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[bookmark: Prelude]PRELUDE 
 
    
 
   “I’ve been through a lot of shit.” 
 
   Saint grinned wickedly. A swirl of thick, purple smoke escaped the side of his mouth like cigar smolder. It was cool, like London fog, and it stuck out like a sore thumb against his all black ensemble as it spun past—twirling in the air with a life of its own. He lowered his head and smirked, then looked back out toward the dark, rolling Pacific Ocean.
 
   It isn’t easy being a man like me. I want a lot. I do a lot. And worst of all, I’m getting a hearty appetite for justice—and all the nastiness that entails. I never thought I’d get used to the violence, the ugliness, but I should’ve known better. I was born into this shit. Seen violence since I could barely walk ... This requires me to do things I never dreamed I’d be involved in, heinous things, but I’m all the way in, you know? There is no turning back. It is no longer an option. I have to do this shit  ...  and I hate that I love how it fuckin’ feels... 
 
   He blew out more copious circles of air; they floated up into the darkened, star-studded sky as he continued to debate and battle within himself. 
 
   I’m standing out here, looking at this water—this magnificent natural wonder—and thinking how this ocean has so much life and death inside of it. The ocean is like a woman  ...  a Queen. We come from the protection of water and once removed; we stand on two legs but are destined to fall once we leave her fortification. Yeah, the ocean—it is a breeding ground for new existence, and a tomb for the food chain that swims within it. Such is the circle of life. I guess we are all like that, you know? We are entities that bring life and death to others, in so many wonderful and fucked up ways. 
 
   He gripped the steel bars in front of the walkway to the beach, crossed his ankles and slumped slightly as he peered at the jet black, rolling waves.
 
   I accept what is going on completely now. I accept what I have to do. I always go through this—the struggle between just wanting to be a normal person and have a normal life, but I always get roped back in because that’s not even me. My life will never be normal. It was never meant to be run of the mill or ordinary because I’m a peculiar mothafucka, and I attract strange situations and weird ass, brilliant people to me wherever I go. 
 
   He shrugged.
 
    I tried to be good, I really did. 
 
   He laughed lightly, shaking his head. 
 
   But these mothafuckas just won’t let me. This fucked up world, just won’t let me get out of this without spilling some blood ... He gritted his teeth and gripped the steel beam harder.  ... so much damn blood. Nizsm, you have opened a big ass can of worms and you’ve underestimated me. Don’t fuck with my Queen. Don’t fuck with my sons  ...  and don’t interrupt my work, my calling. You’ve done all three. You’ve crossed the line. 
 
   He looked back out into the ocean, grinning as his eyes narrowed while he drifted further into darker thoughts. 
 
   My family means the world to me  ...  my daughter isn’t expendable. The way I care for her mother, my Goddess, will demonstrate how a woman should be treated—what she should expect from her own mate, once she gets of age. How I treat her brothers will show her also how men are supposed to act and behave. I’ve put all this fucking energy into making sure she is healthy, safe and okay, and a mothafucka thinks he can just waltz on in, and erase all that shit  ...  like her life is his to own and destroy. It’s not. That’s my baby, not yours, you son of a bitch! 
 
   Saint tapped his chest angrily with his index finger. 
 
   Any man can go out here and be a father—but it takes care and love to be a dad. 
 
   He shook his head and stepped away from the beach view. The ocean waves continued to roll and crash. Removing his car keys from his pocket, he began to walk toward his vehicle. 
 
   While I was in medical school, I read a lot of Sigmund Freud theories. I thought most of it was bullshit but one stuck in my mind, and I didn’t know why at the time, but now I do. He unlocked his car door. It is, ‘I cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the need for a father's protection.’ And that shit’s true. It’s real. My family needs me to protect them, to keep them safe, and I plan to deliver.
 
   Saint sat in the driver’s seat, and then started the car. The engine purred.
 
   Daddy’s home, baby... To my enemy, here’s your wake-up call—the big bad wolf is on the other line and I never dressed in sheep’s clothing. You just had your eyes closed, and that will cost you dearly... 
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: one]CHAPTER 1 
 
    
 
   Xenia yawned and stretched her arms as she glanced back at the clock on her nightstand. Not long after, she found herself dozing off, drifting into fragments of odd, inconsequential dreams. Several minutes later, she awoke; startled at the discovery of her sudden slumber that dropkicked her into the land of counted sheep with little to no notice. 
 
   “Damn.” 
 
   She rubbed her heavy lids and shuffled her legs under the cream, heavy sheets as she turned another page of the perfume sampled magazine leaf. An article caught her eye, causing her to sit straighter against the broad headboard—on full alert. She scanned each line, reading some twice as her finger glided past each sentence in heavy black font.
 
   Interesting. I’ve been thinking about this for a while and funny how tonight, there is an article right here about it. I rarely buy magazines anymore, seemed like an impulse buy in the checkout lane, but this is really something... 
 
   She immediately dog-eared the page, and then continued reading, absorbing the information like a sponge.
 
    A few minutes later, she heard Saint approach the bedroom door.  His heavy footsteps grew nearer and nearer. Quickly shoving the magazine behind her pillow, she folded her hands over her sheet covered legs, trying desperately to push the words she’d just digested out of her mind. She didn’t want him tipped off to her ideas and half-baked notions for she was too sleepy to have a heavy discussion, especially since it had the potential to resort in an argument. The bedroom door slowly swung open, revealing her husband’s towering image. He stood there briefly, his shirt partially unbuttoned and a black silk tie dangling from around his neck.
 
   “Whew, what a night! I know I’m late, baby,” he said as he closed the door quietly behind him. “I take it the boys are already asleep by now?”
 
   “Yeah, they fell asleep about an hour ago. Dakarai made you a card.” Xenia smiled as her head lazily rolled from side to side. “It’s downstairs in the kitchen.” She laughed lightly, nestled further back into her pillow and briefly closed her eyes.
 
   “I just saw it, that was cute. He made my head awfully big.” He chuckled as he approached her. “Is that how he sees me?” 
 
   Xenia looked up at him, his face less than a half an inch away from hers. 
 
   “Give me a kiss,” he whispered in his deep voice, a slight smile curving his lips. He did not wait for her to answer. She stuck her lips out, forcing their faces to rub affectionately together as Saint pushed his lips harder into hers, demanding the lip lock he sought with gusto. He licked her bottom lip slowly, his lips curved in a roguish grin as he jetted his tongue inside of her mouth then abruptly retreated from her to stand erect. “You’ve been in my Rocky Road ice-cream again,” he said sternly.
 
   “Saint!” She pounded the bed with both fists as her back lifted from the headboard. “Why do you think you own that ice-cream? Nowhere on the container does it say, ‘This frozen treat belongs to Saint Aknaten’. I buy it for all of us.” She laughed as she playfully tried to swat at him, but missed when he stepped back.
 
   “I’ll write that on there with a magic marker, if that is what it will take to keep you and Hassani out of it.” He laughed and sat down at the foot of the bed, his back to her. “Always eating my shit.” 
 
   Xenia smiled as she looked at the back of him, watched his long, lean body move to and fro as he sluggishly removed his brown shoes and socks. She could tell from his long pauses and sighs as he undressed that he was tired, dead tired, maybe even more so than she was. It had been a long day for both of them and the weeks were jam-packed with work, activities, the children and a never-ending list of duties.
 
    It had been six months since their quixotic honeymoon in Italy—non-stop with sight-seeing, intense all hours of the day lovemaking and deep discussions about their future. They’d had a wonderful time, it was like a fairy-tale, but as soon as Saint set foot back in the States, the assignments, conferences, small emergencies and obligations came rolling in without a moment to spare. Xenia had wanted to have her own ‘deep discussion’ with him a time or two over the course of their romantic retreat, but the time never seemed right, and tonight provided no window of opportunity, either.
 
   This isn’t a good time. But when is it so? Never mind. Don’t say anything at all. Hell, you may even change your own damn mind…
 
   “How was work, baby?” Saint asked as he remained seated and removed his shirt, exposing his muscular back with the infamous angel tattoo.
 
   “Oh, it was busy, but good. Today we had the call-in show and the question of the day was, ‘Could you forgive your partner if you found out they’d been fired and didn’t tell you?’”
 
   Saint sighed and laughed. “Questions like that are misleading.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “Well.” He shrugged. “A lot of people will say, ‘I’d be pissed or he should have told me,’ but those questions rarely discuss the heart of the issue.” He stood and turned toward her, undoing the button at the top of his black pleated dress pants.  “Such as, why in the world would someone keep that from their mate in the first place? The real reasons, you know? Not just the fear of the reaction. What does it all really mean? I don’t think some women understand how devastating that is, especially for a man who is hard working and used to taking care of his family.” 
 
   Xenia ran her hand over her chest as her eyebrow rose. She was barely listening to him. Instead, she was once again taking inventory and thanking God for giving her such a magnificently crafted specimen of pure manhood to sleep with every night. She smiled at her thoughts.  His hard, body against mine  ...  damn... 
 
   “What?” He smiled back as he pulled down his zipper  ...  real ... slow... 
 
   “Nothing.” Her lips curved upward into a ‘Cheshire the cat’ grin before looking guiltily away.
 
   Saint smirked and cocked his head to the side. “You wanna fuck, right? Is that what that look is about? You’re looking at me like you want some of this.” He grabbed his crotch and playfully jiggled his cock and nuts.
 
   “How could I resist such sweet words?” She burst out laughing. “You’re too romantic for me tonight,” she teased.
 
   Saint shrugged as he held his pants, belt and shirt over his arm. “Your desires were screaming at me. You thought that, not me … but you know me, I always want to make love to you.” His eyes narrowed, and the look was all too familiar. “I’m never too tired for that.” He winked at her. “You were asleep when I got in last night and then this morning, you got up early to prepare for your show. This isn’t like us to go this long, unless I’m out of town. Let’s do a little somethin’ somethin’… just let me go in the bathroom and take a quick shower. I need to freshen up.” 
 
   He ran his tongue seductively over his bottom lip and disappeared into the lavatory without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
   Xenia smiled and waited until she heard the shower turn on. She immediately grabbed the magazine from behind her pillow, and began to read it again. Several minutes later, she felt herself getting sleepy.
 
   Why do I read late at night? All it does is make me sleepy but I’m invested in this article. 
 
   She heard the shower water turn off and immediately shoved the magazine back behind the pillow. She yawned once more as Saint’s switched on his electric toothbrush. Before she knew it, she was drifting into a deep sleep all over again…
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Alright baby, here I am.” 
 
   Saint opened the bathroom door; a burst of warm, foggy steam seeped out from behind him. The aromatic mist was so thick, it looked like the start of a rock concert. Soon, the bellowing hot air cleared, only revealing his naked, freshly washed and cologned body and surely, a look of utter disappointment on his clean-shaven face.
 
   “Awww, baby,” he whispered, frustrated as he gingerly approached her. He looked down at her, fast asleep, and lightly rubbed her shoulder. “You’ve been falling asleep a lot lately. You’ve been working too much, baby. This new show of yours is exhausting you,” he said quietly as he lifted the sheets over her shoulder, covering her. 
 
   He leisurely walked around to his side of the bed and slid under the inviting sheets, nestling close to her warm body. As he lightly kissed her ear, he slowly snuck his arm under her pillow, elevating her head a little, and ran his lips up and down the back of her neck, hoping to gently rouse her. His rock-hard erection wasn’t taking ‘no’ for an answer. 
 
   Then he stopped. The hard, straight edges of something pressed against his fingertips.  He touched fingertips on the rolled up magazine under her cool pillow. Eyebrow arched, he  clutched it and pulled it out. He sat up, careful to not disturb her, and exposed the magazine to his gaze after expertly freeing it from its previous confines. He flipped through it, and then looked back at the cover.
 
   Cosmopolitan? When has she been into Cosmopolitan magazine?
 
   He thumbed through it and casually crossed his ankles, smiling at some of the scanty fashion designs and bad love advice.
 
   ‘How to make him never want to leave.’ Saint shook his head. How do they come up with this shit? There is no magic cure for that shit. Either the man loves you and wants to be with you, or he doesn’t. These magazines sell pipedreams. It’s destructive and unrealistic—putting the responsibility all on the woman. You can’t keep someone that doesn’t want to be kept. Damn.
 
   He continued to flip through the magazine until he reached the dog-eared page. Saint looked at it for a long while, his face expressionless as he took in what he was seeing. He leaned his head back and slowly closed his eyes, his lips slightly parted as he gripped the magazine tighter and tighter in his right hand. He rubbed his forehead thoughtfully, then looked back down at the article. A big smile soon grew across his face. He looked over at her, and stayed in that trance for several minutes as he deliberated.
 
   So now you want to read articles about pregnancies for women approaching forty? You can’t hide anything from me, Xenia. I know what you want … to try for that little girl you’ve been wanting. You desired her from the start, even from the first time I got you pregnant, actually even before that. You hoped I was wrong about Hassani. You were hoping it was a girl, but were very happy regardless when you saw otherwise. Then, Dakarai came, and you were happy again, but your fantasy was dashed—I saw that brief look of disappointment when I told you it was another boy.  I was sorry that I couldn’t give you what you wanted. I don’t have that sort of control, but I love our boys. Everything happens for a reason. I know what you want though … I always know what you want, baby…
 
   He delicately traced her shoulder with his fingertips, causing her to stir, but it was short-lived. Just that quickly, she’d fallen back to sleep. He exhaled, understanding that at least at that moment, he would have to accept that she would not be waking up anytime soon. He cursed to himself as he turned the bedroom light off and snuggled close behind her, wrapping his arms around her small waist, waiting tirelessly to jump on the opportunity a couple hours later to make sweet love to his Goddess at last.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “I just don’t know what to say.” Valerie looked around the room at the young women. “Why aren’t you all talking to your boyfriends about these issues? Have you not been listening to anything Saint has been discussing in the tapes and his books?” 
 
   Exasperated, she threw her hand up and left the women sitting there in her extraordinarily decorated dining room with George’s wife, Naomi, looking at them, feeling just as dumbfounded. 
 
   The high, domed ceilings were Cathedral like, which somewhat made all the earth-toned young women look as if they were sitting in church. Twenty-five high-backed red upholstered chairs were lined up in five straight rows, like in a small theater. In the back was a long table full of imported bottles of mineral water, shrimp cocktail, fresh tuna sushi rolls, petit desserts and assorted fancy refreshments prepared by Naomi’s French personal chef. The plush red carpet matched the vast, dense curtains with gold, silk ties. 
 
   In those gorgeous surroundings, Naomi stood there in disbelief. 
 
   She was tall and thin, like her noble husband, George—Saint’s longtime colleague and ‘Knight of the Round Table’ forefather. Her skin the color of roasted coffee beans, she had unbelievably high cheek bones and deep, dark, rich ebony eyes. She defied her age, being the epitome of graceful elegance. Her French accent was still very much prominent as she enunciated each heartfelt word. Her silver hair, with sporadic streaks of black, was pulled back in a tight, braided bun. She turned away and clasped her thin hands as she tried to calm her nerves.
 
   “May I say something?” One of the young ladies raised her hand, waving it around frantically. Naomi turned back to the crowd. The young lady didn’t wait for her to respond. “We are all dating Rainbeaus, obviously, or we wouldn’t even be here, but some of us are just in different stages of development.  That has to be respected, right?” Many of the women nodded in agreement. “I think it’s wrong for you to say that Melanie should be ready to have David meet her family, Ms. Naomi.” Several head nods followed. “These things take time and we all are doing the best we can.” She shrugged.
 
   Naomi clasped her hands and slicked her tongue over her upper lip as she tried to keep composed. 
 
   “No, you haven’t been doing the best you can, dear. If so, there would be growth versus continued reluctance. I’ve been doing these meetings with you ladies since Saint asked that we meet monthly. The problem with that statement is that if David were black, Melanie would have already introduced him by now. Look how long it has been? I could see if this was new, but it’s not.” Naomi put her hands on her narrow hips, her attitude more than apparent.  She pointed directly to Melanie, a short, curvy brown-skinned diva with thick, silky braids. “It’s been eight months! This man still hasn’t met your parents. There is no excuse.”
 
   “Look.” Melanie rolled her eyes. “My mother is not as open minded as most and my step-father … my goodness that would just be a mess. I can’t deal with it right now—it’s too much pressure. I need them to get used to the idea a bit more before I do all of that.”
 
    “So you will keep him in the closet like some stuffed animal?”
 
   “No, but look, what if I do all of that and we break up? I mean, I need to really be sure.” Several nods of agreement followed from the revved up peanut gallery.
 
   “He has taken you on vacations, you met his family; he took the same risks. They have not had a great acceptance of his dating preferences over the years, but he still did it. He has proven to you how much he enjoys your company and this is what you do? Melanie, I’m so frustrated with you. Actually, with just about all of you!” she snapped.
 
   The women began to talk aloud, all on top of one another as the tension in the air built even further.
 
   “Why aren’t some of you getting it?” 
 
   Naomi stormed out of the room, not caring to hear anymore. She ran away, searching for Valerie who was now in her kitchen, leaning over the vast, black granite island counter, absently popping ranch-dipped celery sticks into her mouth. Naomi slammed the double kitchen doors behind her. She threw up her hands and began to pace back and forth. 
 
   “Valerie, I just can’t!” she yelled. “Thanks so much for coming here tonight, I know this isn’t your bag anymore, but…”
 
   Valerie slowly rose from her resting position. Naomi’s rattled nerves became even further unraveled as she clutched and wrung her shaking hands. 
 
   “This is the fifth meeting, Naomi. It’s like nothing has changed. I had to walk away from there,” she said with her mouth full. 
 
   Naomi shrugged. “I don’t understand this!” She picked up a half-drunk glass of wine and chugged it, causing Valerie to stare at her and burst out laughing as she slammed it back down on the counter. Naomi joined in the laughter. “My blood pressure is sky high, Valerie. I want these women out of my sight. I swear it is like they are just here for the hors d'oeuvres.”
 
   Valerie smiled and nodded as she put a carrot stick into her mouth. A few moments passed.
 
   “I’ve got it! Let’s have Saint come over and speak to them!” Valerie offered.
 
   “Oh no, I could never do that. Saint is far too busy and…”
 
   “I can. I hate to say this, but he will do anything for me. It’s true. His attention toward me has actually increased, ever since my sweet James passed. He calls me practically every week just to say ‘hello’, stops by every now and again and is just wonderful, truly the son I never had. I know he’d find a way to get over here, Naomi, as a favor to me, if nothing else. I don’t believe he’s out of town today. He could probably swing by.”
 
   Naomi contemplatively tapped her finger on her bottom lip. Valerie had so graciously offered her home for this evening’s meeting. She didn’t want to put her out any further.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know, Val. He is—”
 
   “Not another word.” Valerie removed her cellphone from her white pearl studded purse while Naomi listened in.
 
   “Hi Saint, this is Valerie. When you get a chance, please give me a call back. The GITS, I mean, the goddesses-in-training are at my home this evening instead of Naomi’s. I’ll get into why later but I was wondering if you could stop by tonight and speak with them. Naomi has bent over backward trying to give them valuable information for their journey, but so many of them are just not understanding it or  ...  I don’t even know.” She sighed in frustration. “I’m rambling on this answering machine, voicemail, whatever it is. Just call me back when you get a chance. Thanks, hon.” She disconnected the call. “I left a message.”
 
   Naomi shrugged. “I better get back out there.” 
 
   She walked back toward the kitchen doors, sighed and left, with Valerie hot on her heels…
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint gritted his teeth and hissed as his muscles clenched. “Shiiiiit…” 
 
   He sighed as his slick body pressed against Xenia’s. Smacking the headboard with his right palm, he felt the last of his explosion leave his body, floating toward her womb. Xenia wrapped her legs tighter around him as he kissed up and down the side of her face. He rested for a couple of minutes, firmly embracing her, his breathing loud and harsh. The warm air from her open mouth caressed his face, and he listened to her panting slow down to a sweet purr. 
 
   Hungrily—with great need—he reached down between them and grabbed his throbbing shaft, brandishing a new, beautiful erection he had full intentions of using. She gave a loud moan when he entered her again, for the third time that evening, forcing her wide open with his slick girth. He rocked his pelvis, pivoted back and forth, jabbed from the left to the right repetitiously as he pushed into her body, vibrating the bed with each forceful lunge. 
 
   “Mmmm … baby!” he yelled as he continued to masterfully pump and thrust. “Gotta make up for lost time. … Uhhh!” he hammered deeply, causing her to claw at his slippery back as he kept working her over with all of his might. 
 
   He looked down at her, watched her coo and wiggle as her fingers ran up and down the nape of his neck. Breathing austerely, he reached over her shoulder and gently moved her hand to hold it, loving her embrace. He continued to stare down at her as he propelled forward, made fervent, fanatical love to her quaking temple. He sucked his bottom lip, turned on by her sexy whispers and mumbles as she became lost inside of her newest orgasm. 
 
   “You want another one, baby?” he asked, small droplets of sweat flowing down his face. 
 
   Xenia shook, vibrating in his grip, possibly unable to answer as the orgasmic tremors continued to take over her body. He heard it again—the juddering of his phone on the nightstand. Ignoring it, he lifted his Queen up in his arms. Still unsteady, she wrapped her arms tightly around his neck. He turned her onto her stomach, spreading her across the bed, and covered her with his body, pressed his hard pelvis into her soft, rounded ass cheeks. Wrapping one arm around the front of her waist, their body pressure now bearing down on his hand, he took his other arm and dove down between her legs, lightly sliding his digits over her pussy, making her buck her ass into his pubic hair. 
 
   He couldn’t make out her incoherent utterances, but he knew all too well what it meant. He continued on, opened her thighs wider with his knee, and slowly entered her, making her scream at the top of her lungs as he immersed himself completely inside of her, touching her core.
 
   “Uhhh!  ...  Uhh! Uh!” He thrust, forcing her body to jar violently back and forth as he kept his finger on her trigger. “This is what you get…” he susurrated. “Falling asleep, knowing I wanted some of that pussy…” He laughed, feeling her vibrate under him as she, too, giggled. 
 
   “I’m sorry … it’s … the … show … I tried to stay … awake … ahhh!”
 
   He snatched his hand from her zone, rose, and pinned her left shoulder down as he fucked her hard and steady. 
 
   “Two damn nights in a row…” He frowned. “You know I need your pussy, baby,” he said breathlessly. Then, as if a light switch came on, he changed his tone to dark and sinister. “You will pay for being so goddamn stingy!” 
 
   He continued to push in and out of her. He hadn’t been able to rouse her that previous morning, nor that afternoon. But this evening, he would no longer be denied. 
 
   Xenia looked over her shoulder and up at him, smiling wide. “Yessssss! … Make me pay, baby!”
 
   He pulled out of her, snatched her up from the disheveled bed into his strong arms and pressed her abruptly against the cool, hard bedroom wall. Reaching over, he smacked a panel nearby, causing the lights to turn off and a strobe light to begin while heavy base dubstep music blared. Jamiroquai’s Blue Skies in techno-bass and its induced, ear splitting chords wondrously pulsated through both of their wet, orgasmic-filled bodies. The vibrations extended even inside of her pussy, which palpitated and swelled against this hungry dick. 
 
   The music was so delectably loud, the subwoofers in the wall blasting and shaking as if they were having seizures. Xenia’s eyes widened and her lips parted. He smirked, enjoying her display. He knew, she knew that something outrageous was getting ready to happen … and oh, how he loved surprising her. 
 
   A brash noise, much like that of a power drill, screamed obnoxiously loud bass, blasting from the thumping speakers switched to a variant heart-pounding dance tune that threatened to cause the molecular cell structures in their ear canals to rave and collide. He looked into her piercing dark brown eyes, his heart about to beat out of his chest as he prepared to turn up the notch on the seductive festivities…
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Xenia bit down hard on her full bottom lip as he slowly slid her down the wall, carried her away and swung their bedroom door open. He took her to the top of their winding staircase. 
 
   Oh shit, I knew it. Every time we go too long without sex, this is what happens. … He wears me out, does crazy shit. I wanted it, I have no idea how I kept falling asleep like this. Never mind that, he is going to kill my pussy. The last time this happened, he was out of town for four days. He came home and attacked me, right there in the laundry room. I couldn’t even get my clothes off. … He slammed the door and locked it so the kids wouldn’t see. Up on the dryer, he turned it on and fucked me fast, sideways. No warning, nothing … felt so damn good ... 
 
   Xenia continued to reminisce as she watched Saint drift into obscure thoughts. During the laundry room tryst, she’d tried to not think of the bleach and detergent spilling all over the floor any further, making a disaster. Instead, she focused on the moment, and now she was doing the same. 
 
   Her soft, big, curly afro had been pinned into a wondrous puff; now, the clip and flower were lost. It had happened some time between her husbands repeated manhandling of her nature and his sensual kisses up and down her weakened body. It wasn’t uncommon for him to give her five different hairstyles before their lovemaking sessions were over. She chuckled inside at the thought as she ran her fingers through her soft coif. 
 
   Still blaring loudly throughout the house, the music was no worry; their children were spending the night at their grandmother’s with their cousin and aunt. She knew Saint meant what he said—that he’d be making up for lost time. 
 
   She wanted him so badly; she tried to stay up but then, she would succumb to her overwhelming exhaustion. She’d been working hard for her new radio talk show and it had worn her down—and now, he was going to wear her down too, bit by bit, flesh to flesh; she was done for. She knew he was possessive of not only her, but also their sex life. He treated it like a living, breathing independent entity that needed to be fed and loved, and his intensity for it never lessoned. It only grew stronger, more demanding and nastier... 
 
   Before she knew it, he walked down a few steps then sat down on one, having her face him and straddle his lap. She wrapped her warm thighs around his waist and looked him in the eye, while tracing his bare, sweaty chest with her fingertips, to his navel. Then he lifted her up, and she braced herself when he grabbed his thick, long cock and pushed half-way up inside of her, causing her to fall to the side, to shudder and moan. 
 
   “Mmmmm! Oh, Saint…” she cried as she pressed her eyes closed, anticipating his next move.
 
   He tightened his hold as he moved his bare ass up and down off the steps, going down, down, down, one by one, thrusting inside of her tight, wet canal a few times on each step while he maneuvered his way slowly but surely. They sighed simultaneously, going into some strange, tantric trance and dance of him fastening her to his in-motion body, his pelvis rotating, as he moved deeply inside of her. She opened her eyes then quickly closed them again as he buried himself all the way, shocking her senses.
 
   “Oh shit,” Xenia uttered as she held on to him, her body limply accepting the sweet fucking he was administering. 
 
   He crawled down the steps slowly, like a crab, twisting his waist in strange, sharp, rhythmic ways as he continued to push into her with careful precision. The hardness of his dick, the coolness of the steps and the way he took the curves of the staircase was just too much to bear. She started to cum again, to rain down on his stiff, hungry dick, to coat him in her syrupy appreciation. Grabbing the back of her head, he forced her closer toward him and slipped his tongue inside of her mouth, to match the tempo of his whirling pelvis. He released her as they locked eyes.
 
   “Yes, baby, that’s it,” he said in a low voice as he continued to move inside of her, pumping deeper and deeper. 
 
   Keeping his balance, he continued to make his way down the steps until she was a human puddle in his embrace. He cupped her chin and forced her to look into his eyes. His stare was intense—eyes narrowed as he wrapped his arm around her waist and started to go back up the steps in reverse, winding, pumping and thrusting  ...  making her lose her goddamn mind.
 
   “Oh God!” she screamed as another series of orgasms seized her languid body. 
 
   This time he fucked her faster, harder—his stroke long and forceful as he carefully navigated his way backwards. The bouncing up and down, his dexterity and the hellacious sexy look in his eyes was too much for her to take. 
 
   “Carnage...” was all she could muster. 
 
   A wide smile creased her damp face as the bass from the loud techno-dubstep music continued on. 
 
   “Carnage? I’m killin’ that pussy, baby? It’s a massacre, huh? Murder that shit...” He smiled, maintaining his pace. He was in complete control, and kept his balance as if he were a professional tight rope artist. “It’s my pussy. I’ll do what I want to it … and I want that divine pussy all over my dick … all … night … long … keep … pussy hugging … that … dick! Take all that mothafuckin’ dick!”  he hissed as he kept moving in rhythm to the music, the entire way. 
 
   “Mmmm, I am. ... Believe me, I want all that dick, baby. You gon’ learn, today,” she teased as she glared at him, their bodies rocking back and forth against one another.
 
   “Well shit, keep doing what you’re doing to ... me ... goddamn it! I’ve been a bad boy. Teach me a mothafuckin’ lesson, make me pay.”
 
   Xenia chuckled but soon stopped, gasping as Saint drew all the way back, then shot back inside of her swiftly and without warning—balls deep.
 
   Almost fifteen minutes later, Saint made his way back up to the top of the steps, covered in sweat from head to toe.
 
   He leaned his head back and trembled relentlessly beneath her, holding her so tightly, she almost couldn’t breathe. He took one arm and hooked it over the gold banister, his long fingers gripping it with all of his might, causing the veins in his wrist to extend and seem to pulsate under his light, golden skin. Here … he … goes…
 
   “Uh! Uhhhh! Uh! Uhhhh! Uh! Uh!!! Fuck!!!” He moved so fast, so fucking hard, his big cock slamming inside of her so deep that she had to rub her stomach, sure he was in there, too… 
 
   “Fuuuck!” He rose. His damp hair fell onto her breasts as he pressed her down roughly onto his groin, making her take every rigid, pulsating inch of his ravenous cock. He disappeared inside of her as if his life depended on it.
 
