 2020 Boston

Music Award nominations. She’s been featured in the Boston Globe, the Boston Herald,

and on iHeart Radio, and shared stages with Jadakiss, Styles P, Cassidy, Joe Budden, and

Fred the Godson. Offstage, she’s a Program Manager at Big Brothers Big Sisters of

Massachusetts Bay — a teacher, mentor, and social justice advocate. Brand: built.

Movement: the community she shows up for. What she stands for: on the record, in the

work.

HER LANE

Femcee, poet, singer, songwriter — hip-hop, R&B, neo-soul with spoken-word interludes.

Influences: Tupac, Queen Latifah, Lauryn Hill, Alicia Keys. Also in the FreeWave Radio
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submissions library, six tracks deep: “Stay Grindin’,” “If I Had A Daughter,” “Positive

Vibes Only,” “Eat Freestyle-1,” “Know Justice Know Peace,” “Good Girl Bad Attitude.”

WHAT’S NEXT

She’s first on the warm list for a FreeWave Radio DJ guest-mix slot — the crown today, the

airwaves next. Her portrait appears above.

“My favorite female artist.” — Antonio, on his pick

No bought crowns. No popularity contests.

69 A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  ·  I S S U E  O N E



A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  ·  I S S U E  O N E 70



M O N T H L Y  S E G M E N T  ·  A R T I S T  O F  T H E  M O N T H

The Format
How the crown gets decided — starting next month.

HOW IT WORKS

Reader nominations open on the 1st of every month. Tag your pick — or yourself — on TikTok,

Instagram, or Snapchat, or slide into our DMs with a nomination and one line on why they

deserve the crown. No agents. No PR pitches. No pay-to-play. Our editors build a shortlist from

the nominations, then run every finalist through a single filter: the mission question. Are you

serious about your brand, your movement, and what you stand for? Two winners a month earn

the title and the spotlight.

SERIOUS ABOUT THEIR BRAND

Is there a brand, or just a feed? We look for intent — a point of view, a lane, a promise kept to the

audience.

ORIGINALITY

Are they saying something, or echoing everything? The copy-paste era is over; we reward the

ones who brought their own voice.

CONSISTENCY

Anybody can go viral once. We study the body of work — the posting discipline, the quality held

over time, the refusal to disappear.

COMMUNITY

Followers are a number; community is a relationship. We look for creators who show up for their

people, not just their metrics.

Artist of the Month appears monthly — two winners, zero bought crowns. Nominations open

on the 1st.
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M O N T H L Y  C O L U M N  ·  S P O T L I G H T  O F  T H E  M O N T H

Spotlight of the Month
Two independent artists, reviewed on three axes, scored on five tables.

T H E  A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

Every issue, two independent artists get the full table treatment — each reviewed on three axes:

The Music ·  A X I S  O N E
The current work — the project, the single — the sound, the craft.

The Movement ·  A X I S  T W O
The audience, the community, the cultural footprint.

The Business ·  A X I S  T H R E E
Ownership, independence, how the money moves.

The 5-Table Rating — our signature score, in the spirit of The Source’s 5
mics: each axis rated one to five tables, plus an overall five-table verdict.
Tables — because we built our own.

For Issue One, Antonio named the first pair himself. Meet the inaugural Spotlights of the Month.
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I S S U E  O N E  W I N N E R  ·  I S S U E  O N E  W I N N E R

Don Che
Chicago — independent artist

Photo: Voke Magazine

THE MUSIC — AXIS ONE

Tha Sauce Vol. 2 is out now. “Biggety,” with Bahamian artist Miz Breezy, is building across

the Caribbean — and the next single, “Diamond Lyfe,” arrived September 2026. Chicago

independent hip-hop with an international ear: records built to travel.

THE MOVEMENT — AXIS TWO

Here is the move that tells you everything: Don Che read his own streaming data, saw the

Caribbean listening, and flew to Nassau himself — shooting the “Biggety” video on

location, with zero major-label push behind any of it. No committee approved the trip. The

audience spoke, and he answered in person.

THE BUSINESS — AXIS THREE

Independent, Chicago-based, self-directed. He doesn’t wait on a label budget to go where

the listeners are — he books the flight, shoots the video, and owns the play end to end.
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THE 5-TABLE RATING

The Music: ◆◆◆◆◇ 4/5

The Movement: ◆◆◆◆◇ 4/5

The Business: ◆◆◆◆◆ 5/5

Overall verdict: ◆◆◆◆◇ 4 of 5 tables.

He isn’t asking the industry for a seat — he’s building the room.
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I S S U E  O N E  W I N N E R  ·  I S S U E  O N E  W I N N E R

Little Simz
UK — rapper

Photo: Press photo

THE MUSIC — AXIS ONE

In May 2026 she surprise-dropped the Sugar Girl EP via AWAL — short, experimental

projects between albums, following 2025’s Lotus. The method is the message: let the

music speak instead of the promo machine.

THE MOVEMENT — AXIS TWO

One of Britain’s most acclaimed hip-hop voices — a Mercury Prize 2022 winner whose

respect crosses every border the industry draws. Global acclaim, built on craft, not on a

campaign.