   “Saint! Shit!” she screamed breathlessly as he forced her to cum again with his thrusts. 
 
   Her next orgasm arrived, jerkily climbing through her entire body, right along with the blasting music while he repeatedly banged his groin into her clit and his thickness, spreading her wide open, demanded her pussy embrace, probing every nerve inside of her. Her pussy latched onto his dick and never let go. He pulled his head away from her breasts and looked deeply into her eyes.  
 
   “Ahhhhhhhhhhhh! Fuck, baby! Take all of that, baby! All that fucking cum! Ahhhh!” 
 
   He shot the warm liquid, his dick blasting off inside of her like a machine gun. His eyes rolled as he continued to scream and release, scream and release.
 
   “Xenia, oh … my God … damn!” 
 
   He continued to shake beneath her. He looked so helpless as he winded down … almost like he could just cry. He released the banister and held her back, thrusting softly, lightly, as her pussy took his final silky emissions. Xenia smiled at him, kissed his lips softly as he completely settled. Then, he held her steady as she shifted onto his lap. He rubbed her chin, smiled sexily and said, “Now that … was the stairway to heaven…” 
 
   He gently kissed her, rubbing his lips up and down hers before snaking his tongue back inside of her mouth…
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Saint exited the bathroom, a thick black towel wrapped around his sculpted body while soft chillstep music now played, replacing his beloved jerky, heavy bass tunes from just moments before. Xenia remained at her bathroom sink, brushing her teeth. He looked around the bedroom.
 
   “Baby,” he called out. “Have you seen my phone? It was here on the nightstand and now it’s gone.”
 
   “Yeah, it fell on the floor. Look by the side, there,” she yelled back around a mouth full of toothpaste. He looked back at her and winked.
 
   “Okay,” he muttered as he continued to scan by his side of the bed. He finally saw it, lying face down. He bent down and picked it up. “Here it is. Thanks.” 
 
   He checked his ‘missed calls’ and noticed several, but the one that stuck out immediately was Valerie’s. She rarely contacted him, which caused him some concern. He sat down on the side of the bed and listened to the voicemails that had accumulated. 
 
   “Yo man, this is Raphael. We was thinkin’ about comin’ down this summer for a va-cay, or maybe in the fall. Let me know if that’s cool and what your schedule is like. Get at me dog. Woof! Woof!” Followed by laughter.
 
   Next call…
 
   “I see you have changed your voicemail greeting once again, Saint. Are you some sort of moonlighting Disc Jockey? Spinning records at will? And for God’s sake! It’s too bloody loud! Please excuse me while I repair my split eardrum. Is it truly necessary to have such garish music playing during a phone greeting? In any case, I’m sure you know that this is George. There are five meetings scheduled next week, one of which is off site. The Jamboree Rainbeau Conference in Tallahassee is approaching and I need to speak to you about a faction there that may be of interest to you. Also, it was a pleasure having lunch with you the other day. Thank you for picking up the tab, though it was highly unnecessary. Had I known in advance, I would have ordered two lobster tails versus one. Have a good evening.”
 
   Saint chuckled and went to the next voicemail.
 
    “Saint, it’s Lawrence. The new guy, Taylor—you know, the twenty-three year old from Arkansas? He said his mother has gone crazy, threatening him. I’m not sure what the hell exactly is going on, but she’s threatened to not only come up here to L.A. and take him out of our protective custody, but has told his girlfriend she will kill her if she doesn’t leave her son alone. He wanted to speak to you. Let me know a good time he can have some one-on-one time with you. Also, I need to talk to you about some other matters. Thanks.”
 
   Always some bullshit goin’ on ... 
 
   He rubbed his chin and played the next message, casually looking back at Xenia who was now washing her face. 
 
   God, I love that woman ... 
 
   “Hi Saint, this is Valerie…” Saint listened to the rest of her voicemail and immediately called her.
 
   “Hey Valerie,” he said as he readjusted on the bed.
 
   “Hi Saint, are you busy? I’m so sorry to have called you this late.”
 
   “No, it’s fine. I played your message back … so you wanted me to stop by?” he asked as he slowly stood and made his way to his closet, looking for a pair of jeans and a shirt to put on.
 
   “Yeah, everyone is getting ready to leave now, but I could get them to stay. Things are not going well.” She exhaled loudly. “I don’t know what to do. These meetings aren’t doing much. I know it’s only been five of them, and I know these things take time but Naomi is so frustrated, Saint. I offered to help her tonight, and now I can see what she is talking about. It’s like they want the relationship, but still want to keep it a secret, and there is other stuff, too. You weren’t kidding when you said this was the worse of the bunch.”
 
   Saint nodded. “That’s why I put that group of women together, Valerie. Their boyfriends are new to the organization, and they are the ones I saw immediately were in the most need. I want to warn you though; I will speak to them very candidly if you have me come by there this evening. I don’t know … if James ever told you, but I…”
 
   “Saint, I know.” He could hear her grin through the words she spoke. “I know about how you speak to the Rainbeaus, how you conduct yourself at the conferences, and I heard what you said at the Queendom Conference last year. I was given a tape. It’s a different approach, shall we say.” She chuckled, “But I’m old-fashioned. What you do is effective, and I can’t argue with effectiveness. Your strategies work; ours, right now, for this particular group, are not. So, I called a professional.”
 
   “Okay, as long as you understand what is going to happen,” he explained as he started to get dressed.
 
   “Yes, I and Naomi understand what to expect.”
 
   “Very well.” Saint sighed. “I’ll be over shortly.” 
 
   He disconnected the call and made his way over to the master suite bathroom. Leaning against the door, he watched Xenia bent over, naked, clipping her toenails, her foot on the closed toilet seat lid. He traced his lips with his tongue, receiving a new boner as he looked at her bare ass bob around. The sound of the clipping noise was fast drowned out by his lust-filled thoughts. He snuck behind her, making her jump and laugh when she felt his jean covered groin pressed into her ass.
 
   “A little  jumpy? A little anal?” he laughed huskily as he ran his finger down her ass crack. “I haven’t had any of this in at least a month … mmmmmm…” 
 
   He sucked his index finger, then gently inserted it inside of her butt, making her reach up wild-eyed to brace herself against the wall. He watched her in the mirror reflection, getting more and more turned on by the millisecond. She dropped the clippers; they smacked against the floor as she gritted her teeth. 
 
   “What are you tightening up for?” His eyebrow arched as he felt her sphincter muscle grip his finger. “You know I’m gentle…” He felt himself losing control as he continued to push his finger in and out her, more at ease after she relaxed. She remained silent as she slowly rotated her hips, humping his finger ever so slowly. 
 
   “Mmmm baby, yeah…” His erection grew exponentially. “Can I get some of this later tonight?” he asked as he bent over her back, gripping her shoulder with his free hand. He looked down at his pants, tented by his fat cock. 
 
   “Yeah,” she whispered. “Why not right now?” She looked at him devilishly.  He could tell she was turned on, aroused, on fire … barely even able to communicate, though she kept trying. 
 
   “Baby, I need to run over to Valerie’s real quick.” He slowly removed his finger from her ass, turned toward the sink and thoroughly washed his hands.
 
   Xenia sighed, picked up the clippers and turned toward him. Saint looked at her out of the corner of his eye. There was no denying her annoyance.
 
   “Why did you get me worked up like that if you were going to leave, Saint?” She put her hand on her hip. “You know it takes me a minute to get warmed up for ass play, you know how sensitive I am about it … and you started it. Now you’re leaving, and later you’ll have to start up all over again. I’ll be on pins and needles now that I know in advance what you have in store.”
 
   “You’d prefer me to just spring it on you, huh? No warning? Booya! Dick in ya ass!” He laughed as he moved his pelvis forward, pretending to have sex.
 
   Xenia rolled her eyes, obviously trying to keep from laughing. “I’m so sick of your shit.”
 
   “And I love you, too.” He winked at her.
 
    “The boys aren’t here. The timing is perfect. I’m not tired for a change; well, I am, but you took what you wanted anyway this time, on the damn steps…” She laughed, then turned serious again. “What is this all about anyway?”
 
   “Well,” Saint grabbed his belt and looped it through his slightly baggy dark jeans, “she called me while we were making love and left an important message. You know the monthly meetings for the ladies?”
 
   “Yeah. They had one tonight, right?”
 
   “Attempted to.” Saint shook his head. “The monthly meetings aren’t going well and they need my help. She and Naomi feel like the women aren’t taking this seriously, they’re not listening and that could essentially jeopardize their relationships.”
 
   Xenia nodded, but was still visibly miffed.
 
   He looked her up and down, lust still running through his veins. “I got really turned on by seeing you bent over like that. Damn! Trust me, I’m just as pissed as you are. But I’ll be back to finish the job, baby.  I promise I won’t be long.” 
 
   He dried his hands and kissed her forehead, then her lips, ever so slowly—lingering there, letting their warm breath bath each other’s faces. She smiled up at him as they just stood there, holding one another, neither of them wanting to be the first to pull away.
 
   He finally did—not without regret.
 
   “Get the lube out for later. Plenty of it … uptight ass…” He grinned, causing her to playfully punch his shoulder. He kissed her again, then headed out the bedroom door…
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: two]CHAPTER 2 
 
    
 
   Saint ran his tongue over his pristine white teeth as he waited for Valerie to open the enormous double iron gates to her sprawling estate. He pulled into the driveway of James and Valerie’s mansion—the place he’d always run to when he needed his surrogate father’s advice, or was invited to yet another seven-course family dinner prepared by nationally acclaimed chefs. 
 
   He pushed the sullen memories out of his mind, trying to stay focused. Instead of getting into the proper mindset, his plans were thwarted. Feelings of resentment were born. He could taste the irritation brewing from the pit of his stomach, flowing up to his throat. This was all due to one thing—his sexual withdrawal. His addiction to Xenia’s body was finally being fed and before he could receive a second much-wanted and needed helping, a call of distress rang out. In typical Saint fashion, he could not ignore it. The loving he was promised was dashed temporarily to take care of a matter he was not particularly in the mood to address. He stepped out of his silver Lamborghini, rolled his neck and cracked his knuckles, his eyelids drooping in annoyance.
 
   “Time for some bullshit. Doing this for Valerie though, she needs me. Silly ass shit. You get with a Rainbeau and want to play fuckin’ games…” he muttered under his breath as he walked up the cobblestone path to the walkway, his heavy steps echoing with each confident stride. 
 
   He soon stood before the all-too-familiar colossal double doors between the white ribbed pillars. Before he could ring the doorbell, Naomi pulled one of the doors wide open. Light instantly encased him; he stood shining from head to toe. Naomi smiled at him. Even she, tall in stature, looked small compared to the extraordinary entrance way. He could hear Valerie’s footsteps in the near distance. The older woman made her way closer to Saint, her face beaming.
 
   “Saint, please come inside,” Naomi offered as she moved off to the side of him. Whispering voices immediately caught his attention. He turned to his immediate left and took notice of the finger pointing, snickering and laughter.
 
   “Oh my God! That’s him!” he heard someone say.
 
   “Girl, he looks good as hell! Damn! If Brad looked like that, I’d never let him leave my sight!”
 
   That was followed by more laughter. Naomi and Valerie looked at each other, grimaced, and rolled their eyes.
 
   “We’re so sorry, Saint,” Valerie offered as she took him by the hand and led him into the dining room to the crowd of young women who scattered about, pretending they hadn’t been peeking at him from the side of the wall. “I know you’d rather be asleep right now.”
 
   Not quite … but it does involve a bed…
 
   The women immediately quieted as Valerie stood in front of them, her hand tightly wound around Saint’s fingers. All eyes were on him, sizing him up as the young ladies took their seats. He scanned the room closely, taking in the assortment of women of various hues, body types and hairstyles. All of them had different personalities and beliefs, but the one thing they had in common was that they were first or second time Rainbeau daters—and they were wet behind the ears … and scared shitless. 
 
   Saint chewed his inner jaw and crossed his arms over his broad chest, now covered with a gray V-necked t-shirt. 
 
   “I’m not going to say ‘hello Queens’, to any of you.” He slowly released Valerie’s hand and began to leisurely pace the front of the room. “‘Hello’ would denote that I am happy to be here … that I am happy with the progress made. In fact, I’m not.” He sighed and shoved his hands into his pockets. He paused and looked at them from the corner of his eye. “These two women have taken time out of their lives to help you. They didn’t have to do shit for you. They already earned their dues!”
 
   The room suddenly turned serious. A hush poured over the crowd, and not one woman moved a muscle.
 
   “They have invaluable expertise, experiences and knowledge. You know nothing about what it was like to have to fight to even be in the same room with a Rainbeau, to be treated equally, let alone date him!” His voice rose, shaking the space as if it had fists and the walls were cage bars. “These two women endured the civil rights movement, something none of you know a damn thing about! ’Cept maybe on television and from history books.” He scratched under his eye as he briefly deliberated. “Naomi’s marriage was considered null and void when she moved here to America from France with her husband, my colleague and mentor, George. Valerie was told her marriage was illegal! That she was shacking up with a white man, when she had in fact married that man, before a Priest, the one priest in the entire state of California who was willing to perform the ceremony at that time!”
 
   Naomi and Valerie both looked down at the ground as they listened to Saint speak on their behalf. He continued to pace back and forth, his body tense, his voice tenser. 
 
    “This was back in the ’50s and ’60s but it really wasn’t that long ago. They had to fight persecution to be with the men they loved. You think they weren’t scared? You think they woke up happy to see yet another burning cross on the damn lawn and that’s no exaggeration—both of them saw it! And here you sit, on easy street,” he turned toward the crowd, pointing a long finger at them as his eyes lowered and his brows knitted, “compared to what these two women endured.” He pointed to Valerie and Naomi who were now off to the side, closer by the door as if preparing to make their grand escape. “And you’re not willing to tell your goddamn parents you’re in love with a white boy because you don’t want them to see you differently! Shit! Is that what love is nowadays?! What happened to all that loyalty, huh?! What happened to the ride-or-die chick? Or is that only reserved for mothafuckas who are brown like you, but didn’t earn a goddamn thing—you just gave the shit away willingly?! Respect is earned! What happened, huh? Tell me!”
 
   He could feel the nervousness in the room. The women seemed to huddle together, some looking at one another in confusion.
 
   “Now, I know it takes time to get used to this. I’m not being heartless. I can understand a few months, needing to get used to the stares and all of that, but some of you in here have been dating the same man for over a year. His parents and friends know all about you, and he may have paid the consequences, but you won’t do the same!” He scanned the room again. “Most of you are, what? Under thirty?”
 
   A few women nodded.
 
   “Most of you look to be between the ages of twenty-one and thirty.” He continued to pace, and rubbed his forehead as if he had a headache. He sighed. “I know some of you personally, from your boyfriends.” He was calmer now. “I know what some of them are going through. They are going against everyone and everything, to be with you. You have to extend that same courteousy or please, just let him go.” Saint stopped walking and turned toward them, his expression grave. 
 
   “Just let him go, so he can find someone who is not so afraid to let him love her! I’m not making light of fear. Fear is real, but when you allow it to make your decisions for you, you will always end up with less than what you had when you first started. I think…” He stopped midsentence and looked at Valerie and Naomi. “Queens, Mother Valerie and Mother Naomi, it is my strong suggestion that you leave me alone with them from this point on.”
 
   Naomi and Valerie nodded, not needing an explanation. Saint knew that they’d understand that his disposition was about to get raw, rough and uncut. He waited for the two ladies to close the doors. He paused a few more moments as he heard them walk away across the marble floor. 
 
   Saint looked back over at the women, whose eyes appeared as large as saucers. He leaned against a buffet table, crossed his arms and ankles, and put on a grimace. The room remained quiet for what interminable seconds before he spoke again. 
 
   “What is the mothafuckin’ problem, huh?” he asked calmly, waving his arm in the air. “Here we are, five months into this shit, these meetings, and I just don’t get this. You can call either of these ladies, anytime you need to. They told you that. Shit, even my own wife has extended herself to a couple of you who voiced an interest in broadcasting and journalism. My wife is busy, too! Real busy! Yet she did that for you. Stop playing with these women’s time. You’re causing your boyfriends all sorts of heartache, because you’re afraid. Let’s just say it, you need to hear the words so you can understand how disrespectful what you’re doing is.”
 
   “Disrespectful? Ain’t nobody being disrespectful. What do you mean? Is that what you really mean to say?” someone blurted.
 
   “Yes, do you need a formal definition of the word? I didn’t stutter.”
 
   The woman hushed, rolled her eyes and turned away.
 
   “Your man asked you, ‘When am I going to meet your family, Kia?’” Saint pointed to a young woman in the back. “‘When can I meet your mom, Danielle?’” His eyes shot to a woman sitting in the front row. 
 
   “Over half of you in here haven’t let your man meet your mother. That’s fucked up. Not because the opportunity hasn’t arisen, but you’ve been purposefully avoiding it because of what she might say.” He shook his head, looked down at the ground and gritted his teeth. “If you can’t even handle telling your mama, whom you’re living with, that you’re screwing and dating a Rainbeau, how in the hell will you be okay with the goddamn world’s reaction toward you? Y’all ain’t ready for this! I want to help you get ready, though.” 
 
   Several women nodded. The mood became slightly more relaxed.
 
   “This is severe because of what your actions, or lack thereof, signify. It means you don’t take the relationship seriously. The most important people in your life have not met your man and you’re doing that on purpose, because of his race, not because you and your family don’t get along. Not because they are all about drama. … It is strictly about his race. You have outwardly said, ‘I cannot take you home, because you are not black.’ That’s what you’ve fuckin’ said!”
 
   The women whispered amongst themselves.
 
   He shook his head. “Is there something else going on?” He raised his hands. “Look ladies, we just need to get down to the nitty gritty. I’m here, so just ask me the questions you need to ask. Let’s hash this out so that it’s done and over with.”
 
   After a few seconds of silence, a hand shot up in the crowd. Saint looked at her and nodded.
 
   “Yes, Empress, what is the question?”
 
   The twenty-four year old looked around the room. Her caramel complexion glowed under the lights. Her hair was brushed away from her face and tied into a sloppy ball of plaits. Two diamond stud earrings glimmered in her ears and she looked shy as she caressed her prominent collar bone with her fingertips.
 
   “Hi, Dr. Aknaten,” she said almost inaudibly.
 
   “Hello. What’s your name?”
 
   “Syra.”
 
   “Syra? That’s a very pretty name.” 
 
   “Thank you.” She grinned widely. “My question—well, it’s kind of a comment too—is that, when I just dated black guys, I know I didn’t have these hang ups and I know it’s causing problems in my relationship with Justin now. I have a lot of ex-boyfriends. I thought I had this dating stuff down pat, but with Justin, it feels like I’m starting from scratch. He never cheated on me or anything, but it’s like I have all this baggage. I am scared, I’ll admit it, but I think there is more to it. I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Saint listened intently and could feel the sincerity from her.
 
   “So, with the black men you were with, there was a sense of peace because of the cultural awareness and familiarity?” he asked, standing to his full height.
 
   “Yes, I guess you could say that.”
 
   “And all of those black men you were with, the good ones, the bad ones, and the ones that don’t really fit into either category, received more credit, even when they hadn’t earned it yet, right? It was because they were of African descent?” He was building his case, and so desperately needed her to follow along, to grasp each section of track he was laying out before he started the train of understanding. 
 
   “Yes.” She nodded.
 
   “And you fucked them  ...  or let them fuck you, right?”
 
   Syra looked around the room and blushed. 
 
   “Don’t get quiet on me now. You may be young, but you’re grown and this is a conversation that adults need to have.”
 
   Saint could see her squirming, her skin becoming flush. “Yes, some of them,” she answered quietly as she sat on her hands. 
 
   “And you let them cum in you…”
 
   Whispers and a few giggles erupted in the room. Syra looked up at him, confused.
 
   “I’m not trying to embarrass you,” he reassured, his tone even and caring. “I think, though, that you’ve hit upon something very important, and it can help others, so I’m trying to make a point here. Now, can you answer the question?”
 
   “Well, some.” She looked away. “But what does all of that have to do with this?” 
 
   “It has everything to do with it, Syra.” He began to pace the room again. “What some of you are failing to understand is that your focus on the ethnic differences really isn’t the only problem here. This is about a human condition. Regardless of your past lover’s race, your new lover is paying that man’s tab. Syra is smart enough to realize that she has baggage, but she doesn’t know how it got there. We can’t permanently move bags away, if we don’t know who placed them there and how the trash accumulated in the first place, ladies.” 
 
   He sighed and glided slowly across the room. 
 
   “All that will do is cause us to do double work. If you walk into your bedroom and see a bunch of garbage on the floor, you want to know how it got there, if you don’t recall putting it there with your own two hands—but you treat your soul with less care, each and every day. You don’t question all the shit lying around inside of you. Let’s take a look at it.”
 
   He had their undivided attention.
 
   “A man puts his imprint on you when you make love. When he cums in you, that is him leaving a mark, like a fingerprint. I’ve said this I don’t know how many times. I know for a fact, that many of you in here know that I’ve said this, and I explained in great detail how it happens and why but you still aren’t getting the connection to that situation, to where you are right now, today!” 
 
   He pointed to the ground. 
 
   “So, I’m just going to back track for a second, so you can follow along. Now, when you get with another man, that imprint from the previous man is still there inside of you. Then you got another man, and now you have all those previous imprints, smudges, dirt, fingerprints, their residue, so that by the time you meet your soul mate, he has to wade through all of this bullshit to get to your heart.”  
 
   Several women nodded in understanding.
 
   “He is swimming in the baggage of other men because it reprogrammed you. It made you trust less—that is programming. When you trust less because of a previous situation, that is emotional, mental and sexual programming. Programming is when an event occurs—whether positive or negative, it doesn’t matter—and you react to it, via your behaviors and actions for months, sometimes years to come. The situation made you bitter. That is more programming. It made you needier. That is even more programming, ladies. You are a broken down version of your full glory and former selves. You become the weakened version of you. All of those men that were inside of you left a calling card, all of them. It wasn’t one of upliftment and love, it was just trash. That is what baggage is, Empresses. A woman’s interpersonal baggage comes from her heart being broken. It happened when you realized that he just wanted to screw you.” 
 
   He crossed his arms again over his chest.
 
    “Let me explain to you what the hell happens, so that when you leave here, there will be no doubt in your mind as to why you need to stop all this foolishness and fuckery!” 
 
   His suddenly raised voice and jarred them all to full alertness. 
 
   “Syra, what would you say that your last boyfriend, before your Rainbeau, felt about you?”
 
   She shrugged. “I’m not certain. He didn’t treat me well and to me, actions speak louder than words. He told me he loved me though.”
 
   Saint nodded. “Right—he told you he loved you, but his actions told you that he hated you. What did he do? Cheat?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, amongst other things.”
 
   “Do you ladies understand that a man who hates you, from no provocation of your own, also hates himself? You need to understand that. You need to understand your baggage, so we can move this shit out of the way and you can allow your Rainbeau to love you, freely. You are setting up the road block and expecting him to still be able to pass through! Unfair! We need to see how it got there, the shit, the baggage—to see what’s in it and what it is made of!” 
 
   Saint pounded his fist into his palm.
 
   “When a man who hates himself ejaculates in you, you have been poisoned.  There is no other way to say it, or sugarcoat it. That’s poison. A man who hates women, his mother, and himself will cum in you, and leave venom. You’ve taken in his demons. His semen is flowing through your body, re-wiring you, jacking your natural, creator-set programming up—which is your warehouse default, but now it’s all screwed up. That mothafucka turned your light into sludge. He needed a reprieve. Now, what have I taught you? Semen is…”
 
   “Life,” many women said in unison.
 
   “Exactly. In semen is life, so when a man that is messed up, emotionally and spiritually, cums in you, he is giving you that messed up emotion and spirit … his life, as he feels it! He is creating an unsanitary place where no love can grow—only fear and resentment. Think of semen as a foundation, as soil. Cracked foundations have trouble growing anything of value but easily allow bad, dank things to cultivate. Bad soil grows nothing but weeds that try to strangle flowers left from your new man. It may not have been your actual physical body, but your peace of mind, your emotional wellbeing and sexual programming has been defiled—has been raped—and you signed up for it.” 
 
   A brief glimpse of Payton came into his mind. He gritted his teeth in anger, and then quickly refocused.
 
   “It was in the life he expelled from his body into yours, and he poisoned you. It was a violation. Your temple and spirit were desecrated and your chi does not know the difference between this sort of trauma and rape. Your body and mind knows the difference, but your soul, does not. In the end, to your spirit, it all feels the same because it leaves you lesser than you were before. You have been robbed and didn’t even know it.”
 
   He saw the light come on in some women’s eyes. He saw the re-awakening needed in order to educate, and it spurred him on.
 
   “It knows no difference because a trauma occurred, meaning there was defilement. You were violated, gave the green light to the shit; you just didn’t know you had!” 
 
   His words were hitting home.
 
   “When he doesn’t give a shit about you, and he is on top of you, underneath you, skin to skin—that, within itself, is contamination but then, once he is inside of you, thrusting and eventually cumming, you have become him. Why do you think it is called, ‘becoming as one’?! There is truth to some theological principles. Whichever one in the partnership has the more aggressive spirit will gobble and spill into the other. Typically, it is the man. That is part of the design. Since we are your protectors, we are in charge of keeping all aspects of you well and in good health. We also become you, ladies, to some degree, during intercourse, but if we are messed up, it isn’t enough to help or change us—and change has to be wanted.” He ran his hand through his hair, and continued.
 
   “Let’s go back to my statement of becoming ‘one’.  It’s not because you got married, it is because there is an understanding that the marriage, the union, will be consummated; so with or without a marriage certificate, your heart has told your spirit, that every man who came in you is your husband!” 
 
   At that bold admission, the whispering immediately began amongst the women as they looked around at each other.
 
   “I said it before—women, especially young women like you, are many times more clingy after sex and that’s why! It’s in your fucking programming because it is how you are spiritually built! The woman who can have casual sex and not care one little bit is suppressing the emotions due to trauma, not because she is a boss or some shero! You’re not a man, and you will never be one! And that’s beautiful! You have to be this way because you take care of us and the babies. We aren’t shit without you, but I don’t want to get off track, so back to the theology of this...” He shook his head.
 
   “For the Christians, it is like the story when Jesus asked a woman how many husbands she had. She said none and he corrected her, because she had slept with several! When a self-loathing man tells you to break him off a little somethin’ somethin’, he means it! He wants to break off a piece of your spirit because he needs to destroy you, in order to feel better about himself!” This was followed by applause. 
 
   “Here is the bottom line,” Saint continued, his tone strong and authoritative. “You become ill, too, just like him. If he is emotionally damaged, you become emotionally damaged, and all of his hatred for himself and you, he has left inside of you. And he is relieved, because he has treated your body like a garbage can and dumped his sicknesses inside of you. That, Empresses, is your mothafuckin’ baggage!”
 
   Another outburst of applause. 
 
   “What happens to a trashcan filled with garbage? It becomes unsightly. You have to clean it, scrub it and sometimes, even after all of that, there is still evidence that trash was inside of it. If you fill a container with all of the things you love, it becomes beautiful. If you love gumdrops, glitter and designer shoes and put all of that in a gift box and wrap it up, it’s just dazzling, right?”
 
   He smiled as several women nodded.
 
   “However, if you fill a container with everything you hate, you won’t want to look at it … and that is what happens here. I know many of you have experienced this.” He locked eyes with several of the women. “The mothafucka that doesn’t call you again after he hits, but the sex was on point  ...  you know the one.” 
 
   He pointed out into the sea of ladies.
 
   “Once this type of man cums in you, he will not to talk to you. You’re unsightly because he’s dumped his garbage inside of you. He has used you to get that shit, that deep, nasty, filthy shit,” Saint gnashed his teeth as he brought his point home, “out of his body, at least for the time being. He keeps trying to fuck everything in sight to release, it because that Y chromosome in him, and how he feels about himself and women, is based on negativity and he wants to get that shit out of him! He fucking hates his ‘Y’ chromosome because he hated the goddess within—who happens to be his own mother, who gave him half of his DNA, and any woman who will lay with him!”
 
   Once more, women began to clap; some jumped out of their seats and cheered loudly.
 
   “If you have a pussy, you’re marked for his kill. After he is done with you, you end up feelin’ like him, too—hating yourself but you don’t know why. He knows he feels so much better once it is out of his damn body! But then, the demon regenerates and … he has to do it all over a fucking ’gin! He never addressed his issues. He just keeps runnin’ around town, fucking and fucking and fucking! He has to go out, and suck the energy out of some woman who is naïve, unaware or devalued herself to the point that she is just honored that this man wants to screw her—because she doesn’t want to see him for what he really is, and that is a monster.”
 
   Saint briefly closed his eyes, trying desperately to calm down. This was one of the many topics that drove him over the edge. He was passionate about it and his research led him to this very spot, where he understood, without a shadow of a doubt, that this is what hurt people—really hurt people... 
 
   “So, after he fucks you, and he doesn’t call again, it’s because you were a trash can to him. I know that it sounds mean, harsh and truly fucked up, but that’s what it is, ladies. You were a trashcan, a receptacle, for him to fill with his degenerate, foul cum and it will take you some time to get spiritually clean after that. Now,” he smiled mirthlessly as he looked down at the ground, “your Rainbeau, has to wade through all this damn baggage … because you let this disgusting creature dump his load in you.”
 
   The room became silent again as all the pieces began to come together.
 
   “Now, you’re afraid—which is only an excuse. You’re afraid to give yourself fully and freely to your Rainbeau, but you still expect him to wade through all that filthy bullshit. And he is doing it, he is, or you wouldn’t even be sitting here tonight. You’re a damn project. We all are, because trauma is a part of life. Don’t make it hard on the ones who love you though, ladies. Your Rainbeau is doing it, cleaning up the mess, because he wants you so damn badly and you won’t even let him meet your damn mother. How fucking cruel can you be? I know it isn’t on purpose—you didn’t know what you were doing—but I’m here to tell you what you’ve done, so you can stop it!”
 
   “But how do we stop it? How do we get rid of it?” someone called out. The desperation in her voice let Saint know that the anonymous women knew all too well what he was saying.
 
   “How do you sanitize yourself after something like that? First, you get up and detox. You detox your entire body, ladies. I am talking about physically because even though that relationship with that man from the past is over, he has still left his code inside of you. You first eat only non-meat broth, fruits and vegetables, and drink water. Then, you go down to purées. Then, you go down to only liquids and once you’ve cleansed your body out, you slowly add your diet back with fresh fruits and vegetables, grains, and so forth. You have to rid your body of the toxins he has put inside of you physically and spiritually. Semen is protein. Protein has a clinging agent ... yet no one looked into the spiritual implications of that.”
 
   Many women looked around the room at one another then back at Saint, totally entrenched in the information he was giving them.
 
   “When you mix DNA with someone, they are inside of you and the only way to get rid of them is to first jump on the physical and then work your way deeper inside your spiritual center. The physical is like the orange peel. That has to be removed first, and then you get to the sweetness, the core. While you’re detoxing, there should be no intercourse, with anyone. You need to have that as a special, sacred time, just for you. If you need to do this, explain to your Rainbeau what you are doing, so he will understand in advance when you tell him that there will be no more intercourse until you get yourself together.”
 
   There was some snickering, head shaking and frowning. “I don’t think that will go over well!” someone called out.
 
   “It will be hard, no doubt. I didn’t say no intimacy, I said no intercourse.” He smiled. “If I could do it, you can too. I stated in two of my books, ‘The Black Vagina Vortex’ being the one with the most detailed chapter, about abstinence for cleansing. I was,” he cleared his throat, “I am, I mean, a sex addict.” 
 
   He watched the women become quiet—their eyes fixed on him.
 
   “I know it sounds strange. A man who is a professional sex therapist by trade having an addiction to sex, but that is the gist of it and that is one of the many reasons, I’ve been able to help people regarding this. I understand all aspects of sex—like frigidity, for instance—due to having so many clients who suffered from this, that it is literally all you think about and you go through physical withdrawal, like a heroin addict, if you don’t get laid at least once every damn day.”
 
   Saint was baring his soul. He knew that the information was shocking to some of the women and he knew some may even feel uncomfortable or unsure exactly what to make of him. But he had to be honest. If he wanted them to keep it one hundred, he had to extend the same courtesy. 
 
   “I’ve been through all of that, ladies. I got help for it – I understand why I was doing it, and the fact of the matter is, my drive is just as high as it was during those times of rampant promiscuity – only now, I direct that energy toward only one woman, my wife.”
 
   Someone murmured, “Lucky woman. Fine ass, faithful man with a sex addiction. I don’t see the problem,” and it caused a wave of stifled laughter throughout the room.
 
    Saint smiled but didn’t respond to it. He stayed on track, taking care of business. 
 
   “I no longer feel empty. I’m no longer searching for someone to make me whole. I had to feel whole by myself first. I needed to get myself together. Still, I needed someone. I found her, so it’s over, me running around. I say all of this to say, that if I can abstain, to get myself pure for my mate, you can as well because I had little to no self-control whatsoever but I knew—if I didn’t get myself right, inside and out, I’d never attract her to me. If I did luck out and she came, I wouldn’t be able to keep her. I was unclean.” 
 
   He cleared his throat. 
 
   “Start reading. Start envisioning what you want your life to be like in the future. Think about the things you love, and become those things. Be proactive in your own life. By being there, you’ve stopped the random, drive-by dating. … You’ve chosen wisely, not desperately. I know each of your boyfriends personally. They were hand selected out of countless young men needing help. They are good men. Not all self-professed Rainbeaus are good men, but we don’t give all men who are non-black and date black women the title of a ‘Rainbeau’, anyway. Rainbeau is only given to a respectful, loving man who adores you. Him being White, Asian, Latino or whatever he is does not automatically make him a Rainbeau.”
 
   “How do we know when we are ready? When are we are clean again?” a woman called out.
 
   “You’ll feel it,” Saint grinned. “You will know deep inside. You’ll feel better, less tired, look better, healthier, stronger. You’ll not care nearly as much what the outside world, including your family, thinks of your relationship. For some of you, it may only take a few weeks, for others, it could take months, dare I say, even a year. It depends on the type of trash inside of you and how long it has been there and how hard you want to work to get this resolved.” 
 
   Saint looked at them as he briefly reflected on his own relationship with Xenia. He remembered the one thing he swore he’d never tell her; he was going to take it to his grave... 
 
   That first time they’d made love, in his hotel room, he was in for a rude awakening. He’d spent six months cleansing himself—not having sex with anyone—so that he could attract his Queen, his soulmate, Xenia. He needed to be pure and clean and wanted nothing to get in the way. After the hunt and capture, he had her in his lair. Ready to consummate the union, he prepared her for the great undertaking. As he entered her body that first time, he could feel all of her trauma and read her thoughts. That was the reason for her tears—the mind shattering orgasms she’d never experienced before sent her over the edge, but along with that, she was being cleansed, once and for all, as he connected with her spirit and her pussy, christening her and giving her, and even himself, a fresh start. The whole encounter was initially overwhelming and alarming for both of them. 
 
   He knew she’d not been necessarily promiscuous, but she’d had her share, and the trauma was substantial, all the same. He’d never made love without a condom before, and her being his soul mate made the sensations all the more intense. He could read her thoughts, feel her vibration. She knew who he was to her before she lay with him. Something in her knew—that was why she put up such a fight. She knew her life would never be the same. 
 
   Everything she once believed about love, courtship and men was about to be erased and replaced with something foreign—something foreign yet oh, so familiar. Change is always difficult, especially if one is entering the unknown. She trusted him completely, yet she still struggled internally for answers. None of it made sense. She’d just met him, yet she felt as if she’d known him for an eternity. She was making love to him, and he to her, taking her to a world of pleasure she’d never known before. 
 
   The intensity of the whole encounter, the combining of souls, was miraculous. He knew her every thought. He’d seen her in so many lifetimes, that once he was inside of her, any doubt he had, which was little to none, was surely erased. Inside of her was agony and he wanted to replace it with pleasure and restoration. He could feel her pain clinging onto every nerve of his body, sharp and serrated. All the lies she was told, all the disappointments, all the relationships that never went anywhere and the cheating and lying … that just seemed to never stop. 
 
   Despite her beauty, intelligence and celebrity status, she was still attracting the garbagemen of commitment and fidelity, and they’d left evidence inside of her. Xenia never verbally told him the extent of the emotional and, at times, verbal abuse she’d sustained from some of her ex-boyfriends, and those first few thrusts proved she no longer had to. He had felt sick. Not for himself, but on her behalf. As good as her body felt, he was briefly swallowed into a dark abyss of melancholy once his suspicions were confirmed. 
 
   He was prepared to clean it all up for her, and he did. The garbagemen had left, and the ‘one-man cleaning crew’ had arrived. … With each thrust, each stroke, each thoughtful gyration, he concentrated with all of his might on cleansing her, and taking the filth away. He bathed her tormented soul on her behalf and flushed his system after he’d removed the entire gunk from her spirit by taking a dip in the hotel pool while she slumbered. She had no idea she was ill and her nurse was on call. 
 
   Submerging himself in the cold, chlorine-filled water, he allowed the baptismal to take place as he carried all of those wretched curses away … While she slept in the hotel room, he swam and swam, praying and purging. He kept this experience to himself, and it would remain that way. But her comments a few days later about feeling ‘light on her feet’ and ‘brand new’ did not go unnoticed…
 
   “For the few of you that are here by invite only, and are not currently in a relationship—if you do this, you will see men begin to gravitate toward you, once your temple is clean and you are interested in your own development and improvement. This is why confident women appear more beautiful to so many. You can have someone who is physically stunning, but if she doesn’t believe it, she can come across as looking average, or she just doesn’t have that magic that draws men to her and keeps them there.”
 
   Many of the women nod in agreement. “I know everyone in here can attest to this. The girl in high school or college who just looked so-so, but it seemed all the men wanted her. Or she had handsome, nice boyfriends that all her female peers wanted—I promise you, it’s because she loved herself. Women who love themselves aren’t afraid to be alone. Desperation, for a mate, any mate, is unattractive but it does attract the men who want to turn you into trashcans. You’re giving off energy, a scent, and he is coming for you. He smells your insecurity and self-hatred and he looks at you … and he smiles … and he gets hard knowing that you don’t give a shit about yourself; so, that means he can fuck you ten ways to Sunday and leave your spirit all … fucked … up!”
 
   He noticed a couple women gasp and shoot each other shocked looks.
 
   “I said it, and I meant it. This isn’t social hour, here. I’m trying to save you. I could be at home, relaxing with my Queen, but instead, I got a call tonight about some of you wanting to continue to play and roll around in your own mud. We don’t throw pearls at swine! You want a quality man? You better be a quality woman, goddamn it! You’ve fucked around with these losers, and got all fucked up in the head. Now, your Rainbeau pays because someone treated you like a fucking land dump—like you weren’t shit. He spit on your spirit and laughed.”
 
   Loud whispers filled the room. “After he used you up, he was on to his next victim. For you single ladies, don’t be the next victim. Love yourself enough to respect your Queendom, your pussy and your future King. You disrespect your future King unknowingly, when that filth penetrates you, and you’re a mess. You are then contaminating him if you haven’t cleansed your body and spirit. So he becomes the janitor. He has to clean up all your hang-ups, emotional baggage, and take the brunt of some shit that someone else did to you, that he had nothing to do with. You don’t trust him, because he isn’t black. He then proves to you that he loves you. If he doesn’t try to fuck you on the first date, you feel rejected. If he does try to fuck you on the first date, you accuse him of seeing you as a piece of meat. He can’t win.”
 
   Saint stopped in his tracks, holding their gaze.
 
    “I’m not making excuses for all the men who want to fuck on a first date, but I will say this: When your King wants to make love to you, and it is only a first or second date, it’s not just because he wants to cum. It’s because he feels the electricity between you two, and he is eager to connect—to plug into you, literally, so please don’t judge us too harshly. Not every man who wants to make love to you quickly after just meeting you is a dog. You have to use discretion. Some of you made a man wait for months, others for years, and it still didn’t change the damn outcome!”
 
   The crowd in front of him was receptive. How could it not? He knew the tale he told was owned by these women’s hearts.
 
    “Timing is not the main issue; it’s quality. Is it lust? Hell, yes, but sometimes it goes even deeper than that.”
 
   He held his breath as he thought about his overwhelming desire while on the merry-go-round with Xenia. It took all of his strength to not attempt to make love to her, right then and there. He craved her so badly; he’d never felt so lovesick and out of control in all of his life.
 
    “You give him energy and restore him, and he will be there in the morning … and he will call you the next day, and the day after that, and the next week until before you know it, months have passed, and he has made it clear, that he wants to make you his wife, his Queen. Some of you are reading all this bullshit about waiting three or six months and all of that, and though the basis of the books is admirable, it won’t protect you, ladies, from cum dumpers! That’s all fairytale bullshit! A cum dumper will wait a year sometimes! He’ll be fucking other women while the whole time, you think he is faithful, waiting on your ass. He will be only pretending to hold out for you when, in fact, he is spilling seed in multiple other women. So all this ‘make that mothafucka wait three or six months’ is bullshit!”
 
   The enthusiasm that surged in the room fueled him further—spurred him to go on, to educate.
 
    “I’m not saying jump in the bed with him right away. I’m saying, don’t fool yourself into thinking there are some magic words or strategy on how to get a man to commit. There is nothing you can do to change a man who doesn’t want to be faithful and wait. You can’t keep someone who doesn’t want to be kept, period! He does it because he wants to, not because you said so. There is no man out here who is going to wait for you, just because you have this policy! He will wait for you because he loves you. If he is not that type of man, he will just go through the motions, bide his time. He can’t be faithful and he has to release that shit, get it out of himself, and it feels so much better if he can shoot it off into a woman versus his sheets. There is power even in the release, not just the semen itself.”
 
   While Saint was on a roll, he was sidetracked by a waving hand in the middle of the crowd of women.
 
   “Yes, can I help you?” he asked as he stared at the dark-complexioned, slender beauty with natural, curly hair.
 
   “Dr.Aknaten, this is off topic but something you just said made me think of it. Oh, my name is Rita by the way!” She smiled.
 
   “Hello, Rita. What is it?”
 
   “Can I ask you a sex question?” This caused several women in the group to burst out laughing.
 
   Saint cocked his head to the side and shoved his hand in his pocket.
 
   “I would normally say, ‘let’s until wait after I’m finished’, but this is informal, so go right ahead.”
 
   “Why do guys fall asleep right after sex? You talked about the power of the release, and I believe it—does it make you all tired? Norman, my fiancé, always falls right to sleep and it gets on my nerves.” This caused more women to burst out laughing.
 
   Saint smiled. “So you’re just gonna put all ya man’s business out there, huh? You let everybody up in here know that Norm can’t hang  ...  he’s on blast.” 
 
   That last statement got the laughter cracking. Rita grinned and shrugged.
 
   “Now, you’ve already put him out there, embarrassed the man—so we can’t reverse the scene. If I had of known that was the question, I would’ve asked that you talk to me about it in private but everyone has heard it now, and some of you may be having a similar problem with your mate. So, I will go ahead and address it and the answer is easy. He can’t help it.”
 
   Sighs, snickers and moans.
 
    “No, I’m serious. I’m not making excuses, but this is what is happening inside of a man to cause this. Let me explain. Okay, let’s look at this closely. Sexual studies have demonstrated that during ejaculation, men release a combination of brain compounds, including norepinephrine, serotonin, oxytocin, vasopressin and nitric oxide, okay? I don’t expect you to know what all of these are, but once we are finished here tonight, look them up so that you can understand what each of these bodily chemicals do. It will make more sense to you. For the sake of time, I’ll get to the one that has the most control over the sleeping aspect. We also release a hormone called prolactin. Prolactin is associated with the feeling of sexual gratification, and it also arbitrates what we call “recovery time”. The recovery time is common for many men who need to rest between erections and cumming. Not all men do, but most need breaks between each ejaculation. Now, for the men that don’t, those men have a lower amount of prolactin, thus, have faster recovery times.”
 
   Like myself…
 
   “So, does that answer your question, Rita?”
 
   “Yes, I guess next time I won’t be so hard on him then.” She smiled.
 
   “He needs to be hard on himself, so y’all can go again!” someone joked, causing an uproar of laughter. 
 
   Saint couldn’t help a chuckle as he leaned back against the buffet, arms crossed. 
 
   “So look, ladies.” He glanced down at his watch. “No one has time to play around here. Either you’re in, or you’re out. Cleanse yourselves, get your mind right. I know that most of you in here love your boyfriends, fiancés and husbands. You can’t keep doing what you’re doing, though, just because it’s comfortable. We only grow from discomfort and change.”
 
   He stressed the last sentence, and was happy to see the accepting faces in front of him.
 
   “I feel better now. I’m going to do the right thing,” someone from the crowd said.
 
   Saint nodded. “Good. It’s time. It’s been time. Accept the change, ladies. If everything stays the same, you’ll never develop and mature—that includes your relationships. Growth is a part of life. Nothing is exactly how it was, even thirty seconds ago. You owe it to yourselves, your relationships, Naomi and Valerie, to try to do the best you can. No more excuses. This isn’t your first or second date. You’ve known these men in your lives far too long for that. You’re stagnated … still giving a fuck what someone else will say or think. Those people aren’t in love with you—they aren’t in your bed. They aren’t trying to marry you, be the father of your children, be there for you, be your best friend. … Fuck another opinion. This is your life, so live it. Cleanse and mend. Time is running out.”
 
   Saint wrapped up the discussion, answered a few questions then waved good-bye. He heard the women talk amongst themselves as he exited the dining room. Their energy was new. He knew they felt rejuvenated and he believed many were going to move in a more positive direction. He found Valerie and Naomi sitting in the parlor across the vast hall, a piano beside them and a chandelier shining its soft glow down upon their heads, making their natural crowns of glory sparkle. 
 
   “Okay, the massacre is over.” Saint laughed as he saw their smiling faces. Valerie lifted a cup of coffee to her lips. “Interesting group of women. I think I got through to some of them.”
 
   “Yes, we heard some of it.” The women looked at each other and grinned. “Thank you.” They both stood.
 
   “No ladies, please have a seat. I’ll see myself out. Goodnight.”  He walked over to them, hugged them both and kissed Valerie on her cheek before he exited the mansion into the awaiting night air. Then he raced to his Queen for the much-desired sexual nightcap his body and soul craved... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   One month later…
 
   Saint swiveled in his black leather office chair, a mischievous smile on his face as he watched Lawrence squirm nervously in the seat across from him. 
 
   “The meeting is in ten minutes.” Lawrence blushed and looked down at his watch—a recent birthday gift from Saint.
 
   “Yeah, just enough time for you to finish your thought,” Saint encouraged, still slowly turning his chair as his fingers fashioned a steeple formation. 
 
   Lawrence sighed, rolled his eyes and lulled his head back, a slight smile creasing his bronzed face. His dark hair fell back as he looked aimlessly up at the ceiling in Saint’s office.
 
   “We can discuss my sex life later,” he said, avoiding direct eye contact with Saint. 
 
   “Lawrence, you came to me, saying you had something private to discuss and wanted my input. Now, you’re acting brand new. Look.” Saint stopped spinning and placed both hands flat on his desk as he leaned forward. “Whatever we discuss does not leave this room. I won’t look at you and Donna differently. This is what I do. There is nothing you could tell me that would shock me or that I’ve never heard of before. Now,” he looked at his open laptop, noting the time, “just give me a brief idea of what is going on, and we can discuss it further later.”
 
   “Let’s just say things are not exactly progressing.” Frown indentations puckered the sides of his cheeks. “She’s homesick. She misses her family and friends.” He sat up and leaned forward. “She doesn’t know anyone out here and when she isn’t feeling good emotionally, I get nothing.” 
 
   Lawrence’s eyebrows rose as he looked over at Saint, who was now lightly drumming a pen against his desk. 
 
   “Okay. After the meeting I’ll talk to you about ways to make her feel assured, safe and more comfortable. It’s going to be okay.” Saint smiled as he rose from his seat and straightened his dark navy Fitzgerald Saxxon suit jacket. “We’re friends now, Lawrence.  We’ve gotten to know each other very well over the course of these last six months. You can talk to me about anything, you hear me?”
 
   “Thanks Saint, I appreciate that.”
 
   “No problem at all. You’ve been very helpful to me and you’re a good listener. Too bad I had to meet you while pursuing a serial killer, but I’m glad we met too, nevertheless.”
 
   Lawrence nodded. “Yes, the serial killer.” He shuddered. “I met you while you were hunting someone. I try to block it out my mind.” He laughed weakly.  “I’m not  ...  violent. But you ...”
 
   He paused. He could tell Lawrence was tiptoeing over his words.
 
   “I’m more of the hands on type.” Saint allowed, letting him off the hook. “Do you know how long it took for me to accept that?” he said with a full-on grin.
 
   “I can imagine.” Lawrence looked at him earnestly. “That’s what you’re designed for though. You’re different from most of us. You’re a foot soldier.”
 
   “That’s an interesting way of thinking about it.” Saint rubbed his chin with his index finger as he deliberated over his friend’s words. “You try to deal with problem people, cerebrally. I do too, but unfortunately, not everything can be resolved with a meeting of the minds, and then, well,” Saint shrugged nonchalantly, “I have to take matters into my own hands, literally.”
 
   The air seemed to suddenly cool.
 
   Lawrence nodded and grabbed the knot of his tie, adjusting it as if he were nervous. 
 
   “Thanks again  ...  for agreeing to help me with my  ...  little personal problem. Yeah, we can discuss it later.” He laughed uncomfortably. “Well, I’m pretty open usually but you know, the subject matter is just a little embarrassing is all.” 
 
   “You have nothing to be embarrassed about. You’ve come to the right person. After the meeting, let’s go and have a drink and discuss this further. I have some advice and I feel confident that your situation can be remedied fairly quickly.”
 
    Both men exited Saint’s office and made the short trek to the main conference room.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The well-dressed Rainbeau Knights of the Round Table were gathered around the long table in the rich, earth-toned colored room. All that could be heard was Lawrence sliding his chair out to sit down, and Saint’s hard footsteps as he made his way toward the front. He reached up and straightened his dark navy pinstripe tie as he continued his confident stride, his feet clicking the hard wood floors in a rhythmic beat toward the podium. 
 
   He cleared his throat, picked up the chilled glass of water and took a slow sip as he looked casually at the room full of multi-ethnic men. He waited several moments as they, too, followed suit and refreshed their ice-filled glasses from pitchers of water set along the table. In typical form, no one said a word until Saint opened the floor for discussion.
 
   “Good morning,” his deep voice rumbled.
 
   “Good morning,” was the general response.
 
   He looked down, adjusted his wedding band and looked at a few of the members who sat up close. His eyes met George’s, and they gave each other an appreciative nod. Saint adjusted his cufflinks.
 
   “I want everyone’s reports at the end of this meeting regarding ‘The Family Unit’ program,” he started. “I appreciate everyone’s efforts at the food bank last week as well—we can add that to our family unit outreach goals. Let’s try to at least double the donations next time. Now, let’s get down to business.” 
 
   He shot a look at Lawrence then turned away, gripping the sides of the podium.
 
   “We have several new recent graduates who have just completed training. Their names are Brian Hill, Patrick Deusi, Emmanuel Lopez and Joseph Ahmed.” 
 
   A round of applause rang out.
 
   “Gentlemen.” Saint raised his arm as he prepared to introduce each new member. “Please stand and take a bow.” 
 
   All four men stood and looked around the room, the lot smiling and nodding to the other men while the applause dragged on. 
 
   “You all know these guys. You met them as soon as they entered the program but I will just remind you, to jog your memory about their background. First, let’s give Brian Hill another round of applause!”
 
   All of the Rainbeau Knights of the Round Table clapped, some whistled and cheered enthusiastically. 
 
   “Brian is from Connecticut. He has a Mechanical Engineering degree and is twenty-five years old. He currently doesn’t have a Queen, but he is working to change that.”
 
   Brian gave a shy grin while Saint returned a smile in his direction. 
 
   “He will be working in our gadget design group with the private investigators, decoys and surveillance crew. He is quite skilled and innovative. I’ve spoken with him extensively and have the utmost faith and belief that he will be an asset to our organization. He passed all of his preliminary tests with flying colors and scored a 97% on the last exam to join our team. We welcome and congratulate you, Brian. Job well done.”
 
   Brian nodded and sat down.
 
   “Next, we have Patrick Deusi. Patrick is from London, England. He moved here about eight months ago with his lovely Queen, Samantha, who some of you met at the dinner last month. Patrick is an English college professor and has already been a great talent as far as helping to reach some of the younger cats. He will be working directly with the at-risk teen Rainbeaus due to recent harassment and alienation. His people skills are impeccable and he garners respect. Thank you, Patrick.”
 
   “My pleasure,” the new Knight responded, waving his hand to everyone before taking his seat amidst applause.
 
   “Next, we have E.L.!”
 
   Saint and E.L. looked at each other, seeming to be speaking in a secret nonverbal language to one another.
 
    “Emmanuel Lopez is from New York. Nice to finally have someone here from my stomping grounds!” Saint smiled broadly as he held Mr. Lopez’s gaze with a nod and a smile. “He is from Queens. I lived there for a short stint, too. If any of you see us doing strange handshakes, it’s not gang signs; it’s how we show love.” Several people laughed as Saint continued.
 
   “Emmanuel is a biophysicist, and is currently engaged. His Empress, Share, is participating in the monthly groups. He will be working with the health and medical team and he and I have had some wonderful, enlightening discussions. We are lucky to have you here man, thank you.” Saint waved to him and waited for him to take his seat before moving on. 
 
   “Lastly, we have Joseph Ahmed. Joseph is from Chicago, Illinois.” The man stood to a fresh round of applause. “Joseph is married to his beautiful Queen, Miranda, and she, as well, was at the dinner last month. Joseph is a licensed psychologist and will be here for everyone, working part time. His office is at the end of the hall and you do need to schedule in advance, but he only needs a twenty-four hour notice. He also has a private practice that you are welcome to attend as well. I really encourage all of you to visit him. We have stressful jobs here. We deal with sensitive information and sometimes, it is beneficial to talk things out and find healthy coping mechanisms.” 
 
   Joseph looked around the room, nodded and took his seat.
 
   “Okay, now that that is out of the way, let’s discuss the men’s conference in New York in a few months, as well as the one in Tallahassee—they are back to back. I understand that I’m the keynote speaker and it is already being advertised.”
 
   Several of the officers nodded.
 
   “Okay, well, as I stated last week, due to the recent influx of emails I’ve received, I’m going to cover a gamut of topics and I feel it is imperative that all new recruits, those of you twelve months or less old with the organization, attend one of the conferences coming up. There will be discussions on the history of racism in this country.” Saint counted his fingers as he made each point. “Black on black interracial attack, meaning, black women who are being attacked by other black women and black men for dating outside of their race. Yeah.” Saint nodded as he watched the men shoot each other perplexed looks. “It’s a strange phenomenon that there are more and more black women complaining about other black women, making their lives difficult, harassing them for dating outside of their race. We need to be aware of this so that we understand what our Queens are going through. It’s not just their moms, close friends and sisters anymore. Now, it’s strangers online, at their workplace and out in public—if they are out with their Rainbeau or mixed-race children—showing proof of the situation, especially. It’s gotten really bad. We will discuss that more later. Moving on.” He took another sip of his water. 
 
   “Also, I will cover some intimacy topics and I advise everyone attending that is still considered a newbie, to read at least a few of my books before the conference, if you haven’t done so already. It will make some areas I cover a bit more understandable. Now, I’m going to wrap this up and give George the floor, but again, I want to congratulate the four new graduates.” There was another round of applause.
 
   Saint went over the calendar of events for the following six months, then took his seat as George approached him, shook his hand and stood in front of the podium. George’s hair was pulled back in his signature ponytail and his black, tailor made Alexander Amosu suit fit him like a second skin. George raked his long, knobby finger along the side of podium as he seemed to be reflecting, in deep thought.
 
   “Good morning, brothers,” he said solemnly, his British accent lacing each word, and received greetings in kind from those present.
 
   “I wish to present a plaque, in honor of James Kessler, our brother and co-founder. This plaque will be given out once a year to a member who has shown exemplary leadership skills.”
 
   Amidst deafening applause, several members stood and whistled. 
 
   Saint sat in his chair, reflecting over George’s words. He missed James immensely and though it was stated to him repeatedly after the loss of his mother and then James that, with time, grief lessens, no one had an explanation for the sudden heart flips of anguish that would seize him by surprise when he realized that he was calling James’ cell phone number to ask a question … forgetting that the man would never again pick up that phone. He could really use his support right now—especially with the overwhelming nagging feeling he was currently enduring. 
 
   He looked around the room suspiciously as George continued to speak. He stared at each man individually, trying desperately to figure out why he felt so uneasy with the energy flow. Someone, or maybe two or three people, was causing him distress, though he could not pinpoint who it was. He had ruled out George and Lawrence; they were true-blue and so were a few of the others—but for some, the question still hung in the air like a dark cloud.
 
   Someone in here is up to something—they have a devious plan. I have to trust my gut instinct on this but it is pissing me off that I can’t figure out who it is. … Are they leaking information? Is there an informant? I believe so, but who? Who, damn it!
 
   He looked around the room again, his eyes narrowing as he began to try to psychically peel the layers away, only to run into repeated brick walls.
 
   I need to discuss this with Lawrence. We definitely have a situation here…
 
   He felt the energy strangle him. He knew he was right, without a shadow of a doubt. A Judas motherfucker sat amongst them, probably looking smug and certain he had the perfect cover. 
 
   He looked over at Lawrence who was now intensely staring at him. Without saying a word, Lawrence leaned over the table, smiled, and sent him the message telepathically…
 
   I had a feeling something was up, too. I wasn’t sure if I was just over-reacting though. I don’t know who it is, either- for some reason I can’t get a clear read. I will keep searching…
 
   Saint nodded, looked briefly down at his hands then back up at Lawrence,
 
   We will discuss this later and devise a plan. This can’t go on. It’s been bugging me for a while now.
 
   Lawrence nodded and turned his attention back toward George.
 
   Whoever in here is doing something they shouldn’t be, you will be busted and once I figure out who you are and what you’ve been doing, your ass is mine…
 
   Saint lowered his head, trying to stop his anger from reaching the boiling point…
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: three]CHAPTER 3 
 
    
 
   “Angela, this cake is delicious!” Xenia patted her stomach and smiled as she leaned back in the large, silver slated chair. “I shouldn’t have eaten it. I still have five baby pounds that refuse to leave,” she added while sliding the last bit off of the fork into her waiting mouth. “Dakarai is three, and I still can’t shake it.”
 
   Angela, the wife of one Saint’s most trusted Rainbeau Knights, Tony, had invited them and a few other guests over for a summer brunch at their elegant home. 
 
   “Girl, please! If I had your body, especially after two children, I would be flaunting a bikini and eating this whole thing! You look beautiful, Xenia.” Angela chuckled; her curvaceous, heavy set body shook as she slapped the table.
 