THE BUSINESS — AXIS THREE

Independent distribution through AWAL. Awards and respect without a major’s leash —

the catalog stays hers, the decisions stay hers.
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THE 5-TABLE RATING

The Music: ◆◆◆◆◆ 5/5

The Movement: ◆◆◆◆◆ 5/5

The Business: ◆◆◆◆◇ 4/5

Overall verdict: ◆◆◆◆◆ 5 of 5 tables.

Global acclaim on independent terms.

Held for future issues — the rolling shortlist: redveil, Boldy James, Che Noir, NAO. Spotlight of

the Month appears monthly — five tables on the line.

◆  ◆  ◆
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M O N T H L Y  S E G M E N T  ·  B A N D  O F  T H E  M O N T H

Band of the Month
One band per issue — the band counterpart to Spotlight of the Month’s solo artists. Full-

band coverage for groups, collectives, and ensembles.

T H E  A R E Y O U S E R I O U S  S T A F F  D E S K

Every issue, one band gets the full table treatment — reviewed on three axes:

The Sound ·  A X I S  O N E
The current work: what they’re releasing, what it sounds like, the craft.

The Story ·  A X I S  T W O
Who they are, where they come from, how the band formed, the journey.

The Business ·  A X I S  T H R E E
Independence and ownership: label status, how they move, how the money works.

The 5-Table Rating — the same signature score as Spotlight of the Month:
each axis rated one to five tables, plus an overall verdict. One rating
language across all music coverage.

The inaugural band is already named — picked by the man who built the table.
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I N A U G U R A L  P I C K  ·  I S S U E  O N E

SIDECAR
Nashville-based band — @sidecartheband

Photo: Divina Marfe — SIDECAR live at The Beast, 9.24.26

WHY THEY OPEN IT

The first band ever named in these pages wasn’t chosen by a committee — Antonio picked

SIDECAR himself to open the segment. That decision is the whole format in a single move:

this spotlight goes to bands the founder is serious about.

WHAT WE KNOW

SIDECAR is a Nashville-based band. On Instagram: @sidecartheband — 124 posts,

~2,972 followers — with story highlights for Shows, Live, and Press. Their website,

sidecarband.com, links a tour page in the bio. They’re followed by Exit/In, the Nashville

venue — they’ve played there. The full story — the sound, the journey, the business —

lands with the band’s own details.

THE FORMAT, APPLIED

Every installment reviews the band on The Sound, The Story, and The Business — and

scores it all on the 5-Table Rating. SIDECAR’s full installment lands when the details do.
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Band details pending from Antonio. The full story — the sound, the journey, the business — lands

with the band’s own details. Photo: Divina Marfe, SIDECAR live at The Beast, 9.24.26.

◆  ◆  ◆
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L A S T  L A U G H  ·  S A T I R E

AreYouSerious?!
The back-page jab session — where the gatekeepers get got.

T H E  S A T I R E  D E S K

Welcome to the back page, where we keep it clean and the industry keeps it coming.

No. 1 The Label Executive’s Discovery
BREAKING: A label executive has discovered a brand-new sound called “music people actually

like.” He is said to be “cautiously monitoring” the situation from behind his desk. Sources

confirm he first encountered the phenomenon when an intern’s phone accidentally played

something in the elevator. He has since requested the artist “re-record it with less feeling” and

“add a feature from somebody’s nephew.”

No. 2 The Algorithm Issues a Statement
ALGORITHM UPDATE: The algorithm has issued a statement denying it suppresses independent

artists. “I don’t suppress anyone,” it said. “I merely arrange reality in an order that benefits

shareholders.” It then recommended you watch a 47-minute video about a man reviewing a

sandwich, followed by an ad for the sandwich.

No. 3 The A&R Meeting on Authenticity
MEETING NOTES: An A&R meeting was held this week to discuss “authenticity.” Attendees

spent two hours defining the word, then signed an artist who looks like five other artists. When

asked what made this one different, the VP of Vibes reportedly said, “He has a mask. Masks are

in now.” The mask budget was approved immediately. The music budget is pending.

No. 4 The Gatekeeper’s Lament
GATEKEEPER’S LAMENT: “Back in my day, you needed a demo tape,” sighed a veteran

gatekeeper, nostalgically clutching his demo tape. “Now any kid with a laptop can —” He paused.

“Anyway, we’re only accepting submissions through our portal, which has been down since

2019. Have you tried the portal?”

No. 5 The Inspirational Poster
INSPIRATIONAL POSTER: Hang in there, indie artists. Every major label was once a guy in a

garage. Then he got a suit, forgot the garage, and started charging the garage rent.
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The gate was never locked. It was just painted to look like a wall.

L e t t e r s  t o  t h e  T a b l e

AreYouSerious?! appears monthly. The archetypes depicted are fictional. Any resemblance to

your boss is coincidental.

◆  ◆  ◆
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AreYouSerious
Are you serious about your brand, your movement, and

what you stand for?

Inside Issue One: the first table is seated — and the directory stays open. Your seat is a listing away.

Antonio Ali

M.R.P.A.I.N

Mr.Antonio.Ali

The Ville

UBR Productions

HappilyBakedAfter

FreeWave Radio

FreeZone Studio Matrix Music

Pain and Fat Boy

Issue One
We Built The Table
Digital Edition · 2026
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