   “Well, thank you, and I need the recipe for this. I know Saint loves coca cola cake too but he eats sweets in moderation.” 
 
   Xenia looked behind her, and watched as several guests laughed and chitchatted around the modest but opulent decorated room. Saint grabbed Tony’s arm and doubled over laughing at something the man said. His fluted glass of bubbly almost spilled in the process. She shook her head and smiled as she heard her husband’s boisterous laugh fill the room once again.
 
   “Saint is so loud and silly,” she whispered to herself … and she loved it. 
 
   She enjoyed how no matter where he walked or went, the place would come alive. There was something about his energy, his essence, his presence, that made people feel comfortable and have fun. He was like hired entertainment—but without the contract or money exchange.
 
   It’s a pity I didn’t feel that way when I first met him. I suppose it is because I knew deep down, just like he’d said, that he was going to claim me for his very own … and I’m so glad he did. 
 
   She winked at him as he continued to laugh and pull at Tony, cracking up so hard his face had turned red. 
 
   “That cat got fired up!” Saint blurted, whileTony shook his head and lost his composure, too. 
 
   What in the world are they talking about? 
 
   Xenia grinned and turned back around to face Angela who was now holding her sister’s three-week old daughter. Xenia’s smile gradually faded. The corners of her mouth drooped as unadulterated envy set in. She placed her white icing covered fork on her empty plate as her dark eyes fixated on the sight before her. The little baby, dressed in soft, creamy yellow and pastel pink cooed and opened her big brown eyes, smiling as her aunt rubbed the side of blushed cheek and smiled down at her in the loving embrace. Xenia’s eyes glossed over and the emotions she’d been keeping at bay resurfaced, flooding her senses. Angela looked up at Xenia. Their eyes locked.
 
   “Xenia, are you okay?” Angela began to bounce the baby lightly on her lap.
 
   “Uh, yes, my allergies have been bothering me is all. … Beautiful baby. Whose is it?”
 
   “My sister’s.” Angela smiled as she looked back down at the newborn. “Isn’t she gorgeous? Her name is Gwyneth.”
 
   Xenia gulped as she leaned forward. She rubbed her hands together nervously, her lips slightly parting as she continued to survey the beauty before her. Her smile soon resurfaced as she listened to the baby coo and then turn toward her. She and the little one made eye contact, and her heart melted. Xenia put her hand up to her mouth,
 
   “Oh Angela, your sister is so blessed. Little Gwyneth is just perfect. What a joy.” 
 
   Before she knew it, Angela was up on her feet, cautiously navigating the table to make her way over to Xenia.
 
   “Here Xenia, I can see you are just dying to hold her!” 
 
   She delicately transferred the baby to Xenia’s hands. Xenia wrapped the baby in her arms, and smiled down at her as her heart pumped faster; matching the exhilaration she was feeling. Xenia lowered her face and kissed the baby on both cheeks, then thumbed her glossy lip print away. She closed her eyes and sighed.
 
   “Oh, I just love how new babies smell! I miss that scent.” She ran her finger along the baby’s soft, jet black curls. 
 
   “Mmmm hmmm.” Angela chuckled. “I do, too. My sister tried so hard to get pregnant. She had so many false hopes dashed and then when she least expected it, poof! She and her husband were preparing for my precious little niece here.”
 
   Xenia continued to rock and cradle the baby, never wanting to let go. She fell into a world full of pink ponies and daisies, addicted to the scent and loveliness of the tiny little girl.
 
   A precious little girl. … I have two little boys and they mean the world to me. It would be nice to have one of you though, too. I guess I’m just greedy. No one promised me I could have it all... 
 
   Xenia stuck out her finger and watched as the baby reached up and gripped it.
 
   “Oh my goodness, she is strong!” Xenia laughed.
 
   “Ain’t she, though?” Angela pulled out the empty chair where Saint had sat during their brunch meal, and settled next to Xenia. After several minutes of conversation, a woman with her hair pulled back in braids walked up to Xenia.
 
   “Hi.” She gave a halfhearted laugh. “I see Gwendolyn is making the rounds.” Startled out of her own all-consuming thoughts, Xenia looked up at the woman.
 
   “Xenia, this is my sister, Benja,” Angela said.
 
   “Hello, Benja.” Xenia’s tone was weak and hung on by a flimsy thread. Her eyes pleaded—begged a million times to try to stop the inevitable.
 
   Please let me hold her just a little while longer, please!
 
   Xenia continued to rock the baby, hoping that this last ditch effort would afford her more time. Her heart sank as Benja reached for her child and removed her, leaving her empty. Benja turned toward Angela.
 
   “Thank you for keeping her while I used the bathroom. Lord, it seems that lately I can’t even do that in peace.” She laughed as she rocked her baby possessively in her arms.
 
   “No problem. Hey, did you see the peach cobbler Georgette brought?”
 
   “What? She brought peach cobbler, oh, it’s on.”
 
   Both women began to walk away from the table. “Xenia, I’ll be right back. You wanna slice of cobbler?” she called out as she made her way to her kitchen with her sister and niece on her heels. 
 
   Xenia splashed on a plastered smile and shook her head. “No, Thank you.” 
 
   She turned back toward the table and surveyed the empty glasses, dirty plates with crumbs and left over cold eggs from the delicious breakfast and lunch feast they’d all enjoyed. Her gaze traveled to Saint’s plate, practically squeaky clean, minus the teethmarked cantaloupe rind he’d left. Sighing, she turned back to him and Tony. Instead of seeing him conversing and snickering, cajoling and hollering with tears of hysteria glossing his hazel eyes, she was met with an intense, heated stare. Saint’s regard beamed down upon her like a spotlight. 
 
   Feeling dazed, she quickly spun back around and crossed her arms over her breasts. She fixed her eyes back on the table and began to nervously fold her napkin into different shapes while her baby musings once again overcame her thoughts…
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The drive to the babysitter’s to pick up the boys was initially fairly quiet. Saint switched gears on his new pearl white Lexus RX400x SUV, changing lanes several times until he was content with the traffic flow.
 
   He cleared his throat and adjusted his seat as he continued to move down California state route 42. He looked over at Xenia, who absentmindedly looked out the window, her hands busily twirling a piece of fringe from her purse that was neatly situated in the middle of her lap. She crossed her ankles and cleared her throat, still staring aimlessly out the window.
 
   “So, we’re just going to play this game, right?” he asked quietly as he continued to look straight ahead. “I’m supposed to continue to ignore the big pink elephant in the room?”
 
   Xenia looked at him and hesitated. He knew she was trying to figure out if she should play it off, or embrace the opportunity to speak her piece. 
 
   “You can’t possibly believe that I could know you like I do.” He shot her a look then faced forward again. “And not know what is going on, right? That you could feel so strongly about something and it would just sail past me. … Honestly?”
 
   Again, he was met with silence.
 
   “Just like with Hassani. Here we go again…” He blew out air in frustration at her continued reserve as he approached the exit ramp. 
 
   “What do you mean, just like with Hassani?” 
 
   He detected an attitude in her tone.
 
   “You know exactly what I’m talking about, Xenia. You didn’t tell me you wanted to have a baby sooner than we’d agreed on when we got married. You hid it from me and now you’re doing the same shit again. I noticed the resurgence of this, months ago. It started on our honeymoon. I watched you stop and look at all the little Italian babies, mainly the little girls. You kept staring and smiling at them. Then, we got back home and you about lost your mind when you found out Stacey was pregnant with a baby girl.”
 
   “What? I didn’t lose my mind! What are you talking about, Saint?”
 
   “You did.” He approached a red light and waited to turn left. “You were happy for her, but jealous at the same time. You offered to babysit immediately, even though you barely have time to breathe, and you meant it. You want that baby over at the house, you’re pre-registering and she hasn’t even been born yet. You—”
 
   “Jealous? I wasn’t jealous!”
 
   “Yes you were, Xenia, and just stop it, okay?” His eyebrows furrowed as he raised his hand and shot her a look. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Now look, we need to have a discussion about this. I know why you didn’t want to tell me. You’re worried that with everything we both have going on, it could derail our plans. You’re scared your pregnancy could be hard on you physically, like it was with Dakarai. You’ve got your own show now that you’re running almost single-handedly and you’ve worked so hard to get here, you aren’t sure if you want to give that up just yet. Last, you’re almost forty, so you’re concerned about that, too.”
 
   Xenia cleared her throat and sat straighter in her seat. She pushed her purse to the floor, crossed her arms over her lap and looked out the window.
 
   “Oh, it’s like that, huh?” He shot her a disapproving look. “So, now what? You’re not looking at me? Not talking to me? What is it?” he asked as he began to drive again. 
 
   “Nothing. What you said is all true,” she said between gritted teeth. 
 
   He knew that she hated that he had read her like an open book. But he wasn’t apologetic. He didn’t want to play this game with her anymore. It was time to come clean.
 
   “Well, would you like to hear my opinion about this?” he asked as he reached over, grabbed her hand and held it tightly.
 
   Xenia nodded.
 
   “Okay, my opinion is that we should go ahead and try to have another baby.”
 
   He could feel Xenia’s excited energy immediately fill the confines of the car. 
 
   “Really?” she said, as she gripped his hand tighter. “Are you being for real?”
 
   “Of course I am. I wouldn’t play about that.” He smiled at her then turned his eyes back the road. “I know you want another baby and I know you are hoping and praying for a daughter. But before we do this, I need you to look me in my eye and tell me you’d be okay if it is another boy, Xenia. I just don’t have that sort of control—unless we went to a gender selection specialist, which I don’t personally feel is appropriate for our situation.”  
 
   “Well, I agree with that and I promise you, Saint, I’d be totally okay if we ended up with a third son. Is it what my dream is? Well, no, but my desire to have one more baby is stronger than what sex he or she may be.”
 
   “Yeah, but we both know that if we do this, you want a little girl. I just wanted to be sure that you’d be okay, either way. I don’t want you depressed or having regrets. I want you to be happy, you know?” He glanced at her affectionately.
 
   “I know you do,” she said quietly, a grin spread across her face a mile wide.
 
   Saint sighed as he made a right turn. “Okay, so, if my memory serves me correctly without having our bedroom calendar in front of me, you ovulate in about three weeks. We can try then, or wait until the next cycle. It’s up to you.”
 
   Xenia nodded vigorously, unable to control her enthusiasm. She burst out laughing as they pulled into the babysitter’s driveway. Immediately, Hassani and Dakarai bustled out the front door toward them, leaving the screen slapping loudly against the siding behind them. 
 
   “Mommy! Daddy!” Dakarai called out as his little legs propelled him forward through the front grass of the neatly cut L.A. lawn. He stumbled and fell down onto his stomach. Saint smiled as he raced toward his fallen tiny hero, picked him up, and carried him high into the air, making him giggle with airplane noises. Hassani hugged Xenia’s legs tightly and looked up at her with a wide, toothy grin. 
 
   “Mommy, guess what?”
 
   “What, Hassani?” she answered as she picked him up in her arms. “Boy, you are getting heavier every day!”
 
   “I know! I got to watch the Thomas movie and I’m getting big. I’m a man now, Mommy.” 
 
   Saint and Xenia looked at each other and burst out laughing.
 
   “Nuh uh!” Dakarai screamed out, his dark eyebrows furrowing above his large hazel eyes as he shot Hassani an evil glare. “Tellin’ Mommy! Mommy, ’Sani bad!!!”
 
   “Shut up, Day-Day!” Hassani screamed while Chantel, the babysitter, came out the door wearing a red halter top and tiny white shorts. 
 
   “Hey!” Saint walked toward Xenia and pulled at Hassani’s leg. “I told you about telling people to ‘shut up’, Hassani,” He said sternly. “Don’t let me hear it again. I mean it.” 
 
   Dakarai smirked at his brother, while gripping his father tightly around the neck.
 
   Hassani made a pitiful face and buried it into Xenia’s chest. Saint immediately softened and turned away.
 
   He looked toward the babysitter. “Hey Chantel, thanks for watching the boys, we appreciate it.”
 
   “No problem, they were good.” She smiled and waved at Xenia. 
 
   Xenia waved back. “Hi, Chantel, thanks again!” She looked back down at Hassani. 
 
   Saint removed his wallet and handed Chantel a fifty dollar bill. 
 
   “Thanks, Dr. Aknaten. Oh, just so you know, I will be out of town next week but my cousin can watch them if you need someone.”
 
   “Well, we’d have to interview her first, so in the meantime, we’ll just make do without you. If we have anything come up between now and then, we can call my sister-in-law or mother-in-law.”
 
   Chantel nodded and turned to go back inside the house. Saint looked at Xenia, who still appeared to be in her own little world until Dakarai broke the silence.
 
   “’Sani did a bup-tee on me!”
 
   Xenia shot Dakarai then Saint a look of confusion.
 
   Saint looked down at Dakarai as they made their way to the car. “A bubble? Hassani did a bubble on you?”
 
   “Yes!” Dakarai angrily crossed his arms over his heaving little chest.
 
   Saint burst out laughing as he placed him in his car seat and strapped him up. 
 
   “A bubble, like gas? He farted on you again?” Saint recalled several incidents in recent weeks in which Dakarai would come running out of their playroom, charging toward him like he’d been shot out of a canyon. Each and every time, Hassani would remain in the quarters, hunched over, laughing while his brother screamed bloody murder and reported the heinous, malodorous crime, time and time again.
 
   “Yes!” Dakarai’s tone got angrier each time he responded.
 
   Hassani looked over at Dakarai as Xenia put him in his booster seat in the back of the SUV. He could tell she tried to contain herself to no avail. Her shoulders continued to move up and down as the obvious laughter effervesced in the pit of her stomach. It was wrong, but it was in times like these that wearing a straight face was virtually impossible.
 
   “Now Hassani,” Xenia began. “We know you think that is funny, but it’s not nice to do that to Dakarai, or anyone else for that matter. If you have to pass gas, you step away from the person and say ‘excuse me’.” She managed to muster between puckered lips.
 
   “He did it!” Dakarai yelled, pointing at Hassani as if it were a game of ‘Clue’. Hassani was now looking straight ahead, defiantly, with his arms crossed over his ‘Sid the Science Kid’ t-shirt covered stomach. 
 
   “He jump on me, hold me down and den he bup-tee! Then he run away and laugh!” 
 
   With that final accusation, his tiny finger pointed squarely at his big brother who feigned ignorance, and the angry scowl on Dakarai’s face, he ensured that his parents could no longer oblige to the ‘no laughter’ rule. It was now too late. The battle was lost. 
 
   Xenia exploded, holding her stomach tightly as she bent over, her eyes filled with tears. Saint joined in, then quickly got a hold of him. He ran his hand over his mouth and stood straighter, trying with all of his might not to break down again as he got back in the car. He slid onto the driver’s seat while Xenia climbed onto the passenger’s seat, her body still teetering from the conversation.
 
   “Hassani, apologize to Dakarai,” Saint said sternly, holding onto a serious face by only a thread.
 
   “…Sorry Day-Day.”
 
    As Saint got back on the road, he took Xenia’s hand and kissed it. The bout of laughter came back but they both calmed down after a few moments. 
 
   “Baby,” he said in a low voice as he approached the interstate. “Just let me know when, and I’m there.” He paused, grinning as she looked down at her lap with a reserved smile. “But are you sure you want more of this?” He looked in the rearview mirror at their sons slapping each other’s hands.
 
   Xenia laughed lightly and looked out the window.
 
    “Seriously though, we can do this. Let’s go for it. Why not? I look forward to it,” he said suggestively.
 
   Xenia turned to him, blushing. “Okay,” she whispered. “Thank you … you don’t know how much this means to me.”
 
   “Ah, I have an idea and it’s important to me, too—and I should be the one thanking you…”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Days later…
 
   “So how long have you known?” Saint asked.
 
   Lawrence stood and delicately removed the empty glass from Saint’s fingertips. He walked back into his open kitchen, the wet bar beautifully accessorized with imported mini-bottles of tequila, vodka and rum from around the world. Above it was an art piece made of recycled corks, giving focus to the large stainless steel sink where he poured the left over liquor coated slithers of ice. 
 
   “Oh, about the same time frame as you. What’s your pleasure now?” he said with a garish grin.
 
   Saint narrowed his golden eyes and contemplated his choices. It had been a very long work week and he and Lawrence had barely been able to talk, let alone socialize. 
 
   “You may have to drive me home tonight.” Saint gritted his teeth, trying to temper his anger. “I would really love to get lit.” He leaned forward and rubbed his fingers through his hair.
 
   Lawrence laughed. “No problem. I can drive you home. I know this is beyond upsetting. Hey, how about a vodka and orange?”
 
   A slightly sinister grin budded across Saint’s tired face. “Yes, that sounds perfect.” He leaned back on the couch. “Are you sure we aren’t disturbing Donna? It’s late. I’d hate to wake her up.”
 
   “Oh no, she is out like a light. A hard sleeper.” Lawrence finished making both of their drinks and walked back into his living room, handing Saint the glass. He remained in a reclined position and took deep sips as Lawrence sat across from him in a comfortable brown leather Lazy Boy chair. 
 
   Saint looked over at the staircase then whispered, “Xenia is out with her girlfriends. They are helping her friend Stacey with some stuff regarding her baby shower. No one is at the house at the moment and I’m so pissed. I need to be able to talk to someone right now about this, so thanks for inviting me over.”
 
   Lawrence nodded.
 
   “Is it any better?” Saint grinned.
 
   Lawrence turned several shades of red and looked around the room anxiously. “Yeah, what you said worked!” He hesitated. “I can’t talk about this. I’m not as comfortable as you are about this sort of thing,” he said nervously.
 
   Saint slapped his leg and laughed. “I knew it.” He nodded and took a sip of his drink. “That’s good that it worked out. I told you everything would be fine. I’d noticed you were more relaxed lately.”
 
   There was a brief pause and then both men looked at each other and cracked up.
 
   “So anyway…” Saint cleared his throat and took another sip of his drink. “The bad vibe was there even while James was alive, but it got worse after his death. So, whoever it is, whatever their motives, now that I’m in charge, it has gotten stronger.”
 
   “I agree. This is directed toward you now  ...  to stop you, I suspect.”
 
   “This is why I screen the guys the way I do, Lawrence, so that this wouldn’t happen. Some snake is in there, but it is mind boggling to me what he could possibly want besides the obvious, to expose us. I feel like there is more, though.”
 
   “Of course, there has to be. I wonder if this ties into the hate crime unit we discussed and then formed some time ago? Remember there were some guys concerned about the element that may attract?”
 
    “Exactly. I’m feeling that it has something to do with that, specifically. The mole is there to keep tabs and alert the parties involved with what we have planned. I always get a sense during the meetings of a horizontal or linear feel of electricity—that always means message exchange to me.” Saint continued to rack his brain.
 
   “Me, too. We are in complete agreement.”
 
    “Because of our hectic schedules, I haven’t had time to address this the way it is needed and I can’t hire just anyone to do it. This has to be handled delicately—no accidents are allowed.” Saint closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead in frustration. He scratched his cheekbone and exhaled.
 
   “Why don’t you let me handle it?” Lawrence offered as he crossed his legs and shook his black hair, trying to move it away from his face. “Let me start, a soft interrogation if you will?” He smiled as he took another sip of his gin and tonic. 
 
   “You don’t want to tip anyone off, so what is your plan?” Saint made himself more comfortable on Lawrence’s couch. He slid his shoes off and sloshed the ice around in his glass.
 
   “Well first of all, whoever is open, I want to get in. I can, at the very least, eliminate some people from our suspect list. Also, if you don’t mind, I have a couple of friends who have backgrounds in investigation work, one of which is stronger than me, you know, psychically, and he’d be perfect for this. He’s a detective in Utah now, but still does some freelance work in Colorado.”
 
   “Tell me about him.”
 
   “Well, he is half Italian and half Navaho. I’ve known him since we were teenagers. We went to high school together. He is one of us. … I told him about you before Donna and I moved here, actually before you offered me a job. I told him about your work; he was quite intrigued. You and he have a lot in common.”
 
   “Like what?” Saint took another sip.
 
   “Well.” Jagger grinned.
 
   “Just say it, man. My feelings won’t get hurt.” 
 
   “You’re both, how shall I say it, stubborn and take-charge kind of guys...”
 
   Saint rolled his eyes and shrugged. “So another big ass ego to contend with, huh?” He chuckled. 
 
    “I think he’d be great for this case,” Lawrence offered.
 
   “Does he know why you are here, I mean specifically?”
 
   “What? That I’m a second pair of eyes for you?” Lawrence looked down briefly at his light tan carpeted floor. “Well, he knows that you do conferences and are famous but he doesn’t know about the organization. I kept that hidden. I blocked him.”
 
   “So, what can Jagger do?”
 
   Lawrence laughed. “I hadn’t told you his name yet. I love when you do that.”
 
   Saint smiled and looked at his glass, now half empty. “He can’t break through your blocks?”
 
   “He can, but he didn’t. I assume he knew I had it up for a reason and it would have required great effort on his part to penetrate. I block very well; it’s a specialty.”
 
   Saint smirked. “Yeah, I’d have to agree there. So, why don’t we do this?” He sat up again, swishing the glass between his knees as he stared down into the orange tinted liquid. “Why don’t you call Jagger, tell him the situation and let him know it will be worth his time?”
 
   “Will do!” Lawrence smiled. “I just know you two would work well together. Now, drink up and do you want another?”
 
   “I better not. I need to be getting home but I drank a bit too much tonight so if you don’t mind, I’ll call a cab.”
 
   “You’ll do nothing of the sort. I’ve been nursing this same watered down gin and tonic all evening. I just keep going up there adding ice.” Lawrence glinted. “I’ll drive you home, but first, let’s discuss the logistics concerning Jagger before I contact him tomorrow.”
 
   “I can answer it all for you right now. Salary, yes. Tell him we will negotiate it. A nice place to stay—taken care of.  I’ll put him over here near you, where they are building those new ranches. It’s nice and quiet there and he won’t be terribly far from work. I want to interview him, talk to him if you will, at least twice before his arrival. He needs to be open to let me read him, too. If he blocks, the discussions are over. I don’t want to play games with anyone. I don’t want to have to break through someone that is supposed to be working for me.” Saint pointed to his chest in emphasis. “Airline—paid in advance. Not round trip though, because we don’t know when he’s going back and shit. Utah doesn’t really seem his speed, from what you’ve shared. He may like it better here. And … I feel he is single. Do you think he’d be interested in any of the single Queens? Is that his style? If it is, I can get that ball rolling.”
 
   “That’s not logistics; you just snuck that one in there.”
 
   “I did. Well, do you? From what I’m picking up, he seems like a stand-up guy. I don’t like his preoccupation with greasy food, but we can discuss that later.”
 
   Lawrence burst out laughing. “Yup! He loves fast food—burgers, chicken, you name it. He’s in excellent shape despite it all though. I think Jagger is an open minded man. He never told me of a preference for black women, like you and I have, but he never gave me the impression he was against it, either. He never had any problems getting women, that’s for sure, but after his divorce, well  ...  Oh, I better not say anything else.”
 
   “He’s divorced?”
 
   “Yeah, he is divorced—has been for a while and very much wanting to meet someone new. I know this but, I dunno. Jagger is kind of hard headed and I think it messed him up.”
 
   She was Asian. Thai, to be exact. Interesting... 
 
   “Well, I’ll find out what I need to know soon enough. I’m interested. Let me speak to him.”
 
   “Sure thing and I know he will be all over the package you presented.”
 
   “Good, that should sweeten the pot. Let him know that my wife has a laundry list of eye candy and if he is serious, I will introduce him to some possible prospects but more importantly, let me screen him real good, read him and discuss getting this mole the fuck out of the organization.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan. I’ll get on it. You definitely sweetened the pot.” 
 
   Jagger turned, grabbed his keys and escorted Saint out to his car.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Several days later... 
 
   “And that’s why they do it.” Saint nodded.
 
   “Why does even the most innocent conversation have to turn into something sexual?” Xenia put her hand on her hip. “We could be talking about,” she looked up at the sky as she moved the double stroller to and fro, “ice cream or ‘Spongebob SquarePants’, and you’d find a way to make it sexual!”
 
   Saint huffed a light-hearted protest. “But we’re at the zoo! The lions were there so I thought—”
 
   “You thought nothing. You’re just nasty!” She scoffed. “And they weren’t even mating, Saint. You just wanted a chance to say something foul.” 
 
   She chuckled as she looked down at Hassani and Dakarai who were nodding off. The burnt orange sun began to set and the typically bustling San Diego crowd thinned. Xenia wrinkled her nose.
 
   “Something stinks ...  Oh, the elephants.” They walked casually past the mammoth creature’s enclosure.
 
   Saint laughed and redirected the conversation. “You don’t want to know about the African lions? They are fascinating.”
 
   “Why are we back on this?” Xenia hissed.
 
   Saint ignored her and continued on. “For instance, there is always a dominant male.  His job is to guard the pride, and to mate with all the females in the group.”
 
   “That’s his job, Saint?” Xenia smirked and gave him a side glance.
 
   “Yes, it really is!” He managed to keep a straight face as they continued to walk side by side, passing the polar bear arena. “The males in the pride will fight to the death many times to maintain their position as dominant male in a pride.  When it is all said and done, the strongest male wins. He is usually the biggest of the bunch. That way, the breeding male is more robust than those he defeated in the fight, thus ensuring the strongest genetic traits for their offspring.”
 
   Xenia began to clap. “Thank you for that spiel about male lion dominance. Now, where can we cop some cotton candy?” She looked around at the snack hubs.
 
   Saint grabbed her around her waist and lifted her up for a playful kiss along the right side of her neck. Her legs moved back and forth as she struggled in his grip, their laughter echoing throughout. 
 
   “Saint! Stop!” she managed through giggles. “You’re going to make me wake the boys!” She continued to squirm until he finally placed her back down on her feet. 
 
   “So, this discussion about offspring is supposed to actually go somewhere,” he said after they took a few more steps.
 
   “Oh, is it? Do tell.” Xenia looked at him as she continued to push the stroller. They came toward an area with a steep uphill. Saint gently pushed her out of the way and began to drive the sleeping boys forward, switching sides with her.
 
   “I spoke to a colleague of mine about our situation and about gender selection.”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “Yes. And though I don’t want to interfere with nature, there are some natural things you and I can do to possibly—and I only say possibly, Xenia—encourage the conception of a girl.”
 
   “Really? Do you believe in that stuff? I mean, I’ve heard about it, but I have no idea if it actually works.”
 
   Saint shrugged. “Hey, he is an upheld and revered fertility specialist and some of what he shared with me really makes sense. He took a look at my family history and has determined that I’m boy dominant.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “My family has a predisposition for producing boys. It’s a controversial theory but if you look at my family tree, it makes sense. He believes that some of this is purely biological. Some men tend to produce more than female sperm, or vice versa. Rarely are girls conceived in my family, and I really never thought about it before now. Even on my mother’s side, girls were rare. I have six uncles on my maternal side. From her siblings, she was the only girl. My father—the exact same story. His family in Egypt, again, mainly boys.” He shrugged. “He has five brothers and no sisters. If we just sit back and do nothing, basically, we still have a much higher chance of having another boy, I believe.”
 
   Saint looked at Xenia and could see the disappointment on her face.
 
   “Well.” She clasped her hands together and sighed. “That isn’t exactly what I wanted to hear, but I’d still like to try and have another baby. Whatever it is, I just want one more, just like I told you before.” She reached over and traced his jaw with her fingertip. Tenderly, he took her hand in his solid grip and stared into her eyes.
 
   I fall in love with you impossibly more each day, baby. I want to give you another baby. I want you to be happy...
 
   “That’s good to know,” he said as they resumed walking. “So, here is what we can do. It’s too late to try for this cycle, but the next one, we will be ready. Now, you told me the other day that you were prepared once again to put your career on hold. However, I know that you worked really hard to get your own show up and running, so help me brainstorm ways we can work as a team.”
 
   Xenia was quiet for a few moments then stopped walking. Saint followed suit, mirroring her stance. “I’ve given this a lot of thought actually.”
 
   “Yes, I’m listening.”
 
   “You know that small unfinished area in our basement?”
 
   “Yeah, we’ve got some storage boxes back there—some of my old medical school books, bachelor-pad furniture and some of your stuff from your old place.”
 
   “Yeah, well, what if we turned that into a radio studio, Saint? I could still take maternity leave, but then, I could do my morning show from home and when I’m off air, preparing for the next show, I can have our daughter, or son, right with me. Look, I know it will be hard but I—”
 
   “I think it’s a bad idea.”
 
   He watched as Xenia’s smile turned into a frown. Her lips curled at the ends, seeming to melt right in front of him.
 
   “You need your own space, not some small, cold concrete area, and you hate how it stays chilly in there. I love it down there, but you don’t. It isn’t fair to you. It needs to be nice and inviting. How about we build an addition onto the guest house so that you can have a better environment for your guests, security for the equipment, a separate place to work—but it is still on the premises? Your producer can come here instead. Julie doesn’t live that far, anyway.” He grinned, knowing she’d soon join him. He watched as her frown turned upside down, wider than the previous smile. 
 
   “We can work out the logistics later, though I’m sure you’ve already investigated that as well.”
 
   “Indeed I have!” She laughed as she continued forward. “Thanks Saint, I hadn’t thought of that—the guest house idea. I think it would be perfect.”
 
    “Okay, good. Now, back to the conception.”
 
   “Do you have to make it sound so clinical?” 
 
   Saint smiled and shrugged. “Sorry, I guess I’m still in my mode from the earlier chat with the specialist. Back to us fuckin’ and goin’ half on a baby…”
 
   “Oh, shut up!” Xenia cuffed him on the shoulder but she couldn’t stop the laughter.
 
   “Oh? Was that not what you wanted either?” he teased with a shake of the head. “Anyway, baby, I have a list of things I want you to start incorporating into your diet more, and the same for me. We also are going to time our interludes differently and even the sexual position used when I cum needs to be monitored. All we paid attention to before was making sure we knew when you were ovulating, but now that we’re trying to do a bit more than that, the game plan has changed. We can just try and see what happens. When the time comes, I’ll let you know all the details but for now, we will take care of the dietary issues.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Saint’s eyebrows rose. “You won’t like it.”
 
   “No, tell me.” Xenia smiled.
 
   “Greek yogurt, milk, and—”
 
   “Ah! Stop right there!” She grimaced and waved her hand around in the air. “You know I hate milk!”
 
   “I know. But according to Dr. Pula, you need…”
 
   “Can’t I just take Vitamin D?”
 
   “Nope. You need the real deal. Cottage cheese, eggs…”
 
   “I think I’m going to throw up.”
 
   Saint nudged her. “Hey, it won’t be just you. I have to eat it, too.”
 
   “But you don’t mind milk!”
 
   “True, but I’m not a fan of cottage cheese and some of the other stuff on the list. The whole point is to lower your acidic level and for me to up my female sperm count. Also, both of us will drink peppermint tea—you’ll like that,” he offered, trying to appease her while he continued to see the disgust painted on her face. “The worst part is that you’ll have to make sure I don’t approach you, and vice versa, for about seven days before you ovulate. I need to have a buildup of semen and this will be hard for me. You know I have a problem.”
 
   Xenia burst out laughing. Saint turned her toward him.
 
   “I’m serious, Xenia. You know that when it comes to sex, I have problems abstaining, especially since I’ve found you ...” His eyes narrowed on her. He could feel his dick stiffen against his pants as thoughts of her dripping wet pussy gripping his dick that morning flooded his psyche. 
 
   “I’m weak when it comes to that—when it comes to you. We have to be a team here, Xenia. If I try to get some, you have to tell me ‘no’ and stick to it.”
 
   “But you were able to wait after I had both kids, and after ... ” She looked away; still, after all of these years, she struggled with the fact he’d been shot, almost killed. 
 
   “Shot baby, you can say it. It’s part of our story and I’m okay with it.  ...  It made us that much stronger, that much closer.” He traced her cheek with his index finger. “Now, as far as waiting—actually, not completely. Think about it. We had oral sex almost every day and you gave me beautiful hand jobs to help tide me over.” He grinned. “Be warned in advance, I know me. I will come after you, Xenia. You have to be strong, for the both of us.” 
 
   “Seven days?” she grimaced. 
 
   “I know … we may have to sleep in separate rooms!” he half-joked. 
 
   “Even oral is off limits?” she whispered as she looked around them, making sure no one heard or was in close proximity.
 
   Saint nodded. “Even dome—for me, anyway. I can do you though.” He winked as they began to walk again.
 
   “Oh, well, everything is fine then!” Xenia laughed boisterously. Saint shot her a faux angry glare. “Anyway, there are some other things we will try during this process, but I don’t want to get into a long, technical discussion.” This time, she was the one who glared at him. “Anyway, I think it is worth a try. In the grand scheme of things, it’s a small sacrifice.”
 
   “For something that may or may not work.”
 
   “Right—but I’m just trying to give you what you want.” He stopped and turned to look at her.
 
   They stared at each other for a few moments.
 
   “Saint, I know that you are.” She took his hands into hers. “But this isn’t about that. I want to have one more baby, but I want you to want her … or him, too.”
 
   “I do. I wouldn’t be down for this if I had any reservations.”
 
   “Well then, what is that look in your eye?” She smiled at him then briefly looked down at their sleeping boys.
 
   “What look?” Saint stood closer to her, pressing his chest into her body as he hugged her with one arm and held the stroller in place with the other.
 
   “You know. There is something about how you look, when we talk about this. What are your concerns, Saint?”
 
   He sighed and walked closer to a bench. Saint sat down, locking the stroller in place as Xenia joined him. “You know, I’ve been honest with you. I do want this.” He gave her a candid look and placed his hand on her thigh. “It’s just that I think it kind of scares me to have a daughter because … I know how men can be. I know what we do to women. At the Queendom conference, I could feel all that torn up energy, Xenia, and I had to think about my life, with the whole Payton shit—and how she became that person, that fucked up woman that she is, because of men. I know that as adults, we still have to take responsibility for our actions, we choose how we respond to the shit, but as men, we have so much control over y’all. It’s like what we do determines if you smile or not. If we have a little girl, she will be depending on me to show her how a man is supposed to conduct himself and one day…” He looked away then back at Xenia. “One day I will have to tell her some of the shit I did—terrible things, to so many women. She’ll know her father wasn’t shit, and that really upsets me, Xenia. I don’t want her to think of me like that...”
 
   I can’t believe I’m admitting this to her... 
 
   “If anyone ever hurt her … or…”
 
   Xenia’s eyes glazed. She smiled and slid her hands around his neck. “I knew it,” she said with light humor. “You have a heart after all.” 
 
   She kissed him on the cheek. “Saint, you know all of this is normal. Look, you did that stuff in the past, okay? If we have a little girl, she won’t care about back then; she’ll only care about what you’re doing right now! I know there’s more to this, too. You’d feel even more protective, right, if it is a girl?”
 
   “Yes. I know it sounds sexist… Men get hurt, too, so please don’t think I have less concern over our boys. It’s just different. I know Hassani and Dakarai could have all sorts of trouble with women, and the world, period. I know this. But … I don’t know.” He shrugged. “It’s just something about having that tiny baby girl that I know will do me in.” He laughed nervously. “I want her … or him, though, Xenia. Never doubt that.”
 
   Saint leaned toward her and wrapped his arm around her waist. A slight breeze blew, making the soft curls in her hair move about. He feathered them with his fingertips, then looked back down at her, studying her lips intensely. He pressed his lips against hers; their breathing soon mingled as he snaked his tongue inside of her mouth.  After a couple of minutes, he pulled away from her, cupping her chin. 
 
   “It’s a good thing we are skipping abstinence this cycle, because I think we need to get home and take care of a few things.”
 
   Xenia giggled as he brought his face back toward her to give her yet another passionate kiss…
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   One week later…
 
   “Mmmm,” Saint whispered in Xenia’s ear. The warm, minty breath from his salivating mouth escaped as he cloaked her earlobe with his lips, kissing and sucking gently. “Don’t you want me to?” He smiled mischievously and twisted his hips between her thighs. 
 
   “Now, do I really need to answer that?” Laughing, Xenia rubbed her nose against his. Just then, they heard a boisterous giggle come from the audio monitor. Saint shot a look at the clock.
 
   “It’s four in the goddamn morning! What is Hassani doing awake?” He immediately flung the sheets off of their naked intertwined bodies and rose from his resting position. 
 
   “Now Saint, don’t go in there all crazy! Calm down.”
 
   “This is the third time this week that he was told to go to bed but stayed up and then, what did he do? He fell asleep in preschool, and who did the teacher blame? Us.” He angrily flipped the monitor off, grabbed his long black robe from the side of the bed, wrapped it around his taut body and made his way toward the master suite bedroom door.
 
   Xenia doesn’t need to hear me give this boy a piece of my mind. She’ll run in and try to save him... 
 
    Saint walked out into the dimly lit hallway, his footsteps hard and dominant as he seethed with each stomping blow. 
 
   “Hassani! Still the numero uno cock blocker,” he mumbled under his breath, then put on a stern face when he reached Hassani’s bedroom door. 
 
   He turned the knob and burst in. Hassani looked up at his father in the dimness. Saint’s eyes glossed over as he stared in wonder around the room. In the air were colorful, assorted toys, moving about on their own. Spinning … turning … vibrating … flashing.  Saint ducked as a model airplane he’d built for Hassani came barreling right toward his face. He watched it crash clumsily into the wall and the other toys drop one by one, onto the dense, vibrantly-hued carpeted floor... 
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: four]CHAPTER 4 
 
    
 
   “Hassani?” Saint said in almost a whisper. 
 
   He hit the overhead light. Hassani blinked, the sudden brilliance blinding him as his eyes tried to adjust. He put his little hand up to his face, rubbed his dark eyes softly, then peered between his little tan fingers at his father, as if he were afraid.
 
   “I’m sorry, Daddy. … I didn’t hear you coming,” he mumbled.
 
   Saint sighed loudly and slumped down onto Hassani’s bed. He pushed his legs forward, his calves flexed as he dug his toes into the soft carpet before crossing his ankles. Many seconds of silence passed.
 
   “So this is what you’ve been up doing?” Saint asked softly. 
 
   Hassani nodded, refusing to make eye contact. Two figurines still spun around on the floor, moving aimlessly as one tiny toy plastic police car bumped repeatedly into the wall, red and blue lights flashing brightly. 
 
   “How long have you been able to do this?” Saint quickly looked over at the NYPD marked vehicle, concentrated and turned it off.
 
   Hassani shrugged. “I don’t know…”
 
   “Did it just start happening in, say, the last week or two?”
 
   Hassani nodded.
 
   “And this is why you haven’t been getting any sleep…” Saint rubbed his eyes and reached gently under his son’s arms, bringing him forward from the floor and sitting him down next to him on the half-made bed. 
 
   “Hassani, I’m not mad at you, okay?” Saint yawned.
 
   Hassani nodded again, seemingly not believing his father.
 
   Saint cupped his son’s chin and turned the five-year old’s face toward him. “I’m serious. I’m not mad at you at all.” 
 
   Saint smiled down at him. A childhood memory flashed before him, wrapped in a sensory explosion of his mother’s kitchen. He felt his adrenaline surge as the image hit him, one he thought he’d long forgotten. 
 
   Seven-year-old Saint stood in his parent’s small, South Bronx kitchen filled with spices, green and blue goblets and earth-toned, glassy-eyed, macabre owls. As he tried to help his mother wash the dishes they’d used to make the bread and vegetables, he realized that if he concentrated hard enough, he could dry them without using his hands. 
 
   But as quickly as he discovered the possibility, which was met with his mother’s laughter, his father came through the front door of the apartment, huffing and puffing—obviously agitated from a long day at school with the troubled local youth. In the process, the broken concentration caused a calamity—a plate crashed to the floor, breaking into countless, jagged white fragments. His father bolted into the kitchen, almost as if he knew. Saint recalled how his heart beat loudly in his chest as he looked up at the big man, who stared down at him with a scowl on his face. 
 
   His father fisted his hand at his side, until his mother put her hands on Saint’s shoulders and said softly,“It was an accident. It slipped out of my hands. Dinner is almost ready.”
 
   Before he knew it, his father stormed out of the kitchen, grabbed the phone off the wall in the living room and spoke in Arabic to someone from Egypt. Noticing how frightened her son had become, Saint’s mother spun him around toward her, smiled down at him, and cupped his pointy chin with her suds covered hand. She winked at him. 
 
   “It will just be our little secret,” she whispered…
 
   “Daddy?” Hassani repeated. Saint hadn’t realized that his son had been calling to him as he reminisced.
 
   “Oh, yes, Hassani, I’m sorry … just a little tired. Look, I don’t want you to keep things like this from me, do you hear? You can tell me anything, okay?” He hugged Hassani tightly, not giving him a chance to respond. He felt Hassani nod in his constricted embrace.
 
   He slowly released him, and took his son’s hand.
 
   “I thought … I thought you’d be mad, Daddy.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I made a mess and woke you up.”
 
   Saint laughed. “Yeah, I don’t like messes, but I’m not mad about what you were doing, although you still should be asleep. Now, when it is time for you to play by yourself in your room, then it’s fine, but when I tell you it’s time to go to bed, that is what I mean. Do you understand?”
 
   Hassani nodded.
 
    “I want you to know something.”
 
   “Okay.” Hassani looked up at him with his big brown eyes.
 
   “Now, you can tell me and your mother anything, and I want you to. But Hassani, it is very important that you not show anyone at your school, or anywhere else for that matter, that you can do this. Have you told anyone yet?”
 
   Saint began to fill up like a tall glass of fear.
 
   “No, Daddy.”
 
    “Good. The reason being is that it can make some people uncomfortable and when people are uncomfortable, sometimes they can do and say hurtful things. My job as your father is to love and protect you. If someone sees you can do this, they may not understand it and…” Saint hesitated as he tried to choose his words carefully. “They may not understand it and they could do the wrong thing. I don’t want that to happen. What you can do is really neat but just like when you go to use the bathroom, it should be private—at least for right now. It’s not bad though, okay?”
 
   Hassani nodded in understanding.
 
   “I understand it. When I was little, I did it too, but I—”
 
   “You can do it too, Daddy?” Hassani asked excitedly. “Really?! Let me see!” He bobbed up and down on the bed. “Let me see, Daddy!” 
 
   Saint smiled. “Well, I haven’t done it in a while, but yes, I can move things, too. It takes a lot of concentration; it can make you exhausted, right?”
 
   “Yes, I get real tired, Daddy. But it’s fun!”
 
   “What made you decide to try it the first time?” Saint asked as he relaxed and leaned back onto the bed.  
 
   “You and Mommy made me come to my room one night. You said I was being bad.”
 
   Saint laughed. “Okay, so you came in here and then what?”
 
   “I was bored. I looked at Mr. Rob.” He pointed across the room to the three-foot robot with large oval green eyes and a wide cartoonish smile.
 
   “Mr. Rob, the robot? What did you do next?”
 
   “Daddy, I looked and looked and looked at Mr. Rob for a long, long, long, long, long, long time, and then he moved.”
 
   “Mmmm, hmmm. What happened next?” 
 
   Saint clasped his hands together. Just then, he saw Hassani’s bedroom door open. Xenia stood there, her purple robe wrapped around her body as she stepped inside and closed the door behind her.
 
   “You were taking so long, honey, I wanted to see what was going on. You were whispering so I couldn’t understand what you were saying over the monitor  ...  then I realized you’d cut it off! Hassani, are you okay?” she asked as she shot Saint a look.
 
   Hassani nodded.
 
   “Xenia, it appears we have a little magician in the family.” Saint gave her a knowing look. “Come, have a seat next to me and let’s watch Hassani put on one final show for the evening.” 
 
   Xenia scratched her scarf covered head and made her way over to Saint and Hassani. Saint grabbed her around the waist, and playfully pulled her down onto his lap, eliciting a little scream of delight from her.
 
   “Okay, what have you two been up to?” she asked when she got situated and crossed her legs.
 
   “I was telling Daddy, Mommy, how I made Mr. Rob move.”
 
   “Yes. He has an ‘on’ and ‘off’ switch and a remote control. We’ve seen it.”
 
   “No, not like that, Mommy.”
 
   “Xenia, just watch this,” Saint said quietly as he patted her thigh. “Go ahead, Hassani. Make Mr. Rob move.”
 
   Xenia looked over at Hassani as he stared intensely at the robot. After several minutes passed, she said, “What is going on here? It’s getting late, Saint.The boy needs to go to bed.”
 
   “Shhhh!” Saint whispered. “It takes a minute to get back into gear once you’ve stopped. Just watch, baby.”
 
   A couple minutes later, Xenia’s legs flew in the air as she backed into Saint so hard, she slammed him against the corner of the lower bunk bed. Her scream rang out as she watched Mr. Rob light up, then float into the air toward them.
 
   “Oh my God! He doesn’t fly. He isn’t supposed to fly!” she screamed, clutching Saint at the neck for dear life. Suddenly, Mr. Rob crashed on the ground.
 
   “Hassani, you need to practice your shut off and let down. Do it gently. It requires patience and self-control,” Saint said calmly as he moved from around Xenia and sat behind his son. He took each of his arms and pushed them out in front. “Now, I want you to lift Mr. Rob back into the air and keep him there and then I will take over and show you how to do a gentle let down.” 
 
   “A gentle let down? Shut off? What the hell is going on in here?!” Xenia stayed glued in the corner of the bed, her robe wound so tight around her, all of her curves and dips were clearly identifiable. 
 
   Saint put his finger up for more time. “Baby.” He looked over his shoulder at her—the poor thing was a ball of nerves. “I will explain it all in just a second. Okay, go ahead Hassani.”
 
   Mr. Rob floated back into the air, teetering. “Okay, leave him there, and I will take him.” Saint continued to hold out his son’s arms. “Do you feel that?”
 
   “Yes,” Hassani said quietly.
 
   “What does it feel like?”
 
   “It … it is hard to say.”
 
   “Does it vibrate through your body?’
 
   Hassani nodded.
 
   “Right, that is a transfer of power. I’m taking over, but you can still feel what I’m doing. Now, because you are tired, it is easy to let the toy just fall to the ground, but then you risk breaking him. So, what you want to do is narrow your eyes, concentrate even harder and straighten your back.” 
 
   Hassani straightened his back. 
 
   “Good, now breathe out, deep and slowly.” Hassani did as told. “Very good. Your back is straight—you are sending a directive for the robot to go straight down. The deep breath means slowly. Exhale with your mouth open … and the object, or whatever it is, will do exactly as you wish.” 
 
   Hassani smiled as he watched Mr. Rob go slowly to the floor in an upright position. 
 
   “Wow, Daddy!” Hassani jumped off the bed and ran over to the robot. “Do it again!”
 
   “Not tonight, partner. As you can see, it took a lot of energy and that is why you never see Daddy do it. When I have done it, as an adult, there was always a reason. Anyway, we will discuss this more later. You need to go to sleep.”
 
   “Awwww!” Hassani pouted as he rolled around on the floor.
 
   “Does anyone in this room, besides Mr. Rob, care to tell me what the hell just happened in here?” Xenia asked as she peeled herself away from the corner of the bed. “What do you have my baby doing, Saint?”
 
   Saint looked at her. “Your baby was doing this all on his own, Xenia. This is why he has been so tired. He figured out he can move things around. He—”
 
   “So you both have ESP?”
 
   Hassani leapt off the floor playfully and began to pick up his toys.
 
   “It appears so. We both can do telekinesis and I’m guessing he will be able to, once he is fully developed, have telepathic conversations.” 
 
   “What’s that, Daddy?” Hassani looked over at his parents.
 
   “Telekinesis is the ability to move something without physically touching it. It’s what we just did with Mr. Rob. Telepathy is the ability to dialogue, to talk with another person, without opening your mouth. Essentially, you can read their mind and communicate back and forth with them, but you aren’t using your lips.” 
 
   Hassani looked perplexed.
 
   “Hassani, we will talk more about this in the morning. It’s late, you’re tired and sleepy.”
 
   Xenia leaned over to Saint and whispered, “This is the beginning of it … isn’t it?” He could hear the tremor in her voice. He moved closer to her to soothingly rub her arm and felt her shaking. “I’m worried for him, Saint…”
 
   He knew she just wanted her children to be, well, just children  ...  but they had his genes; there was no way to avoid this.
 
   “Baby, I’ll take care of it. This really isn’t anything to be concerned about,” he assured, and he meant it.
 
   Abruptly, Xenia turned away. “What if, what if someone finds out about it and tries to take him away? What if he tells someone and they think my baby is crazy?” He could feel her mother’s love filling the room. She was in protect mode and Hassani was the cub she was willing to sacrifice everything for.
 
   “Xenia.” Saint lowered his eyes as he hugged her. “Don’t you know people like me are all over the place? You walk past us probably more than you know and we manage. But even better than that, he has help, Xenia. That’s what he has me for. He will never have to guess, or be alone in this…”
 
   Xenia looked over at Hassani. She stood and took her son into her arms, kissed the top of his head, squeezed him tight. 
 
   “Now look, don’t baby him,” Saint said as he chewed his bottom lip. He lay back onto the bed, bringing the two of them toward him. “He’ll be okay.”
 
   “You can forget about that, I’m his mama.”
 
   Saint smiled down at her as he cradled her between his thighs and kept Hassani close to his side. He closed his eyes and sighed.
 
   “Now, Hassani, I need you to promise me, son, that you won’t tell anyone about this and don’t let anyone see you doing it, except your mother and I. I’d prefer you not do it at all, but I know it is still too exciting. However, you must be careful, do you hear me?”
 
   “Okay, I promise,” Hassani said as he twirled a corner of his light blue blanket.
 
   “And don’t show Dakarai this yet, please. It won’t have to always be a secret, but it’s best he not see you do it right now. It could upset him.”
 
   “Uh  ...  really?”
 
   “Yes, really.” Perplexed by Hassani’s response, Saint sat up and turned his son toward him. “Have you already shown him? I thought this was happening late at night only?”
 
   “No, he hasn’t seen me, but…”
 
   “But what?” Xenia asked, her tone full of concern.
 
   Hassani looked down at the ground.
 
   “Hassani.” Saint sighed. “Look, you have nothing to be scared about, little man. What is it? Can Dakarai do it too?” His heart beat out of his chest. He really didn’t want the answer, but he already knew it as soon as the question left his lips.
 
   Hassani shrugged. “I don’t know, Daddy … but the babysitter got mad at him.”
 
   Saint and Xenia looked at each other. “About what, baby?” Xenia asked. She whispered to Saint. “Chantel tells me everything they do!”
 
   “Dakarai can’t even read. He only know tha alphabet.”
 
   “What does reading have to do with this?” Saint asked as he ushered Hassani onto his lap.
 
   “Chantel said … Chantel said Dakarai was on her computer readin’ her perboneal stuff and…”
 
   “Personal stuff, and what?”
 
   “Because she said…” Hassani looked down at the ground and kicked his legs frantically back and forth over the side of the bed, “…she said he had read her stuff because he told her what she was typing … But he just turned three. He can’t read good.”
 
   “He can’t read well…” Saint ran his fingers through his hair, his nerves frayed. “How could I have missed this?!”
 
   “Missed what, Daddy?”
 
   “Never mind, so are you telling me that Chantel was typing something and then a little while later, Dakarai told her what she typed?”
 
   “Yes, that is what Chantel said. She said it was perb, I mean, personal.”
 
   “What did Dakarai say?”
 
   Hassani smiled sheepishly. Saint rolled his eyes and slapped his own knee, “Come on, now … what did Dakarai say, Hassani?”
 
   “She was writing to her booooyfriend!” Hassani giggled.
 
   Xenia’s eyes bucked. “No wonder she didn’t tell me about this.” She chewed her lip as she rubbed her legs over the thin, purple silk fabric. 
 
   “She was talking about  ...  kissing him. That’s what Day-Day said.” Hassani burst out laughing and covered his reddened face with his hands, while jumping up and down. 
 
   Dakarai can read thoughts? I will have to talk to him about this later, in private…
 
   “Okay, I think we’ve had enough excitement for one evening.” Saint ushered Xenia up. They stood and waited for Hassani to lie down. Saint tucked him in and rubbed his son’s thick waves back, smiling down at him.
 
    “This is just our little family secret. Don’t tell grandma, auntie, grandpa, not anyone. It will be our little fun time together, okay?”
 
   “Yes, Daddy, I understand. You tol’ me that a bunch of times now.” Hassani huffed in annoyance.
 
   “Fine. Don’t test me then. I need you to know I mean it.” He kissed his son’s forehead, then he and Xenia walked hand in hand back to their bedroom. He closed and locked the door behind them.
 
   “Alright, where were we?” Saint said as he slid his robe off, exposing himself unashamedly. She slid fretfully under the sheets, visibly still shaken from the early morning’s charmed events.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me, Saint!”
 
   He slipped under the covers next to her, bumping his pelvis playfully against her backside. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “What?” Xenia turned toward him with a glare. “You’re honestly asking me what? Uh, I just watched our son and my husband send a damn toy robot into orbit and you think I have a clear enough mind to pick up where we left off? Now, this may be all typical for you. You know, a bunch of shit flying around in the air all by its lonesome is obviously something Mr. Saint sees on a daily basis, but I…”
 
   Saint grabbed her and kissed her passionately along her neck and collar bone. Xenia softened in his arms but continued to halfheartedly fight him, plying at his chest, trying to push him away as his embrace became tighter. 
 
   “First the damn teddy bear, now this shit,” she hissed as he pinned her down on the bed, dry humping her while grazing his soft, lowered lips across her exposed breasts. “We need … to talk about this … Saint!” She struggled beneath him to no avail, not wanting to go down without a fight.
 
   “Well then, talk to me, baby,” he said coolly. 
 
   “Ahhh!” Her back arched as he entered her with a mighty thrust. “Oh God … you gave no warning!” She slapped his chest.
 
   Saint laughed huskily as he hooked his arms under hers, fastening their bodies together with deep penetration.  
 
   “S… I,” she gasped. “…can’t take this … you’re. … Saint … I need to talk to you, shit! Saint!”
 
   “Oh, you can take it, baby,” he whispered in her ear as he continued to pump deeply within her. “And you will take it  ...  all of it. The doctor is in … balls deep inside this juicy ass pussy. Take at least two of these orgasms I’m about to give you, and call that mothafucka in the morning…”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint laughed heartily, causing a large glob of scrambled eggs to fly out of his mouth.
 
   “Ewwww, Daddy!” Hassani snorted as he pointed at the ground.
 
   “Saint!” Xenia bent over and picked it up with a paper towel. “If you weren’t being so silly, this wouldn’t have happened.” She giggled. “Silly butt.”
 
   “But look at him, Xenia.” Still overcome with mirth, Saint pointed to the television at SpongeBob, his mouth still half full with the soft, yellow eggs. Xenia rolled her eyes and walked back over to the large stainless steel stove to flip another blueberry flapjack. SpongeBob continued to dance around on the large flat screen television, gripping his spatula in his tiny yellow hand at the Crusty Crab restaurant.
 
   Saint stared at her, watching the way her curvy and toned body moved under the thin silk of her long mint green nightgown. Her hair was pulled into a sloppy braided bun, and her toasty pecan skin glowed under the recessed kitchen lights.
 
   I’m lucky; no, blessed … so blessed. Look how beautiful my wife is … damn…
 
   “Baby,” Saint called out as watched the television from his position leaning on the breakfast island. He sipped from a glass of orange guice, flaunting a sexy grin.
 
   “Yeah,” Xenia answered, her back still turned.
 
   “Did you drink your milk this morning?”
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   “I’ll take that as a ‘no’.” He smiled. “Ya slippin’. Don’t get mad at me if Thomasine has to be named Thomas then.” He lowered his voice before finishing his tirade ensuring the boys didn’t overhear him. “You have to stop fuckin’ around about this calcium, sweetness. Hop to it.” He set his glass down and clapped his hands loudly. “The time is approaching.”
 
   Xenia turned and looked at him with a beleaguered expression, to which he responded with a wink.
 
   “Give it back!” Hassani leapt out of his beanbag chair, in hot pursuit of Dakarai who had several of his Thomas the Train figurines.
 
   “Speaking of Thomas.” Saint said under his breath as he watched the juvenile antics.
 
   “Oh, Lord Jesus.” Xenia sighed. “Now that Hassani is all in love with Thomas stuff, Dakarai is taking all of his trains.”
 
   The boys ran around the living room in a blur. Saint took a long swig of his juice then placed the glass down.
 
   “Okay! That’s enough.” He’d waited, trying to give them time to stop on their own to no avail. “Dakarai, hand the train back over and Hassani, stop having melt downs about it, please. That is what he wants. He wants you to play with him, to chase him, lil’ man.”
 
   The two boys stopped running. Hassani grabbed Dakarai roughly around the collar of his shirt and pried two toy trains out of his brother’s tiny hands before walking to the breakfast island and looking up at his father with his big eyes. He slumped down in his chair and lifted his spoon to finish eating his raisin oatmeal and eggs. 
 
   “Oh, so now you want to sit with me again? You were just over there with your juice in front of the T.V. Cool! I like sitting with you, finish your breakfast.” Saint shook his head and smiled. 
 
   “Daddy, I need tuh ask you somethin’,” Hassani said, his eyes gleaming.
 
   “Yes, what is it?” Saint smiled at him.
 
   “Somebody asked me what I was ... at school. What am I, Daddy?”
 
   Saint looked at him sternly. He knew this day would come—and here it was, glaring him in the face. 
 
   “Hassani, you’re a human being. You’re a little boy—a very important little boy who is loved and cared for by your mother and I.”
 
   “I—I know, but what am I? They said mommy is black and...”
 
   “Who are they? Who is saying this stuff to you?”
 
   “Kids at school. They didn’t know what you were and asked me but I...”
 
   “Hassani, the next time someone asks you that, you simply tell them that you are a human being but if you want to give specifics, tell them that you’re half-black and part-Korean and Egyptian. What we are discussing right now is called race. It is not an indication of intelligence or if you’re a good person or not.”
 
   “Mommy is brown, you are yellow.” Hassani grinned.
 
   Saint grinned back. “Yes, that’s true—but more important than that, we’re your parents.”
 
   Hassani nodded, “I don’t care that you are yellow, Daddy! I don’t. And I don’t care that Mommy is brown and I look…” Hassani stared down at his arm, trying to pick his color. “I look tannish.”
 
   Saint laughed. “Yeah, you do. You’re very handsome and smart.”
 
   Saint knew this conversation was just one of many to come, and they’d become more and more difficult as time passed. Not for him, but for his children. 
 
   Just then, his cell phone rang.
 
   “Hello,” Saint greeted as he watched Xenia sashay up to him with a plate of pancakes. She sat them down and before she could turn back around, he swatted her behind. She looked over her shoulder, grinned, and returned back to the stove. While Lawrence spoke, he popped another forkful of eggs in his mouth.
 
   “Hi there, soldier!”
 
   “’Sup, Larry Lare!”
 
   “Ahhh, I hate being called Larry.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right, my bad.” Saint smiled as he finished chewing and set his fork down. “What’s up? This better be good for you to call me while I’m at home chillin’ with the fam.”
 
   “You know it is. My friend Jagger agreed to the proposal. He will be here in a few days.”
 
   “Egggggcellent!” Saint laughed. “Now, in all seriousness, we will need to meet pronto so as soon as he gets here, let me know.”
 
   “I will. Oh, and I hope you don’t mind, but I already started the interrogation, if you will.”
 
   “I know.” Saint grinned. “I could smell it on you.” He took another bite of his eggs.
 
   “Figures. And here I was thinking I was going to lay some pleasant surprise on your lap. I obviously forgot who I was dealing with.”
 
   “Yes, you did. Hey, hold a sec.” 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Saint took another quick bite of his eggs, tore a piece of the pancake with his bare hands, popped it into his mouth then stood and abruptly left the kitchen. His black slippers shuffled against the smooth marble as he made his way down the long hallway into his office. He closed the door behind him, strolled to his opaque desk and sat down in his black leather chair. Turning on the vibrating massager, he propped his legs up on his desk.
 
   “Ahhh,” he sighed with relief. He’d strained his back a bit during his last exercise rep and now was paying for it, but had no intentions of missing another workout due to it. “Hey, before you get into what you found out, I need to ask you something, Lawrence.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “A couple nights ago, I found out that my son, my oldest son, Hassani, has quite well-developed telekinetic powers, especially for someone of his age, or at least I think so.”
 
   “Wow!” Saint could almost see Lawrence’s facial expression—he was truly impressed. “When I met him a couple of months ago at your BBQ, I could tell he was gifted, but I wasn’t around him long enough to be able to tell to what extent. He is kind of young though—oonly five, right?”
 
   “Yes, five and a half. I was seven when I found mine, and I know we aren’t all the same, but isn’t that kind of young?”
 
   “Well, yes, but it is like puberty, really. Some of us start earlier than others. That doesn’t mean that everything else will be fast though. Usually, there is a reason why something like that would start early.”
 
   “Like what? What do you mean?” Saint slowly let his feet down and leaned forward on his desk.
 
   “Well, like there is a pending situation that may require the skills—so he needs to hone them now.” Lawrence cleared his throat. “The typical age frame for this ability is between seven and twelve. You were on the early end as well. Now, it doesn’t necessarily mean he needs them right now. This is just a theory, okay?”
 
   Saint was quiet for a moment, pausing to deliberate over what Lawrence said.
 
   “Yeah,” he answered faintly. 
 
   “You sound worried. Is something else going on?”
 
   Saint rubbed his head, leaned back and spun slowly around in his chair until he was facing his expansive window. He looked at the serene pool out back and the vacant guesthouse. 
 
   “Well, I thought I would have known, is all; you know, when it hit. To make things even more complicated, my youngest son, Dakarai, apparently can read people’s minds.”
 
   “You have got to be kidding me. He is only three, right?!” Lawrence blurted.
 
   “Yes, I know! Exactly…” Saint felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. Every nerve in his body screamed ‘Mayday!’
 
   “Okay look, Saint, do you mind if I come by, like right now and like, just have a visit with your kids? This is fucking amazing!”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, that’s fine,” Saint rushed. “But what does this all mean? I need answers, Lawrence. What am I up against?”
 
   “It means they are developing fast and now I’m more convinced that the theory, in this case, is legit. Something big is about to happen, man. Something monumental… ”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Two hours later…
 
   “Was that your favorite, too?” Hassani asked as he sat as close as he possibly could to Lawrence. 
 
   Saint walked the perimeter, eyeing his two sons and his new friend and employee from a distance. He sipped on his iced tea with such a forceful grip on the glass, it risked shattering in his hand. His eagerness for answers, cat-like curiosity and annoyance that he was unable to pick up his children’s early development all mingled together inside of him, creating a chaotic cocktail that rocked his core. 
 
   “Yeah, I liked Batman as a kid. Spiderman was awesome, too!”
 
   Saint continued to eavesdrop on the conversation. Bing Wa Cherry’s, ‘Chin Chin’ played in the background while the children moved to and fro, almost to the beat, purely by coincidence.
 
   He knew Hassani really liked Lawrence. He always asked when he was coming by. The conversation was easy going. Lawrence would make a great father one day, and that day would be coming faster than Lawrence realized... 
 
    He turned and saw his youngest child in his peripheral vision. Dakarai twirled around in a dizzying circle. Then, suddenly, the toddler stopped on a dime, as if in slow motion. Saint locked hazel eyes with his miniature twin. He could feel the pulsating energy and knew that feeling now all too well.
 
   My son is trying to fucking read my damn mind right now. My three year old son is trying to figure out what I’m up to. … Unfucking believable. … How long has he been able to do this with others?!
 
   He turned away from Dakarai and immediately shifted his weight from one leg to the other then stood still, concentrating on building blockage against the prying tot. He felt Dakarai’s pull back and disengage once he realized he’d been detected by dear ol’ dad. Saint narrowed on him, his blocking still strong, and now, he fully understood the perplexed look on the young boy’s face—it was the look of defeat. Dakarai stomped away, back toward the house, his favorite water gun in tow.
 
   That’s right, little boy. Don’t forget who Daddy is. I’m in charge! Damn!
 
   “Hey, Dakarai, what are you up to?” Saint put his hands on his hips, his eyebrow raised. A mixture of confusion and awareness filled him while he examined the boy.
 
   “Nuttin’.”
 
   “Nothing isn’t the right answer. You stay right there in the kitchen,” he said sternly.
 
   “I gotta go potty, Daddy!”
 
   To go piss on some more private thoughts, no doubt... 
 
   Saint sighed. “Okay, but as soon as you’re finished, you go into the kitchen and sit down or come back out here, okay?”
 
   Dakarai nodded and disappeared inside the house. Saint closed the door behind him.
 
   “Okay? So, we can do that if your father says it is fine. In the meantime, let me get a word with him and then you and I can shoot a few hoops, deal?” Lawrence said as he stood from the lawn chair and stretched.
 
   “Deal!” Lawrence reached down and gave Hassani a high-five. 
 
   “Daddy! Can I have some lemonade? Mommy said I could have some before she left.”
 
   “Yes, and pour Dakarai some in his cup, please. I want you two right in the kitchen where I can see you, do you understand?”
 
   “Yeeeessssss!” Hassani slid the heavy patio door open and ran inside.
 
   Both men watched as he raced toward the refrigerator, calling out to his brother on the way.
 
   Saint stood in front of Lawrence. Both men didn’t blink for quite some time.
 
   “Uh, Saint. I think you’re going to want to sit down for this.” Lawrence sat back slowly and ran his fingers through his feathered hair. He closed his eyes and exhaled.
 
   “Just lay it on me.” Saint sat next to him, looking down at the concrete covered space between his spread apart, Nike sandals covered feet. 
 
   “What you have here is very special.” Lawrence pointed to the house. “I’ve never seen anything like this before. Your sons ... wow! I’m so blown away.”
 
   “Lawrence!”
 
   “Okay, okay.” He held up his hands and smiled faintly. “I’ll get right to it, you’ll just have to excuse me, this is just … amazing!” He patted his thighs. “Alright. Let me just give it to you straight. Both boys have your gifts, to varying degrees.”
 
   “I already know that.”
 
   “I understand, but this means more, I mean the acceleration we’re seeing here, too. I seriously think they are in training, Saint. I can tell something inside of them is preparing them for something major, so I do want to let you know that it isn’t just a theory at this point. I have no idea what, man, I just know that whatever is going on, they are being spiritually trained. Hence, the early gift onset. Um, Hassani still won’t be in full power until somewhere around age thirty-five, you know the drill, so that’s the good news, and Dakarai isn’t as strong as Hassani, but he is … um … well…”
 
   “Just spit it out, please!” Saint glared at him, unable to control his anxiety. “These are my sons we’re talking about and you’re sitting there making things worse by draggin’ the shit out, being in awe!” Saint gripped the armrests of the lawn chair like a vise. 
 
   “He’s a deaf mute!”
 
   Saint’s eyebrows furrowed. “What? No he isn’t. He can speak and hear just fine!”
 
   “No, no, not in the traditional sense.” Lawrence rolled his eyes. “I’m just so excited I guess I’m not explaining myself well. Saint, a deaf mute, in our world, if you will, is exceptionally rare … and it’s a good thing.”
 
   “Well, what does it mean?” Saint set his glass down next to him.
 
   “It means he is telepathic, but that no one can block him. Ever. No matter how strong the block is, no one’s thoughts are protected unless…”
 
   “Unless what?”
 
   “Unless they made him. Deaf mutes can only be blocked by their biological parents. I remember you telling me a long time ago that Xenia had learned how to block you.”
 
   “Yeah, but I can get around it now. I wasn’t thinking clearly then and  ...  well, she had the upper hand.” Saint dismissed it, not wanting to get into the details surrounding the private, domestic circumstance.
 
   “Right, well, you better let her know that Dakarai can do it, too or he will read her thoughts any chance he gets … like to find out where Christmas gifts are hidden.” Lawrence chuckled nervously as he rubbed his palms against his blue jeans. “He tried to figure out why I was here as soon as I stepped out onto your patio.”
 
   “Well, he tried to read me just a second ago, too, and I blocked him. I could feel the pull, as though I was wrestling with a grown ass man. He has never tried to do that with me. It’s like he knows that I know now.”
 
   “Yes. He was born with it. The one thing on your side though, Saint, is that he is still so young, his age of comprehension is still at a three-year-old’s. So if you think of something complex, he still won’t understand.” Lawrence shook his head. “It’s astounding to see the differences between the two. For instance, Hassani doesn’t even have this developed yet, the mind reading aspect—it will come later but it still won’t be as strong as Dakarai’s. This is your youngest son’s calling card, Saint. It’s his specialty. He may never be able to move objects, like Hassani. Actually, I know he won’t be able to. If that was in him to develop, I believe I would have sensed the foundation for it, but nothing was there. Dakarai is more like me, he is limited, but what he can do is phenomenal.”
 
   “Give me as much detail as you can, please.” Saint rubbed his temple for a horrible headache was pounding inside of his skull.
 
    “He will never levitate or create and change the natural elements, but this one gift he has, boy, it is a real doozy. But the awesome thing about it is, whoever he is trying to read, he will learn when he gets older how to block the other person’s signal so that they won’t feel him trying to do it and even if they do know, they can’t stop him if he keeps pushing—if he’s persistent. He is only going to get stronger and stronger. The only reason you picked up on it is because…”
 
   “I’m his father…”
 
   “Yes, hence we call it a deaf mute, hear no evil, speak no evil, but see everything. My calling card is my ability to block—that is why I was able to stop him—but as he matures and learns how to hone it, no one is safe. It’s pretty intense. He is very quiet; he is always in stealth mode. He is halfway in before your average Angel Child bystander would even know what he was up to. It may sound complicated, but it isn’t actually.”
 
   “You said it is rare, how rare?”
 
   “Saint, we are talking like one Angel Child in every million in the entire world. And, no deaf-mute, from my knowledge, has ever been born from parents that weren’t both Angel Children. The fact that you had one with Xenia is, well, remarkable.”
 
   Saint felt a cool sensation overtake him. He looked at his arm and took note of the raised goosebumps. 
 
   “Lawrence, are either of my children in harm’s way because of this?” Saint tried desperately to mask the sense of sorrow and remorse that was welling within. He wrung his hands in apprehension. “That’s the million dollar question.”
 
   He’d never once thought that having children would bring him this sort of worry. He felt to blame—that his gift now ran in his children’s veins and wired them to be people that no one would ever understand.
 
   “No. Actually, it is like armor, Saint. Please, just trust the process. This is never a mistake.”
 
   “But they’re so young…” Saint looked away at the pool, his voice trailing as he watched the blue water ripple from the light wind. The sky, cobalt and placid, calmed his nerves a tad, but not completely. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way.”
 
   “To you, it wasn’t—but this is their lot. They inherited some of you, and now it is growing in its own way inside of them. You have no control over this. Look, obviously I don’t have children yet.” Lawrence folded his hands across his chest as he looked at Saint sympathetically. “But I can say to you with complete sincerity that this is not a curse.”
 
   “I know for me it isn’t.  I don’t see it that way anymore but man, I just don’t want my kids to suffer, and...” Saint tried to wipe the distressed expression off his face. The emotional wrestling match continued. “...I can’t even talk. I’m at a loss for words right now.”
 
    “I know you struggled with it all of your life, but what you have here is pure gold and spiritually,” Lawrence smiled, “it’s a beautiful thing.”
 
   “But if they are developing so soon and preparing for something important, that means my family is in some sort of danger. I can’t have that, man.” His brows furrowed and a wave of anger rushed through him.
 
   “Maybe, maybe not, but something significant is going to take place in my humble opinion, and the best thing you can do, Saint, is go with the flow. Follow your instincts. Do not make any sudden changes just because you have this information. It is important that you follow your status quo. The only difference is that now you know.”
 
   “Tell me something. Why didn’t I pick up on this though? I mean, hell, I’m their father!”
 
   “Saint, you knew…”
 
   “No I didn’t. I’m telling you that I honestly didn’t!” Saint sat up straighter, his face distorted with rage and guilt as the emotional rollercoaster took him for another low dip.
 
   “You’ve been working so much, Saint,” Lawrence sighed and leaned back in his lawn chair, “that you haven’t been recording your dreams anymore.”
 
   Saint paused. A look of astonishment washed over his face.
 
   “How do you know about that?”
 
   “Man, you just flashed it! As soon as you asked me why you didn’t know, your spirit answered. It’s the dreams. You’ve been talking to me behind the scenes this entire conversation.”
 
   Saint fell back in his seat, exasperated. He’d been so distracted by his sentiments during the conversation that he wasn’t blocking, concentrating or paying attention to much of anything.
 
   “So, the dreams were all true?”
 
   “They weren’t dreams … you really saw what you thought you dreamt.”
 
   Saint shook his head. The sound of birds chirping broke up the monotony and death of the seconds that passed after Lawrence’s assertion. 
 
   “So, when I walked into Hassani’s room a few weeks ago and saw him levitating, that wasn’t a dream?”
 
   “Well, sorta. From what I saw, you were viewing him from your bed. You wanted to make sure he was fast asleep so in your dream, you went to his room telepathically versus getting up.”
 
   “Shit! This too?” Saint stood and began to pace. He shoved his hands in his black pants pockets. “Does he know? Does he know he can levitate?”
 
   “Now that, I’m not certain of, but I’m leaning toward ‘no’. Usually, it takes a while for the person to realize they are doing it and it takes even longer to have any control over it. For most of us, it just happens. We wake up, and there we are in the air above our beds, coming out of the R.E.M state.” Lawrence looked into Saint’s eyes. “He probably won’t know until he is a teenager, unless you tell him or someone else does.”
 
   “You know,” Saint rubbed the side of his mouth with his thumb, “this could change everything. I was excited, and then ... I just don’t know anymore.”
 
   “What are you rambling about?” Lawrence smiled, obivously trying to smooth the conversation over.
 
   “Xenia and I are thinking of having another baby.”
 
   “Oh, that’s great, Saint!”
 
   “Well, I don’t know if it is, Lawrence. What if she or he … damn it…”
“Saint, come on. You can’t second guess this. What will be, will be,” Lawrence said reassuringly.  “You of all people should know this. Your next child may be just like Hassani, maybe even Dakarai, even though the chances of that are pretty slim. They could be somewhere in between or have no power at all—be just common, ordinary, like Xenia and Donna. Any of those possibilities could happen and you shouldn’t worry about that. Just enjoy your family.”
 
   Saint felt a sense of calmness move into his system, warming him deep within. He slumped back down into his seat. Lawrence had talked him off the edge. Though he was still slightly confused, he was grateful to have the man’s insight and caring heart so close by. In some regards, Saint still felt like a novice himself—but he was learning, learning fast. 
 
   He took the final watered down gulp of his tea and shot his buddy a sideways glance paired with a slight smirk. “Well, it is what it is, right?”
 
   “Yes, indeed.” Lawrence smiled back at him. “That’s your motto, but I’m stickin’ to it.”
 
   “Very well. So, my sons are developing fast and are extraordinary. I can handle that.” He sighed. “Their father is dope. What did I expect?” He chuckled, causing Lawrence to shake his head.
 
   “You’re right. Look at the stock they come from. A rare father having a rare child isn’t unheard of. Saint, I’ve told you countless times, your gifts are astounding.  What made you even more unique is you didn’t seem to have the foggiest. I liked that, actually. It made you more humble once you came into the realization. Don’t be surprised that, as you get older, and more people in our circle know what you’re capable of, you’ll be highly sought after for healing … Actually, if you look at your career, Saint, it’s already been happening.”
 
   “Then maybe that’s what this is about.” Saint looked at Lawrence as if he’d had a sudden awakening. “Maybe there is some healing that needs to take place that I’m just not aware of yet. New developments aren’t always a bad thing, I suppose.” He shrugged. 
 
   “That could very well be and speaking of new developments—I have ruled out twelve guys as the mole.”
 
   “You work fast. That’s great.”
 
   “Yeah, well, once Jagger gets here, it’s on. He can do what I can do, only better and faster in that regard.”
 
   “Cool. Do you want to stick around for lunch?” The two men stood from the summer recliners.
 
   “I wish I could, but after I shoot a few hoops with Hassani, I need to paint the guestroom. I just haven’t gotten around to it.”
 
   “Pssst!” Saint rolled his eyes. “You’re staying for lunch! I pay you enough so you can hire a painter. Besides, I’m going to have that barbeque chicken you like delivered. It will just be us guys. Xenia is running some errands, and you know what they say, when the Goddesses are away…”
 
   “The Angel Children will play!”
 
   Saint patted him on the shoulder and they went back into the house. Closing the sliding doors behind him, Saint tried desperately to push his concerns aside once and for all.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: five]CHAPTER 5 
 
    
 
   “Goodness!” Xenia slammed the front door behind her and wrestled the large bags in her hands. “Why didn’t I just come through the damn garage?” she barked out loud, straining with the load. 
 
   “Baby, what are you doing?” Saint rose from the living room couch where he’d dozed off. He pulled his black shorts up and slid on his flip flops. Yawning loudly, he approached her, putting pep in his step. “I thought you were just going next door to give the kids cupcakes?” He grabbed several of the bags and helped her into the kitchen.
 
   Xenia sighed. “I was, but then Robbie’s mom wanted to give me all of this stuff. For some reason, she feels it is her duty to hand me a bunch of yarn now.” Xenia sighed. “I wish I’d never told that woman I was interested in learning macramé.”
 
   Saint burst out laughing. “Xenia, you know you aren’t going to be sewing any rugs.”
 
   Xenia rolled her eyes. “You don’t know that, Mr. Know-It-All. Besides, I could be good at it!” she winked.
 
   “Ha!” Saint teased, inviting a shove to his shoulder. 
 
   He opened one of the tall, opaque kitchen cabinets, removed a glass and grabbed a bottle of Fiji water from the refrigerator. Leaning back against the granite counter, he poured half into the glass, then placed the remainder back in the fridge. 
 
   Suddenly, he felt himself stirring inside. It hit him like a ton of bricks. Damn, he wanted her. He wanted her bad. He knew this moment would arrive and it was scaring the shit out of him.
 
   I’m not going to be able to control myself... 
 
   He looked her up and down as she went through the bags, carefully counting and examining the colorful spools of yarn—apparently oblivious to his hungry gaze. He swallowed hard, licked his lips and stepped closer to her.
 
   “Hey baby,” he murmured. “Uh, how long is this party supposed to last next door?”
 
   “Oh,” she shrugged, “Probably another hour or two. There is some performer coming at four. And then after that, they will cut the cake. They have the cupcakes I made now, which is overkill if you ask me, but … Ahhh!” Xenia jumped when Saint wrapped his arms tightly around her waist. “You scared me.”
 
   “Mmmm, there’s nothing to be afraid of … ’cept the monster in my shorts.”
 
   Xenia looked over her shoulder at him. “Boy, you need to quit. You know what? Some of these are really pretty. I like this purple and turquoise one. I’ll have to write her a ‘thank you’ card.”
 
   Saint took Xenia’s hand and began to lead her away. She tried to plant her feet on the sparkling white kitchen floor, but she just slid along as he kept his firm hold onto her wrists. 
 
   “Saint, what are you doing?” She laughed nervously as he cleared the kitchen with her in tow. Xenia twisted and turned, finally breaking free when he became distracted by the sudden boom of loud music. She raced toward the living room. Saint narrowed his eyes and dashed after her, in hot pursuit. He tackled her to the couch, causing her to yell out playfully at the top of her lungs. She clawed at his bare chest, at his platinum chain with the Star of David dangling from it.
 
   “Come on now,” he huffed as he pinned her gruffly to the couch, pushing her arms back and making himself comfortable between her thighs. “Mmmm, I can smell it.” He felt his eyes narrow to slits. “You’re … almost in heat.”
 
   “I hate when you say that, Saint,” Xenia hissed. “Like I’m some damn animal. What is wrong with you?” she laughed as she continued to try to push him off of her.
 
   “Forty-eight more hours…”
 
   “And you told me that if you try to approach me to get some, any time before then, to tell you ‘no’. You knew you’d be weak, well in advance. Well, I’m telling you ‘no.’” She fought to get away from his grasp. “Now look, this is the fourth time this week I’ve had to fight you off. You are out of control!” 
 
   “Just a little bit, baby, please?” Saint’s sad expression was a custom-blend, created to break her resolve. “Just let me get in a few pumps, and I promise I’ll stop! I’ll just stick it in, then take it right back out.”
 
   Xenia crossed her arms over her chest and made a face.
 
   “Okay, I’ll just stick the head in … just let me put the tip in—stroke it a bit and then I won’t ask you anymore!”
 
   “Yeah, right. Saint, you sound like some sixteen-year-old boy. You must think I have mashed potatoes for brains. Get up off of me!” 
 
   “Come on, baby … you know you want it … you gave everyone else cupcakes … what about me, huh?” He nestled his head in the cradle of her shoulder and neck, keeping her secure beneath him, never wanting her to go.
 
   Come on, Xenia, shit! Fuck what I said! Give me some fucking pussy!
 
   “Saint, surely you can wait a couple more days. Now this is just silly!”
 
   “Ahhhh!” 
 
   Saint got off her completely frustrated, his teeth clenched, bared like fangs. His inner-animal was in full view, and there was barely any way to tame the beast. He felt his chest heave, his breathing labored, driving him crazy. The other night he had to sleep in the guest house, due to being completely unable to control himself around her in the wee hours of the morning. 
 
   He couldn’t figure out what was wrong with him—it was as if he’d never had her before. His sex drive was amped up to a level he’d never experienced; he felt like a wolf on the prowl. No other woman would do, it had to be Xenia, but he knew that it was imperative that they stick to the plan, despite the horny monster inside of him that wouldn’t give him a moment’s rest. 
 
   Xenia sat back and wiped her brow. “Look, it’s been hard for me too, Saint.”
 
   “Yeah, but at least you got some head last night! I wanted some head, too!” he yelled as he slumped down on the couch, pouting like his children. He closed his eyes and punched the couch.
 
   Xenia smiled, a motherly smile, and rubbed his chest.
 
   “Don’t touch me … unless you are going to give it up. Not in the mood to be teased, seriously,” he whispered with exasperation, keeping his eyes closed.
 
   Xenia laughed. “Don’t be like that, baby.” She nestled close to him, laid her head on his shoulder. 
 
   He sighed and wrapped his arm around her. “This fucking sucks.” He laughed—a miserable, frustrated laugh. “I don’t know how I’m going to make it. I may need to be put in a padded room.”
 
   “You seem more wound up than usual.” She clasped his hand. “You weren’t like this when I had the kids and you had to wait.”
 
   “I already addressed this with you. You have a short ass memory and I know why, because you’re getting what you need and the hell with everybody else.”
 
   Xenia burst out laughing, seemingly becoming more amused the angrier he became.
 
   “Uh, I was still getting served, remember?! You gave me brain and hand jobs to tide me over. It wasn’t nearly as bad as this.  ...  Now I can’t cum, at all! I’m about to explode. When I do get it, I’m going to wear your ass out  ...  over there laughin’ ’nd shit. This shit ain’t funny.” He was dead serious.
 
   Xenia shook her head and laughed louder, unphased by his outburst. “Oh yeah, that’s right. I’m sorry. Here is what I don’t get though. You’ve been abstinent before. You said you were for over six months before we met in person. How is this different?”
 
   “Baby, I hadn’t met you yet—you weren’t in my system. My soul craved you but I had never experienced you. You can’t miss what you never had.” He kept his eyes closed and lulled his head back onto the couch, completely exasperated. “My horniness level shot through the roof like two days ago. I think about sex all damn day. It’s even interrupting my work. I’m going nuts.” He rubbed his forehead. “Shit, maybe I need to take up macramé tonight!”
 
   Xenia burst out laughing. “Well, since you can’t cum, is there anything else you’d like? Is there something else I can do, to help pass the time?”
 
   “Checkers? Shit, I don’t know.” He peered like a pervert down at her crotch. “I don’t want anything but that. I can’t even French kiss you now and leave it at that. You were this close,” he pinched his fingers together, “to gettin’ the dick last night. It’s good you stopped me or that would’ve been all she wrote. Don’t ask me to wash your back tonight again either; you saw what happened. Matter of fact, I am not allowed to see you naked, period. It just makes it worse. Damn you for being so fuckin’ sexy.” 
 
   He gave a loud exhale. “It took all of my strength to not just whip it out and go to town … Jesus.”
 
   “Well, boy or girl regardless, it will be worth it in the end. Just think of it as a mini-sex-cation. Distance makes the heart grow fonder they say...” She smiled at him.
 
   “Easy for you to say. I ate you like you were the last supper this morning. All I got was my face squeezed between your damn legs while you came. I was jealous, wishing I could’ve been your panties for the day and hoping you’d be afflicted with a coochie wedge, better known as the G-String camel toe.” 
 
   He grabbed her and kissed her forehead. Her body shaking with laughter, she leaned over and laid her head on his shoulder.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint stood with his legs apart and his hands across his chest. He glared at Dakarai as the boy ran back and forth in the vast playroom. Hassani sat quietly off to the side, flipping through several books before standing up and going into the kitchen. Meanwhile, the three-year-old Dakarai bounced a ball up and down on the floor, and squealed in delight as it made the thud sound over and over. Dakarai paused and looked at him out the corner of his eye.
 
   “Hey, Dakarai, come here for a minute.” Saint hooked his finger and beckoned him.
 
   Dakarai hesitated, looked at his father and held the blue ball high, as if he were going to throw it. He then ran around in circles, laughing, playing.
 
   “Dakarai, what are you doing? I asked you to come here,” Saint said more sternly as he slid down into one of the bright red children’s chairs near the book shelf. Dakarai dropped the ball, watched it roll away and made his way toward his father.
 
   “No, don’t sit there, sit here on my lap.”
 
   The toddler happily leapt onto his father’s lap and locked his hands around his neck. Saint held him around the waist and looked down at him. Their faces were close—they could almost rub their noses together. He loved looking at his sons, studying every detail on their face. They changed so fast and so much; each day seemed slightly different than the one before. 
 
   “Dakarai, I need to ask you a question.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Can you tell what I’m thinking right now?” Saint lowered his block, allowing Dakarai access to various thoughts and ideas. Dakarai grinned shyly and turned around, wiggling on Saint’s lap.
 
   Saint grinned back, made him face him again and hugged him tighter. “It’s alright. You’re not in trouble, baby. I want you to tell me what I’m thinking about right now, tell me what you see.”
 
   Dakarai stared into his father’s eyes. “About cars, Daddy.”
 
   “That’s right, I was thinking about cars just now. Can you tell me what color the cars are in my mind?” Saint concentrated again, allowing his son viewership into the tiny window to his contemplations.
 
   “Reeeed, gway and green.”
 
   “Very good. Red, the gray was actually silver, and green.” Saint swallowed. “Good job, Dakarai. Do you like doing that people? Seeing their thoughts?”
 
   Dakarai nodded happily.
 
   “Okay. Daddy can understand that. It’s fun. Let me tell you a little something about people’s thoughts though. They are kinda like when you go to the bathroom. You know how you don’t want anyone to see you use the potty, and you close the door?”
 
   Dakarai nodded.
 
   “That’s how people’s thoughts are. They prefer not to be seen by others. For you, this feels natural but I have a feeling you still know that not everyone can do it. Is that true?”
 
   “I know ... like, Daddy, ’Sani can’t.” Dakarai smiled smugly. 
 
   “Right, Hassani can’t read people’s thoughts, not yet, and you still may always be better at him than that. Both of you are good at different things. Just like Hassani reads books well and is great at playing basketball. You are good with numbers, especially for someone your age. You’re different, and that’s cool. It’s great to be different. And with that, some differences make people upset. Just like you wouldn’t want your mother opening the door while you do number two, you become embarrassed.”
 
   Dakarai giggled. “Boo boo!”
 
   “Yes, when you booboo. That is the same thing, so don’t open the door on people’s thoughts anymore, Dakarai.”
 
   He watched the little one’s dark eyebrows bunch in a frown.
 
   “I know it’s hard, but I want you to try to not do that to people, okay?”
 
   “But it’s fun, Daddy.” The little boy pouted, not wanting to relinquish the great entertainment he’d be having at other people’s expense. 
 
   “I know it is, baby, but just because something is fun doesn’t mean it is okay if it is hurting someone else. You’d make people sad if they knew you were doing that, because just like the bathroom, that’s private. Do you understand?”
 
   Dakarai nodded sadly and looked down into his lap, fidgeting.
 
   “You didn’t know any better. I’m not mad.” Saint slowly lifted his son’s chin. “If you want to know something, just ask.”
 
   “But Daddy ... what if ... what if it could help me?”
 
   Saint paused. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Like  ...  what if it could help some bunny, like uh hero! Like, that one man on tha movie.”
 
   “Help somebody? Oh, the guy in the cartoon that could read the villain’s thoughts and he stopped him from robbing the bank?”
 
   “Yes! Like dat, Daddy.”
 
   “Well, that’s different, but that isn’t what you’re doing now, is it? There are no robbers running around here.” Saint chuckled. “But I do believe you will grow up and be a superhero.” He kissed his son on the forehead. 
 
   Dakarai smiled and squeezed Saint’s neck. “I love you, Daddy.” 
 
   “I love you too, son.”
 
   ***
 
   The next morning…
 
   Saint swiveled at his maiden shaped desk and contemplated his wording for the email he was composing. Deadlines were approaching, the clock was ticking and inside, he was a walking time bomb. 
 
   Damn it! We should have pushed for two in Houston. Now we’ll be working against the clock on this conference.
 
   Lawrence beeped into his office. Saint looked down at his phone and put him through.
 
   “Sup, Lawrence.” He glared back at his computer screen, a scowl on his face.
 
   “Jagger is here; we can all sit down and talk now.”
 
   “Okay, cool. Give me ten minutes.” Saint disconnected the line and went back to his work. As soon as he began to type again, his cellphone started to vibrate. He glanced down at it, and saw Xenia’s number. 
 
   “Hi, baby.” He exhaled loudly as he began typing again.
 
   “I’m not a baby!” came Hassani’s voice.
 
   Saint beamed. Hearing his child’s voice was a much welcomed reprieve right now. 
 
   “What are you doing with mommy’s phone, boy?”
 
   “She is talkin’ to Mrs. Murphy. We are goin’ on a field trip.”
 
   “Oh yeah, that’s right. You’re going to the space museum. Are you excited?”
 
   “Mmmm hmmmm!”
 
   “That’s good, have fun. I have to go, baby, I mean, Hassani.”
 
   “Wait Daddy, ’member when you dropped me off here last time?”
 
   “Yes. That was last week.”
 
   “This boy named Eric said you talk funny! He been sayin’ it to me again and he told everybody, ‘Hassani daddy talk funny!’ I don’t like it. I’m goin’ to beat him up.”
 
   Saint grinned on the other end of the phone. “He said I talk funny, huh? Hassani, don’t pay this Eric person any attention. If it bothers you that much, just tell him your daddy isn’t from here, and people all over the country and world speak differently.”
 
   “You not from California, Daddy?”
 
   “No, and it’s, ‘you’re not from California, Daddy.’ Remember, I showed you on the United States map. I’m from a state called New York, where the Statue of Liberty is—the big green lady with the torch.”
 
   “Oh yeah! I remember now, Daddy.”
 
   “One day I will take you. You and Dakarai need to see where I grew up. Your grandfather, my father, still lives there.”
 
   “And your mother, too?”
 
   “…No lil’ man. My mother passed away before you were even thought about … waaaay before you were born.” 
 
   Saint swallowed as his mind flooded with memories of his mother—living with her in the South Bronx, holding her hand tightly when gang members, in particular, the Savage Skulls, the Savage Nomads and the Black Spades raced past them and caused havoc at all hours of the night. He was only five, and to this day, he remembered making eye contact with one. In that moment, he was no longer afraid, but he wasn’t sure why. He looked up at his mother and saw her staring at the tall, lanky Puerto Rican youth, before he turned away, with dark eyes full of pain and hatred. He was dressed in leather, boots and had ‘Savage Skulls’ written on the back of his vest. 
 
   He remembered her gentle protection, and now, he desired it so badly, once more.
 
   “She was Korn?”
 
   Saint smiled faintly. “Korean. Your grandmother was Korean, son. She was American though, but she did have a slight accent because she learned Korean first. Her parents didn’t speak English well at the time so she had to learn it a little later. Her parents, your great grandparents, came straight from Korea.” 
 
   Saint smiled as he reflected on his mother’s voice. Even though she was gone, he could still hear it so clearly in his mind, as if they’d just spoken yesterday.
 
   “I think because I was around her so much, I picked up a little of her dialect and it made the way I speak even kind of amusing to my friends when I was your age, too. So that is why daddy sounds funny to Eric, sweetie. I grew out of it, but there are some words that I still say the same way she did. It’s just a habit at this point.” He paused and gave it some thought. “Hassani, I know it’s hard, especially at your age, but try to not worry about what people say about me. All I care about is what your mother, you and your brother think of me. You define yourself, okay? No one can tell you who you are but you.”
 
   “But Daddy, he always sayin’ mean things! I don’t like him and he picks on me and other kids. He’s a bully, daddy!”
 
   “And you know what, Hassani? That’s because he doesn’t feel good about himself. I don’t want you to touch him, or say one bad thing to him, do you understand me?”
 
   “But…”
 
   “I’m serious, Hassani.” 
 
   Saint’s thoughts flooded with sadness. Even over the phone, he was able to tap into Eric’s energy.  
 
   That little boy doesn’t have his father at home. He probably doesn’t even know who his father is let alone, what his own dad’s voice sounds like to determine if the man sounds funny or not! This is based on jealousy. He is jealous that I’m there for my son—that I hugged and kissed him when he saw us, and that I love him. This is a damn tragedy…
 
   “You are blessed,” Saint continued. “Now look, you…” Saint suddenly heard Xenia speaking in the background. 
 
   “Boy, if you don’t give me my phone…!”
 
   Saint smiled as he heard her snatch it out of his hand.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hey, baby mama, it’s your man.” Saint laughed lightly. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Hassani is a mess,” she said. “I was speaking with his teacher about his fieldtrip today and their play next month. It’s going to be a hoot. They are doing ‘Pinocchio.’”
 
   “What role does he have?”
 
   “You’ll never guess.”
 
   “Pinocchio? He stopped lying as much lately; he may not do as well,” Saint teased.
 
   “Yeah, he must’ve passed the torch to Dakarai. … But nope, it’s that damn cricket. He is the narrator!” 
 
   Saint broke out in laughter. “Not Jiminy Cricket! Oh shit, I gotta see this. I hope I’m not out of town. … Well baby; I need to head into a meeting soon. Kiss Hassani and Dakarai for me and have a good show this morning. I’ll try to listen in later.”
 
   “Okay.” He could hear her grin over the telephone.
 
   “I can’t wait ’til tomorrow night,” Saint added as he licked his lips in anticipation.
 
   “You and I both,” Xenia whispered before disconnecting the call.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint stood from his desk and pulled at his sleeves. He shook one leg, then the other, attempting to remove the slight creases from his pants. He stared straight ahead at his reflection in the flat screen television across the room then slowly made his way around his desk, his polished black Bruno Magli Rammola shoes sinking into the plush carpet with each step. 
 
   As he approached his office door, he caught again his reflection in the mirror. He stopped and could see much clearer now. Lips slightly curved, his ran his fingers through his loose raven waves, enjoying the feel of his recently grown out tresses. The sideburns still in full effect, and cut close at the nape, he’d decided per Xenia’s urging to allow more length at the top, which only encouraged her to exercise her finger agility through the slick strands while he lavished her with oral attention.  He turned his wedding band slowly back and forth around his finger as he replayed her succulent kiss on his lips earlier that morning. With a wink at himself in the mirror, he exited his office with long strides to the conference room. 
 
   The closer he got, the more he perspired. Not out of trepidation, but because of that all-too-knowing scent and aura. He was once again going to be in the midst of one of his own. He hadn’t laid eyes on Jagger, but with each step forward, he realized he already knew him. Somewhere deep inside, Saint realized that Jagger was a part of the fabric of his life, of the brotherhood. He could smell him even more now, stronger.  A thin fan of light slivered under the closed door of the conference room.  He took a deep breath, then turned the knob to enter…
 
   Lawrence and Jagger stood close to each other, leaning casually against a white wall by the vast window facing the morning sun. They were enveloped in such illumination, so that their features were hardly discernible. Now, the scent was overwhelming, overpowering his delicate sense of smell—as when a person douses themselves in a bath of cheap perfume and comes to stand close to you. 
 
   Saint coughed and cleared his throat and put on a welcoming smile. Jagger’s light blue eyes narrowed on him. He roughly ran his broad fingers over his dark brown, short hair, scratching behind his ear as he continued to stare. Jagger had a presence. There was no doubt about it. Standing at six foot one and brandishing a five o’clock shadow reminiscent of George Michael circa 1986, in addition to broad shoulders and a football player build made him instantly intimidating. Worse yet, he didn’t smile.
 
   Saint approached him and stood so close, that if either man moved more than two inches, their bodies would brush against one another. Like a dispersing cloud, Lawrence stepped away from the two, as if a fight were about to ensue and he wished to avoid all blows. Instead, the men gradually danced around one another, like two bulls preparing to engage in battle. Saint’s smile faded as he continued to check Jagger out. He could sense Jagger’s intimidation, and recognized it as such. Unlike Lawrence, who was mesmerized and humbled by Saint’s psychic strength, Jagger seemed to recoil from it. He opened himself up, and the telepathic conversation ensued…
 
   “So, you’re Saint … I’ve heard a great deal about you.”
 
   “I know. I’ve heard about you, too.”
 
   “Lawrence thinks highly of you. Me? I’m not so sure.”
 
   “What is your concern?”
 
   “You have an obscene amount of power, and have totally no fucking clue as to what you’re capable of doing … seems like a waste.”
 
   Saint grinned. “Oh really? Says who?”
 
   There was continued silence as they slowly glided past one another, like key performers in a carefully orchestrated dance.
 
   “I know you could destroy me right now.”
 
   “And why would I want to do that, Jagger?” Saint felt his pulse accelerating.
 
   “Because you don’t like what I’m saying.”
 
   “My ego is not that fragile.” Saint grinned.
 
   “Uh,” Lawrence chimed in with his telepathic waves. “If I may interject here…”
 
   Both men turned to him, their brows furrowed and teeth showing as if frozen in mid-dog fight. Lawrence quickly turned away and had a seat at the table.
 
   “So, I understand you have a mole.” Jagger said verbally, clearing his throat as he looked up into Saint’s eyes. He seemed unmoved by the slight color change from white to a light blue. Saint knew that he knew what that meant—it was a subtle warning: you’re on thin ice.
 
   “Yes, there is a mole. Someone is here, that shouldn’t be. There is a shift in energy, and they are masking themselves somehow.”
 
   “Angel Child?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well then, this should be easy.” Jagger brushed past Saint’s shoulder and made his way to the table, sitting alongside Lawrence.
 
   Saint sat across from them and picked up a mechanical pencil. He drummed it on the table while the silence accrued. His eyes, now mere slits, fixated on Jagger. Jagger shot the look back; the battle continued. 
 
   Saint cupped his chin and leaned forward. “Why the fuck are you here, Jagger? What? To see a freak show? This isn’t a mothafuckin’ circus. This is my goddamn life, my mission.”
 
   “I needed to see you for myself…” Jagger grunted.
 
   “What? You wanted to see if Lawrence here was right, to see if I was what he said I was? Okay, now you’ve seen me.” he threw the pencil haphazardly onto the table. “You’re not jealous, that much I’ve figured out, but you are harboring resentment. What the fuck is your problem? Let’s just get this all out on the goddamn table.” Saint leaned back in his chair, swiveling it ever-so-gently as he waited. 
 
   “Saint, is it okay if I call you that?” Jagger tempered his energy.
 
   “…Yes.”
 
   “Saint, it’s not really resentment. You’ve just fucked up my whole image of someone like you. All this time, I was told that the rare ones like you would be a certain way. You fit none of that criterion and it’s just messing with my head—you come across as naïve, energy wise anyway. It’s different talking to you on the phone; I couldn’t tap in the same way I can now. Eye to eye  ...  wow, you really are clueless.”
 
   “I am to some degree, I’ll admit that. Honestly, if it weren’t for Lawrence here, I’d be in a whirlwind of trouble.”
 
   Lawrence smiled then looked contemplatively down at his folded hands.
 
   “You definitely have a lot of dynamism. I can see the draw, the pull. As I sit here reading you, and thank you for allowing me to.” 
 
   Saint nodded. 
 
   “You just seem like…”
 
   “A regular person.”
 
   “Yes!” Jagger shook his head in disbelief. “It’s my fault truly, and I apologize for the altercation we just had. … I just, I dunno.” He rubbed his forehead and leaned back in the black leather office chair, still keeping his eye on Saint.
 
   “Why do you sound like you’re from Jersey? I thought you and Lawrence were from Colorado and you live in Utah now?”
 
   “Oh.” Jagger grinned. “I am from New Jersey, Newark to be exact. I moved to Colorado when I was about ten. Lawrence and my dad grew up together so it was natural for us to become friends as well. I was going to move back to Jersey, but … my ex-wife’s family was in Utah so that’s how I ended up there. She wanted to be closer to them. I go often though. I really like it there; Jersey will always feel more like home.”
 
   Saint nodded. “I know the feeling. Okay, so we’re both east coast men … good to know.”
 
   “Yeah, I know you grew up in the Bronx in the late 70s and early 80s, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “My Uncle had a beat there; he was a cop at Fort Apache.”
 
   “No shit?” Saint smiled, now more engrossed in the conversation.
 
    “He told me some wild stories. I got my desire to be a cop from him. He told me that was the scariest beat he ever had. It was rough there, man. He said it was like the fuckin’ apocalypse. Massive crime, poverty, assault, gangs and drugs.”
 
   “Yeah, it was bad but you know, Jagger, if you never see anything different, then you don’t always realize how bad you have it until you see something else. You can’t miss what you never had.” 
 
   He grinned as he recalled telling Xenia just that the other day after she’d denied him her ‘cupcakes’...
 
   “My parents knew, but I didn’t because I was conceived and born in that borough. I didn’t understand that the entire world wasn’t like that. My parents were hard working people, but money was tight.” Saint shrugged. “So they stayed because we had no other place to go.”
 
   “That’s the truth. In my police work, right after I got out the military, we studied some of the street gangs and that is what my uncle’s focus was on. The fucking arsons—the landlords burning down their own fuckin’ buildings to get money, I just couldn’t believe it. I know it’s not like that anymore, but it blows my mind to see people who grew up there, knowing they survived it.”
 
   “It was horrible, but I didn’t know how atrocious it was until we moved to Brooklyn. Brooklyn at that time was challenging too, but nothing like the South Bronx. I want to make sure my sons never have to experience anything like that. It was traumatic.” There was a brief pause. “Anyway, back to the business at hand. So, what are your ideas about this mole situation?” Saint clasped his hands together as he continued to study Jagger.
 
   Jagger slowly leaned forward. Saint observed as a slight smile—the first he’d seen on the man—emerged on Jagger’s angular face. The man rubbed the thick, dark stubble on his hard jawline, traced the side of his long, thin Romanesque nose with his index finger and laughed. “I think you know what I’m capable of, Saint. I seek, find and annihilate. We discussed this on the phone. You already know. That is what I do.”
 
   “Yes, I picked up on it and it is rather unsettling yet I suppose, it’s admirable that you enjoy it so much.”
 
   “I like crushing evil and wrong doing.”
 
   “So it’s about morality?”
 
   “It’s about right and wrong. I don’t see shades of gray.”
 
   “Not everything is so clean cut.”
 
   “Most things are…”
 
   More silence. Lawrence cleared his throat and moved around in his chair, showing obvious agitation. 
 
   “What’s wrong, Lawrence?” Saint asked, knowing full well what was wrong, but just wanting to take a little dig at his buddy.
 
   Lawrence looked at him and grimaced. Saint could almost feel the heat rising off of his body.
 
   “I wish you two would settle this pissing contest. You’ve been sitting here playing nice but it’s all an act. I know about the phone calls—that was bad enough. Stop it. I’ve got shit to do!” he blurted.
 
   Saint laughed loudly and rubbed his chest, taken aback by Lawrence’s statement.
 
   “Quiet and polite Lawrence, is that you?” He laughed again, leaning further back in his chair.
 
   Lawrence lifted his middle finger and smiled. “Come on, guys. What gives? I thought we were past this.”
 
   “Well, tell your buddy that, Lawrence,” Saint said angrily as he swiftly rose from his chair, almost tipping it over. His voice bounced off the walls, giving the room irate life. “You want to play chess with me, Jagger?” Saint smiled a mirthless smile as he sunk his teeth into his bottom lip and leaned over the conference room table, his head cocked to the right. The shine picked up Saint’s tinted reflection in the deep, dark wood—glossy and exposed like the exploding star that he was right now.
 
   “I don’t play games.”
 
   “Sure you do, Jagger.” Saint shoved his hands in his pockets and paced the room. “Now, you came in here, ruffled your own feathers and threw mad energy at me. You gave me an invitation to fight. You thought you could take me because I don’t know completely what I’m doing yet, though you admitted I could kill you, take you down if I wished. You like to fuck people up, it’s a past time for you and there would be nothing more satisfying to you right now than drowning an angel love child with my level of abilities … but it’s not going to happen, Jagger boy … not today, not ever…”
 
   Jagger clicked his tongue against his teeth. He crossed his heavy arms across his barrel chest and seethed out in the open. 
 
   “Now, you and I could probably be really good friends, but there has to be some level of trust. Despite the shit you just pulled, including the half assed apology, I still trust you. You just seem like a trustworthy mothafucka, plus, Lawrence is a good judge of character, even more so than I. I trust this man with a lot, a whole lot.” He shot Lawrence a look then turned back to his new foe. “I don’t give a shit if you don’t like me, but you better respect me.” Saint moved his face close to Jagger’s. The two men eyeballed one another, causing the tension in the room to triple. 
 
   “I do respect you.” Jagger said, without blinking or flinching, his tone even and not a shred of fear in his voice.
 
   “No, not really, but you will soon enough. You have the ability to get quickly through people’s tactics. I need you to do just that so we can narrow this down. Take all the time that you need … but not too long. I will introduce you as a new Rainbeau Knight, saying you went through private training with Lawrence and me. Then, you can work from the inside and find out who the hell is here that isn’t supposed to be.”
 
   “You could do the same thing but you’re scattered right now.” The natural gruffness of Jagger’s voice coated the prickly words.
 
   “Yes, I’m preoccupied.”
 
   “So, I read your email again.” Jagger removed a folded piece of paper from his jeans pocket. “This salary is very generous. Thank you for being fair. Also, thank you for the rental home as well.”
 
   “Why, of course. I need you to be comfortable.  There is also a rent to purchase clause, you know, in case you may want to stay here. There is one problem however…”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “You’re divorced.”
 
   “So.”
 
   “So, people will want answers. Look at the line of business I’m in. I’ve already dug deeper into your thoughts, Jagger. We are cut more from the same cloth than I ever imagined, at least the old me, that is...”
 
   Jagger’s face reddened. Lawrence looked at both of the men in bewilderment. 
 
   Saint returned to his seat, crossed his legs, and rubbed his finger along his chin. “Oh come on, Jagger!” he taunted. “We’re all adults here! Why don’t you tell Lawrence here the other perk you are most looking forward to, hmmm?” 
 
   Jagger grinded his teeth as his muscles clenched. Saint read it clear,
 
   He has no idea how I got that deep; he had it hidden so well. Took me seven minutes, but I found his treasure trove. I get better and better at this shit every fuckin’ day. Naïve my ass…
 
   “You are unbelievable. None of that has anything to do with this. Let’s just get to work, please. Give me all of the Rainbeau Knights’ profiles and—”
 
   “Oh no, Jag! You don’t get off that easy. I told you at the beginning of this shit.” Saint stabbed the table with his finger as he made his point. “That we were going to get all of this out on the table. If you are going to be working for me, then we have to be able to get along. There has to be trust and respect. You will be allowed to see me—ask Lawrence, I never hid shit from him once we developed our friendship. I expect open and honest communication. Don’t make me hunt shit down inside of you, and then have to put your ass on blast!”
 
   Jagger closed his eyes and rubbed his temple.
 
   “Lawrence, Jagger here has never made love to a black woman, but has always been curious. The sex … enticing sex … yes, I saw it, Jagger. You have quite the collection of interracial porn! You…”
 
   “Alright stop, that’s enough!” Jagger barked gruffly.
 
   “You know I’m a sex therapist, right?” Saint cackled as he continued on, with no end in sight. “I can help you with that. You want to date a Queen. I know you perked right up when Lawrence told you about that. This was too good to miss out on, but you were mistaken,” Saint said between gritted teeth. “You came here to see if I was real, to sink your teeth into the mole and to bang some black chicks, screw some Queens, bust some jungle pussy wide the fuck open, right? Hey! Don’t look at me like that  ...  that was your thought, not mine!” Indignant, Saint pointed his finger at Jagger. “This ain’t no mothafuckin’ orgy! The Rainbeau Knights are exclusive to their chosen mate. Our belief system is strong and intact! You find you a Queen, you get to know her, you date her, you marry her, end of fuckin’ story! None of this runnin’ around fuckin’ all the black ass you can find.”
 
   “I didn’t think…”
 
   “You DID think it! Like I have some mothafuckin’ big ass closet, and when I open the goddamn door, buck-naked freaks from tha mothaland just come spillin’ the fuck out, ready to be fucked all morning and night by a mothafuckin’ Rainbeau! I swear some of you white mothafuckas have lost your goddamn minds.”
 
   “Actually Saint, he’s half Navaho and—”
 
   “Quiet Lawrence!” Saint turned back to Jagger, his eyes glowing. “I cannot tell you how many emails I used to get, asking about this sort of shit, like it’s a free for all, like there is a petting zoo full of black pussy that I keep on lock!”
 
   Reduced to silence, Jagger looked away.
 
   “It doesn’t work like that, man … and because of those deviant thoughts and ideas, you will in fact go through the real training.”
 
   “But, I really…”
 
   “Nuh, uh, not tryna hear it, man.” Saint put his hand up. “This is no longer a sham. You need this, Jagger. I can’t have you sitting here for months on end, introducing you to people close to me, and you don’t understand what we are doing—what our purpose is. If you can understand why I’m knee deep in this, and my heart is so wrapped up in this cause, you’ll care more about why I need this mole found and the mission in general to succeed. I can’t have you basing your impressions of my work and of black women off of what you’ve seen on television and in those fucking movies.”
 
   Jagger’s face reddened again.
 
    “There’s good porn and bad porn.” Saint laughed. “I can give you some better flicks, but anyway, that is beside the point now. I will have your training arranged as soon as I leave from here. Now, all jokes aside.” Saint picked up the pencil he’d thrown earlier and twirled it between his fingers as he relaxed in his seat. “I know though that you do have sincerity as far as finding a wife. You’ve been divorced for quite some time now. I’m sorry about what happened with your first marriage. You’re hard to live with, but you didn’t deserve that.”
 
   Jagger looked at Saint; the man’s face saddened and he didn’t say a word.
 
   Saint didn’t need to comment; he saw the reality clear as day. He saw the awful effects of a marriage gone bad as soon as he looked into his Jagger’s pain-stricken eyes for the first time. 
 
   His ex-wife had an affair with his best friend and became pregnant. He’d raised the child as his own, until she told him he wasn’t the father of their then four-year-old son. He was working so hard and barely ever home. He had no idea she’d stepped out on the marriage…
 
   “It’s hard being in love with someone who doesn’t love you back.” Saint briefly reflected on his own strained marriage after the sexual assault. He was convinced she’d fallen out of love with him, and he felt as if he were going to die once the realization hit him. No other pain had compared to it. It was the worse heartbreak one could endure. He pitied the man. 
 
   “Jagger, I know you’ve been through a lot of shit. Lawrence told me nothing of your personal life, besides your divorce, and about that, he didn’t get into specifics. Life has not been fair to you; it hasn’t been fair to me, either, as we discussed earlier, but we adapt so we can survive. I can give you a ten point bulletin to sum up who you are and what you think.” 
 
   Saint pushed out a finger for each point as he counted. 
 
         “You’re a die-hard Italian and Navajo man, but you rep that red, green and white just as proudly as your Native American heritage. Your childhood was super fucked up—no need for us to get into the details, you already lived through the shit, but just know that I know.” 
 
   Saint had seen the move from place to place, his parents’ unstable marriage, his father’s alcoholism and the horrible domestic violence—each one beating the other during loud, nasty arguments that Jagger and his brother were subjected to watch front row, center.
 
   “You are a conservative Republican. I won’t hold that against you.” Saint laughed, causing the mood to lighten a bit once he saw Jagger grin. “You are incredibly capable, psychically as well as an investigator, damn good actually. You are able to dissemble people quickly, and place them back together again. I need that type of skill here on my team.”
 
   He let the last words linger; his implication was clear. He didn’t have to love Jagger, but he needed this man. His talents were immense.
 
    “You can be thrown into a room with five thousand hornets and locate the one that has the strange, bent stinger in a few minutes. You also get immense pleasure out of causing people emotional pain—typically a psychopathic trait, but in your case, that’s not so. You do this to people that you feel are amoral and are out to hurt others.” 
 
   Saint could relate, though he was still slightly ashamed of the new revelation... 
 
   “There is a part of you that longs for a fairy-tale life—the wife, kids, all that shit. You tried it once, it didn’t work out, and now you’re a wee bit jaded.” Saint smiled sympathetically. “You’re secretive, too secretive, because you’ve seen the underbelly of the human psyche, and it causes you to put up walls. You trust … no one. You’ve got some sexual hang-ups that I’d like to discuss with you later, and…”
 
   Jagger interrupted by clearing his throat loudly.  It was a primal warning. That was the last thing he wanted Saint discussing in front of Lawrence, but Saint didn’t care. If they were going to be a team, and work closely together, he didn’t want there to be any secrets, no matter how humiliating. 
 
   “And, you’re at a point in your life where you are ready to make a change, a leap of good faith.”
 
   Everyone was quiet while the information was absorbed and the somber mood acknowledged as it lay before them in full, sooty glory.
 
   “Well, enough of that. Gentlemen, let’s devise a game plan and get to work.” Saint slapped the table with both hands and leaned back.
 
   Lawrence nodded, patted Jagger’s back and removed his laptop from the case. Jagger glared at Saint, burning a hole. This time, it wasn’t a twisted, deformed look of disdain, but a look of complete, unadulterated respect.
 
   Saint caught his eye and moved his arm across the table, causing Jagger to rise from his chair and lean toward him, accepting the truce. The two men exchanged a firm handshake. The toe-to-toe battle and tit for tat arguing was over. Saint had established he was the most dominant, no more questions asked. Jagger accepted his wolf pack position and bowed down. They were two alphas, but only one could be top dog and Jagger needed to be reminded who was in charge. He never took orders from anyone well; he was a man accustomed to being in charge, but he understood where he stood now. Saint could see it, read it, and the scent in the air had become less heavy. It was now time to get down to business…
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: six]CHAPTER 6 
 
    
 
   Xenia held the ovulation test up to the bathroom light and squinted. She heard Saint moving around under the cream colored satin sheets. His impatience was more than obvious as he repeatedly cleared his throat. The romantic tunes of Jill Scott singing, “Honey Molasses”, played lightly in the background, while small, jasmine scented candles set the mood perfectly, giving their boudoir a soft, romantic glow. 
 
   “Baby, it’s two in the morning. Are you coming in here or do I need to pay you a visit up against the bathroom wall?”
 
   “Hold on a sec, Saint. I tested at nine tonight, and it said I wasn’t ovulating and now the results are the same.”
 
   “Yeah, but we know today is the day. You’re like clockwork.”
 
   Xenia rolled her eyes. “And look at you—only a few hours after midnight and you are at me. You just want some sex.” 
 
   She shifted her weight from one bare foot to the other; her ebony form-fitting baby-doll gown clung to her curves almost closer than the fresh perspiration around her hairline as she studied the instructions again. It had been a while; she wanted to make sure she had taken the test right. She jumped suddenly at Saint’s deep voice in her ear.
 
   “What are doing, Xenia?” He wrapped his arms around her and kissed her earlobe.
 
   She closed her eyes and put the test on the sink. “There is no smiley face. I’m worried. From the books you gave me, if we want to try and have a girl, we need to wait until we see the smiley face and…”
 
   Saint wrapped his hands around her face, drew her toward him and kissed her. She could feel the longing in his embrace. His musky skin sent her into a tailspin of lustful mental concoctions as her love throbbed in anticipation of his entry. 
 
   “Baby, trust me on this. You’re ready. I always know. Forget that test. My radar is much better.” 
 
   He flicked off the light, took her hand and led her back into their bedroom.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint released her hand and walked around to his side of the bed. He slid back under the sheets, his naked, golden body glowing against the dim backdrop of the darkened room. Xenia joined him, nestling close. He pulled her tightly into his arms, kissed her lightly on her cheek, lips, chin and neck. 
 
   Famished, he fought his arduous urge to curl her into his possessive grasp, pin her down and enter her swiftly and fully. He knew that would defeat the entire purpose, all the sacrifice. Instead, he bided his time as he rubbed his hands up and down her warm arms and wrapped his big arms around her body. They lay side by side, looking into each other’s eyes. The boys were sound asleep, and now, they were finally together…
 
   “So,” Saint said deeply as he smiled at her, “are you ready to do this?”
 
   Xenia beamed and nodded. The slightly damp dark spirals of her hair contrasted beautifully with the cream colored satin pillow. Swallowing a lump of emotion, Saint caressed her shoulder. She raised a hand to touch the side of his face and he took the opportunity to kiss her fingers, the top of her hand and her wrist as he held it daintily. 
 
   Saint pressed his naked body firmly into her; he could feel her heart rate accelerating. On a moan, he trailed his fingers downward, caressing her naval. He reached behind to gently squeeze her ass, eliciting a school-girl smile from his bride. Then he journeyed to her hips, upper thighs and the small of her back, his gaze locked with hers and falling in love with her more and more as each second passed. He knew that this would be a life-changing event. They’d settled comfortably with two children—their careers and plans in perfect harmony. But sometimes plans were meant to be changed. 
 
   Again, he kissed her fingertips then shifted her on her back. Xenia sighed loudly when he looked at her knowingly and traveled far below. She lazily opened her thighs, ready for him. Saint gripped each leg, pressed his broad shoulders between her knees and kissed on his way up from there. He continued to scale the ladder, back and forth, sweetly teasing. When he neared her creamy center, he couldn’t suppress a groan. He felt her slightly tense as he ran his bottom lip softly across the moist garden enveloped between the valley of her supple thighs. Like a flower, he delicately opened her up with both hands, glancing up at her occasionally as he glided his tongue up and down her engorged zone. Xenia moaned loudly, cooed and twisted in the sheets. 
 
   Goddamn, can’t wait to see her belly swell with my seed in a few months.
 
   I’m so fuckin’ turned on by this. Going to absolutely love getting her pregnant again … so fucking sexy to me.
 
   The emotions became so overwhelming; he started to speak between tantalizing licks and sweet suckling.
 
   “Mmmm, baby.” He licked harder, held her snugger as she tightened her grip on her pillow. “I need to tell you … that my heart beats your name, our sons, and our unborn child…” He felt Xenia shiver as his mouth and words made love to her body. He worked his tongue diligently over, along and inside of her saturated pussy. “Last night, when I was in the guest house, I still couldn’t stop thinking about you, baby…”
 
   His mention of the guest house made Xenia chuckle. He smiled in turn, feeling her vibrate in his grip. He’d sealed himself away from her, as if he were a caged animal, no longer trusting himself to not keep pushing the issue. He even insisted she lock herself inside of their bedroom as extra insurance.
 
   “I went outside and just looked up … at the stars.” He started to suck her clit, making her moan and churn in his hold. “I started to count them and … I matched them with the reasons why I love … you. Everything was cool, baby … until … I ran out of stars…”
 
   “Ahhh.” Xenia arched her back, flowed into him. Saint held her steady, continuing to lavish the love she deserved on her essence. “Mmmm!”
 
   “Before … I met you … I never knew what … it was like … to smile, for no reason.” And he grinned as he felt her drawing near. “My love for you … is like … a circle…” He twisted his tongue along her nature in a circular motion, putting extreme pressure as he slid two fingers inside of her dripping wet entrance. She bucked harshly against him. “It has no beginning, and will never … know an end.” 
 
   And then, her composure was officially terminated. He enticed her to the extreme and tongue loved her down to the core. She trembled and rained into his waiting mouth. Saint welcomed every sweet descent of her into his temple. He shook ever so slightly as her dewdrops cascaded into his mouth.
 
   “Ahhh! Oh my God, Mmmm!” She grinded against his parted lips. Xenia flailed and shook; the words, mixed with his incredible tongue action, had sent her completely over the edge much sooner than even he had anticipated. 
 
   Damn baby, you are simply perfect…
 
   He held onto her shaking legs, and went again against her clit; lightly tongue feathering her, causing another set of orgasms to contract and burst free. When she relaxed, still slightly trembling against him, he slid up her body, removed her negligee and cast it aside. Saint grinded against her, pressed his thick, long dick against her flooded wetland as he kissed up and down her neck and breasts. All the while, she quivered in his arms. 
 
   “Mmmm, baby … the longest seven days, damn,” he whispered in her ear right before enveloping her nipple in his wet, warm mouth. He sucked it to taut and erect perfection, administering the same delicate treatment to the other. Then he travelled down, enjoying her from head to toe. He trailed down then up her legs, kissed her ankles, knees and inner thighs, made her moan. Moments later, he slinked away from her and lay on his back. 
 
   “Baby,” Saint drawled. “We are going to do this differently this time around.” He caressed her inner thigh with his fingertips. “Ride me, baby.”
 
    We need to stay in this position so I don’t go in too deep. You’re the one in control.
 
   He rubbed her hip as she rose from the tangled, damp sheets and sat over his groin. Saint ran his fingers past his thatch of jet-black pubic hair, grabbed his rock-hard shaft, and pushed himself halfway inside of her, causing them both to loudly exhale. She closed her eyes and rocked; his girth opened her up, once again, like a blooming flower.
 
   “Ahhh,” they said in unison as she slid father down until she had taken him completely in. 
 
   She was still for a few moments while she adjusted, then began to rock her hips rhythmically, up and down, steadily, with great control and determination. Saint thrust leisurely inside of her, careful to not listen to his body’s urgings to overpower her, to lunge deeply upward and follow his dick’s cravings. His will power was being tested. He held on to her rounded hips, dug his fingertips into her soft thighs.
 
   “Mmmmm, shit … baby … I’m going to lose it, shit  ...  I don’t want too  ...  but damn  ...  it feels so fucking good  ...  your pussy, mmmm!” He bit his inner jaw and he continued to work against his body to stick to the plan. 
 
   Fuck her nice, you get sugar ’nd spice; ride her rough, you get blue and trucks…
 
   He repeated the rhyme in his mind, over and over, to help keep himself together. His research had been clear—deep, doggy-style penetration could be their undoing after weeks of altered diets, abstinence and sexual frustration.
 
   Just get through it. You can fuck her like you want to, afterward. Shit, is this so damn hard?
 
   …’Cause it’s been a mothafuckin’ week of no goddamn pussy and I’m horny as fuck! I just want to manhandle that shit!
 
   He wrapped his arms tightly around her waist, bringing her down flush against him. They stared into each other’s eyes—the intensity wrapped around them like a heated blanket. Xenia increased her pace as their bodies became slick with perspiration. 
 
   “Mmmmm, Saint,” she whimpered. “Ahhh…”
 
   He knew that face. He knew those moans. She was drawing closer. 
 
   “Uh, baby,” he panted, fisting his hands to the sheets, as he reeled from her sensual, hypnotic gyrations. 
 
   Xenia increased her speed. 
 
   “Mmmm hmmm, that’s good baby … ride me just like that … you want that baby girl, huh?!” 
 
   He reached forward, gripped her around her neck and brought her mouth to his, kissed her with heated intensity, his adrenaline bursting through his body at each pass. 
 
   “Mmmm hmmm!”
 
   “You want her, baby? Come get her, then! Take her from me, baby! Ride that fuckin’ cock!”
 
   Xenia sat up and began to pump her hips fast and hard while Saint lay there, barely moving … just as he was supposed to. He roared, thankful the bedroom was soundproof. As he fell apart beneath her, his hips started to jerk uncontrollably. 
 
   “Oh God, Xenia! Please baby, hurry…” He knew he was losing his resolve. It wouldn’t be much longer; he was a wreck.
 
   I need to fuck! I don’t want to play nice anymore ... 
 
   She slid her hands up his chest. Saint could feel the change. His eyes began to burn as his Goddess churned her hips. Xenia gasped, reared back and slowed down.
 
   “Baby, don’t! I know … it looks scary, don’t stop … whatever you do, don’t stop making love to me…” He closed his eyes to help shield her from the bright red that began to take over his irises. He turned his face away, huffing, panting and sweating profusely. “Baby, whatever you see, whatever happens, don’t stop until I cum.”
 
   What the fuck is going on? Why is my body so hot all of a sudden? I feel like I may pass out. This … has never happened before.
 
   Xenia hesitated, and then started to move her hips over him, increasing her speed. 
 
   “Please don’t be afraid, baby,” he whispered between groans. 
 
   She hastened the chase, driving him insane with sexual euphoria. 
 
   “You ride so good! Mmmm! Your pussy is so damn wet, keep going, baby.”
 
   Saint could feel her looking down at him. She was speechless, scared yet hauntingly aroused. He felt his eyes change back. He slowly opened them then an incredible sensation hit him out of the blue, straight from his soul, knocking the wind out of him. 
 
   “Ahhh! Yes baby!” he panted. “Uhhh! Fuck!”
 
   His back arched high off the bed. His entire temple was surrounded with light. He slammed back down on the bed, causing Xenia to shriek.
 
   “Keep going!” he urged between gritted teeth. “Don’t fucking stop!”
 
   He began to gently move his hips now, meeting her rhythm, letting her be in control. He could feel her slow down and pause once more. 
 
   What’s wrong, why is she looking at me like that?
 
   Because he’d started to violently convulse... 
 
   “Saint!” he heard her scream out. 
 
   This time he had no warning. His body had a mind of its own and was doing things, strange things that he couldn’t stop. Xenia leaned down toward his face. He dug his fingers in her hips; his eyes turned bright green, almost fluorescent, startling her. He gasped, grappled at air, any air he could get. A swirl of purple smoke escaped. 
 
   Words came; he was able to speak.
 
   “Don’t stop!” he yelled loudly as his chest rose and fell harshly. He pressed his eyes shut. “Don’t fuckin’ stop again! Stay on me.” 
 
   “Saint, I can’t! Something is going on with you!”
 
   “Xenia, I’m fine! Trust me, just do it, baby! Nothing’s wrong, please!”
 
   Xenia started to ride him again. He could feel her tension, her cautiousness.  He could feel her fear running through his body as they exchanged soulmate kisses and he sent a message, deep within her…
 
   I’m okay, baby  ...  everything is okay.
 
   “Don’t … be afraid,” he uttered. He felt her relax, and get into an even rhythm. 
 
   Moving his hands from her hips to her wrists, he secured her to his chest as he pumped more aggressively. 
 
   I have to help her; she is scared shitless  ...  all of this effort could be derailed... 
 
   He caused a tailspin. Her orgasm gripped her tightly.
 
   “Mmmmm! Oh God! Oh God!”
 
   “That’s good baby ... cum on me ... cum all over me!”
 
   I have to move faster now … I must move now…
 
   His breathing was loud and irregular. After a few moments, he, too, fell the hell apart.
 
   “Uhhh! Ahhh!” He pumped judiciously inside of her. His heart pounded with each monumental thrust. He went on and on, watching her lose her mind as he kept her pinned to his body and soul, driving his dick in and out of her with brute determination. 
 
   “Baby, I’m about to cum!” he yelled, his back arched as he lunged forcefully upward, making her scream. He pumped hard and fast with a mighty roar. 
 
   “Ahhh! Ahhh!” The volume of his screams seemed to shake the room. “Oh God! Ahhh!” He pressed his eyes closed and winced as the velvety emulsion left his muscle-locked body, his dick aimed like a missile inside of her, bursting forward. “Ahhh! Ahh! ... Uh!…”
 
   He could feel the change again and knew his Queen was watching. This time, she didn’t tense up. She now expected the unexpected—observed his eyes turn from green to blue, back to their regular golden color as he held tightly onto her slick body. The shaking continued until he was an exhausted puddle beneath her. Xenia slowed her movements to perfectly still, and he closed his eyes in total exhaustion.
 
   “Saint?” she said softly. 
 
   He coughed and rubbed his chest.
 
    “Oh, my God,” he said as he started to regain his composure. “Something … happened, Xenia.”
 
   “I know … are you okay, Saint?” He felt her trembling and felt the rustle of the sheets as she brought them closer around their bodies. Her fear was transferring to him all over again. He immediately rose and hugged her tightly. 
 
   Don’t be afraid of me, baby. 
 
   His heart was breaking... 
 
   He held her so tight to him, they could feel each other’s heartbeats. “Yeah, I’m fine  ...  but  this was different.”
 
   Xenia shifted and lay next to him, her head on his shoulder. Reaching over, he covered them both with the sheets, nursing a sudden urge to protect her. 
 
    “Xenia…”
 
   “What exactly happened, Saint? I don’t understand what just happened to you. I thought you may have been having a heart attack. And then, your eyes … I was scared.”
 
   “I know, baby, I’m sorry.” He kissed the top of her head. “I didn’t expect that. This was … so strange. In good news, it all worked out. That much I do know … you’re pregnant.”
 
   Xenia looked down at her bare foot peaking from under the sheet and smiled.
 
   “The baby stole all of my energy, and then renewed it at lightning speed—and it increased. It’s like the baby borrowed everything I had to be released and once she did, she gave it back to me, in triple amounts. I feel so ... weird.”
 
   They stayed silent for several minutes.
 
   “So, it is a girl?” Xenia asked. 
 
   Saint looked down at her and toyed with several strands of her hair, wrapping them around his finger. He could see she was wrestling with her bubbling enthusiasm—hanging on to the pronoun he chose as if it were salvation. She hopelessly drowned in a sea of possibility, while trying to control her expectations. 
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted, caressing the side of her face.
 
   Xenia scowled. “You do know. You always know. Tell me. I’ll be fine either way, I promise.”
 
   A few seconds passed, while Saint sat up, grinning mischievously, torturing her with each passing second. He leaned over her and kissed her cheek, lazily exploring her curves. 
 
   “I was just teasing you. Yes, it’s a girl, baby,” he finally whispered in her ear.
 
   Xenia squealed and hugged him tightly. As she lingered happily in his embrace, Saint’s thoughts drifted.
 
   Why did that happen? It didn’t happen when we made Hassani and Dakarai. I wish I knew what the hell was going on here…
 
   Saint rubbed his head then turned and opened his nightstand drawer. He pulled out a small leather bound box of Cuban cigars. Xenia bunched the pillow under her head to sit a little higher.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked in a sleepy voice. 
 
   Her eyes closed. Saint could feel how drained she was. It was as if all her energy was being pulled—and after what happened to him, he expected it to happen. There were no longer any shadows or guesswork around the corner. He was one step ahead, but still unable to figure out why. In less than ten minutes, she’d be fast asleep and that time would be used, over the next two days, for his sperm to meet her egg, and begin the process of the life they’d created together. 
 
   He lit the cigar, and sat back against the headboard, propping one arm behind his head. Still feeling hot, he shook the sheets off of his body. His skin glistened with sweat. He took a puff of his cigar, blew out ringlets of smoke and cleared his throat. Xenia remained fast asleep. 
 
   Suddenly craving her again after a few minutes, he set his cigar in a large glass ashtray and rolled her gently onto her stomach. She murmured something incoherent. Lying directly on top of her, her grinded his pelvis against her plump ass. He pushed her legs apart and reached up to link his fingers with hers as he nestled his face close to her ear.
 
   “Baby, let me get a little pussy,” he said huskily.
 
   He waited, and then heard the faint, “Mmmm hmmm.”
 
   He knew she wouldn’t be a very active participant—she was far too tired—but at that moment, it didn’t matter. He just wanted the safety of her confines. He reached between them guided himself inside, and began to quickly thrust, pushing his groin against her ass, harder and harder, rousing her from her fatigue as he went deeper and deeper. 
 
   “Uh! Uh! Uh!” He felt driven, running toward a goal of sweet release. His hands wrapped around her stomach, held her body steady against his as he continued to pound her from behind. He buried his head in her right shoulder as his climax approached. He needed the deep penetration before he drifted off to sleep. He needed to feel her and fill her, to receive the love and reassurance. He felt so completely lost and confused, yet all knowing. It was an annoying sensitivity, one that he couldn’t shake.
 
   “Ahhh, shit … Uhhh!” He jammed his hips forcefully into the back of her, making her gasp and claw at her pillow, speechless … as he came inside of her once more. “Uhhh … mmmm…” 
 
   Drained, his weight pushed her down until he’d gathered enough strength to roll onto his side of the bed. He rubbed her back and watched her intensely as she fell back asleep, without missing a beat. But Saint couldn’t drift away, just like that. In deep thought, he stayed alert for several hours—blowing out the candles, pacing, channel surfing, finishing his cigar, thinking and contemplating. 
 
   Finally, sleep came like a thief in the night with a set of numb chucks and steel brass knuckles. Once fully alert, he was suddenly out, and the world went black. His body welcomed the reprieve, though his mind and spirit continued to knit fables and talk amongst themselves…
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Several hours later…
 
   The sun filtered into the vast bedroom, illuminating Xenia’s naked body. The room glowed a mellow orange and a sense of peace washed over Saint as he tiptoed his fingertips against her shoulder. The boys would be up soon, and he wanted to spend a little time alone with her, in the silence of their cocooned little world. 
 
   Xenia woke and slowly turned toward him, disrupting their spooning position. She ground her face into his bare chest, smiling.
 
   “Saint…” She yawned, curling her small hand around his shoulder. He felt so much love, at times it overwhelmed him.“Yeah, baby,” he replied as he ran his fingers through her wild curls.
 
   “How’d you sleep?” she asked, opening her eyes slowly.
 
   “Not too good. How about you?”
 
   “Dead to the world. I was so tired…”
 
   “I slept; I just had a bunch of strange dreams. They didn’t make sense.” 
 
   Xenia sat up straighter and Saint followed suit. He held her hand while they leaned back against their headboard. 
 
   “Is something on your mind, honey?”
 
   Saint looked down at the sheets and pondered for a moment. “Yeah, I had so many crazy dreams last night. Some of them were childhood related. I was just thinking about where I grew up.”
 
   “The Bronx.” She smiled. “You seem preoccupied. Talk to me,” she offered over another yawn followed by a sweet smile.
 
   “Yeah.” He chewed his bottom lip and stared off into space. “You know, I told you about some of the things that I saw there, and how scary it was there back in the ’80s. That’s where I was born, yet, I don’t know ...  It was just so odd to me, how I saw that shit as normal. I was having a talk with the new guy I told you about, Jagger. We were discussing things like that and then, earlier that morning when I spoke to Hassani, when he called me on your phone, he was telling me about a little boy—” 
 
   “Eric.” She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, he told me about him.”
 
   “Yeah, Eric. I’m sorry that Hassani’s feelings were hurt. I talked to him about it though ...” Saint frowned. “I always want to protect them, though I know that I have to let them grow up and learn. Hassani and Dakarai will never have to see what I saw, though. It had more of an impact on me than I realized. No big ass rats, struggling ’nd shit. We were lucky, the gang members were a little afraid of my dad. When I was real little, I was afraid of him, too. My mother protected me, too. Believe it or not, some of the gang members from that time were not that bad. Well, I take that back. I’m saying, if you compare them to the ones around now. It was nothing like that. They could actually fight, the ones I grew up around. Kids ... just lost kids.”
 
   “Well, most people don’t think of gang members as good people, Saint.” Xenia gave a sarcastic laugh and shrugged.
 
    “I know. I’m not saying they were angels, it was just different—they seemed a lot more innocent back then. It was only until crack came that shit got majorly out of control. A lot of the dudes I grew up with are dead, Xenia. Back then, The Puerto Rican and black gangs were predominant. Now, it is the Dominican ones who run the show but in any case that is what I grew up around. I just saw Puerto Ricans, and blacks and whites, getting along real well, most of the time. There were a few Asians, like my mom, but not many. I could count ’em one hand probably. They didn’t want to live in that fuckin’ hell hole. That’s what it was, but it was my hell hole, you know?”
 
   Xenia shook her head in understanding as she rubbed his hand.
 
   “I miss it, sometimes—but not the misery. We were poor as fuck. My grandparents’ business wasn’t doing well so my mom was bringing in less money and my dad had a typical teacher salary. The school was so messed up; sometimes they couldn’t pay him on time. To make matters worse, he had to take a pay cut, a drastic one. We were living on whatever food my mom could get from her parents’ grocery and it was usually the shit that was rotten or about to go bad. She could always turn it into something good though,” He reflected sadly. “At least I had something to eat … that’s more than a lot of people had at that time. My parents wanted to get me out of there. The fuckin’ landlords kept burning their buildings down … paying gang members to do it for chump change. Sometimes mothafuckas would still be living in there. Could you imagine that shit?”
 
   “Why in the world would they do that?”
 
   “For the damn insurance, Xenia.” Steel wrapped around his heart as he raced down memory lane, heated and ready to fight the faded remembrances while he hugged them at the same time. “The crime was bad, real bad, but there was still some semblance of respect for one another. It was one of those things where, if a cat told you he needed some bread, you’d give it to him and he’d pay you back without you havin’ to hunt his ass down. Then, crack came and blew that shit the fuck up. … I saw strong pillars of the community turn to fuckin’ bass heads.” He sprawled his fingers across his forehead.
 
   “All the damn abandoned buildings … people getting high on the shit and heroine. The gangs couldn’t even protect anyone anymore without guns. Before, you’d just get your ass kicked real bad, but after crack,” Saint shook his head and grimaced, “you got shot, point blank, in broad mothafuckin’ daylight. I remember the first time I saw someone get shot. My father wrapped his hand over my mouth so that I wouldn’t scream and we just kept on movin’. These two guys were going after each other and one of ’em turned and popped that mothafucka square in the middle of his chest. I can see it so clearly, like it happened yesterday.”
 
   Saint sniffed and wiped his nose. He was trying to purge, to clean out the cobwebs and make room for the new blessing. He needed to unload.
 
   “You know, besides with Raphael, I never really talk about this shit, Xenia.” He looked at her, his expression grave.
 
   “Yeah…you’ve told me a lot your childhood, but I’m a little surprised you never discussed this part of it with me in more depth.”
 
   “It wasn’t that I was trying to keep it from you, I just honestly wasn’t thinking about it. It was one of those things I just squirreled away and didn’t give much thought to for quite a while because the shit was disturbing.” He swallowed. “We’ve got another baby coming. I don’t want her to ever see any shit like that. I want Hassani and Dakarai to be totally closed off from this sort of thing.” He went back into protection mode. “It has a way of making you hard, cold, rough. You have to be, or you won’t make it.” Then a smile budded across his face. “Oh, check this out,” Saint snapped his fingers like the Fonz. “Yo, there was this one Puerto Rican cat, Bomb. He was in the Savage Skulls. They had—”
 
   “First of all, your New York accent has increased ten-fold in the last five minutes.” Xenia crowed. “Secondly, what is the savage skulls?”
 
   Saint rolled his eyes. “I thought you had the gang shit on lock down!”
 
   Pissed, Xenia put her finger in his face. “Don’t joke about that, Saint. You know how I feel about this topic. I’m not proud of what I did.”
 
   “Oh baby, I’m just playin’. Seriously though, you don’t know? It’s a gang, well, back then they called it a club, but it was actually a gang. There were a lot of gangs in the Bronx back then, but the ones I hung out with were the Savage Nomads and the Savage Skulls, mostly the Skulls though. To many people, they were bad news but I was just a little kid—they didn’t do anything to me. Back then, gangs had more integrity than these new cats. They pretty much steered clear of harming babies and little kids. The elderly got robbed, but not smoked  ...  it was mayhem though. Honestly, people act like this shit is new, or started in the ’60s. That’s bullshit. There have been gangs since the beginning of time. Men have fought over land, over turf, since we started to migrate across the globe. There is nothing new about this, but the Bronx put a different twist on it, that’s for sure. ”
 
   “I never thought about it like that, you’re right. And this took place when you lived in the Bronx?”
 
   “Yeah, I lived in the East Morrisania section of the Bronx around﻿ Charlotte Street initially. We had to move several times around there because it kept being burnt out, but I’ll get to that in a sec. Anyway, the gangs were everywhere. You either loved or hated them. I ended up loving them and I think that was the final straw. My parents got me outta there.” The sheets rustled when he laid his ankle over hers. “So anyway.” He wiped his nose. “The first time I actually saw, live and in person, people fucking, was with a gang member. I was a little kid and it was happening right in front of me. It was Bomb, the dude I just told you about, and his ol’ lady.”
 
   “What?!” Xenia laughed in disbelief.
 
   “Yeah, they had some of those old buildings no one wanted, half burnt out ’nd shit, occupied. The abandoned buildings were either filled with junkies or gangs, sometimes both. Anyway, there were some rooms set up just for sex, I guess. Back then, there weren’t a lot of girl gang members, but they had a lot of girls with them … so that sparked my interest.” Saint smiled. “You couldn’t get a girl to fuck you, unless you had something to give her back, like some cash, a shirt, some wine, you had to have somethin’. There was always someone else, especially if she was eye candy, if she was hot, that would give her something and back then, that’s just how it was. We were poor, and some people were ashamed to say they were from the South Bronx, but the shit was just grimy. So everybody was out to get theirs, but again, there was respect and if you were a rat or disrespected another, you were in for a beat down and possibly death.”
 
   Xenia nodded and sidled a little closer to him.
 
   “So, I learned that from an early age, but I was the little dude at that time, hanging with these gang members, even though my father forbade me. I did it anyway. That Puerto Rican cat, Bomb, I really looked up to him. He acted like I was his little brother, and took me around. No one knew what the fuck I was.” Saint laughed. “A few of ’em thought I was Puerto Rican but I couldn’t speak Spanish at the time, so they figured it out. Then, they saw my mama, and my dad chased them off, away from our apartment building a few times, and that put all doubts to rest. I’ve gotten off track though so let me double back. Well, one day, Bomb had me up in there and I—”
 
   “Wait, sorry to interrupt you but do you know how he got the name, ‘Bomb’?”
 
   “Because he could go off at anytime and when he did, the shit was explosive. He was a real smart cat, but crazy as fuck. He was good to me though...”
 
   Xenia raised an eyebrow and shook her head.
 
   “Anyway, I couldn’t believe it. I watched him fuck his girl, right? I can’t even tell you, from a six year old’s mind, what that was like. He acted like I wasn’t even in the room. It was sexy. It was raw. They got naked and used this old, filthy ass nasty mattress and I remember looking at her tits. I was completely mesmerized. I had never seen tits before. Well, wait.” He chuckled. “That’s not true; there was this red head prostitute, in retrospect I think it was a wig, but she’d always flash her tits to try to get johns. Anyway, Bomb had this big, curly afro, and all of these home-made tattoos. That was a common look.”
 
   “You know what, Saint? I remember some photos you showed me in one of your old photo albums and one of them was you standing with some guys that looked like that. They were built like track stars.” 
 
   “Yeah, if you were running from the police, fighting all day, trying to move fast after robbin’ someone or being hired to burn a building down, you’d have a constant six-pack, too. They were often running for their lives, Xenia. None of us that ran the streets were fat. Poverty meant you just didn’t eat all the time.”
 
   “But like you said, you were one of the few lucky ones because your mother worked at her parents’ grocery store.”
 
   Saint nodded.
 
   Xenia patted his hand. “Tell me more about this Bomb guy you seemed to idolize.”
 
   “He was skinny and tall, like I grew up to be, and all the girls loved him. He was considered really handsome. It was like he was some sort of ghetto rockstar. He was really smart, too, even though he dropped out of school at like, age thirteen. I was so stupid back then, just a kid. I thought it was cool when he said to another guy that he had got a lot of girls pregnant but he didn’t know where those kids were at. It’s sick, in retrospect, but I didn’t know any better. That’s why he was like a role model to me ... crazy as fuck.” 
 
   Saint delved deeper into his memories, images of Bomb grabbing rival gang members, slamming their heads against brick walls, stomping others until they coughed blood and shoving a gun so far down another man’s throat, he gagged and threw up. Sometimes Bomb would force Saint to leave, especially if the other gang members were about to go in on someone. 
 
   “He knew I was a little kid though, he respected that. He would flip in a nano-second. I saw it enough times and I’ve never met anyone like that since.”
 
   “And you looked up to him because of that?”
 
   “Xenia, I was five when I first met him, maybe, six, going on fifty. Yeah, I didn’t know any better and like I said, to me, he was the baddest mothafucka the Bronx had to offer. You have to understand. Many of these cats didn’t have any parents or if they did, their parents didn’t care where the fuck their kids were. These children—because that’s what they were, Xenia—practically raised themselves. On top of that, they oftentimes stayed high. Yet Bomb could fight his ass off, sober or not. Nobody fucked with him. He showed people that you didn’t have to be muscle-bound to fuck somebody up ... and of course, he had...”
 
   “The girls!” Xenia laughed.
 
    “Right! So, I’m sitting there on that damn floor, watching...”
 
   “You keep not finishing your story. Stay on task!” she teased.
 
   “I know! You keep interrupting me, stop!” He laughed, leaned over and kissed her softly, seductively. They looked at each other for a moment or two before he began again.
 
    “So, this mothafucka fucked this girl, less than three feet away from me.” Saint exhaled a deep breath. “I remember so clearly, the sounds they were making, everything he did to her—it was all so real, so vile, so lovely. The shit was authentic. It was just natural, like he was eating a piece of fruit or taking a walk. He treated it like nothing special, and that made it so unbelievable. That was the beginning, I believe, of how and why I see sex the way I do. It was important. It served a foundation, a healthy one, believe it or not. You know, to me, it’s just a normal part of a person’s life, a normal part of our day, like eating and sleeping—an expectation that has to happen, especially when you’re in love.” 
 
   Xenia smiled at him.
 
   “What?” He smiled back.
 
   “I just love it when you talk to me like this.” She ran her finger down the center of his chest. “I love how open you are, how you describe things. It’s one of your best attributes.”
 
   He leaned down into his pillow and once more brushed his lips against hers. 
 
   “So, you know, he asked me if I wanted to kiss his girl.” Saint rolled the silky sheets between his thumb and forefinger. “I was real shy around girls, but I did want to kiss her, you know? So she sat up, the girl was probably only like, sixteen, and she walked over to me. I’m looking up at this Puerto Rican chick. She was just a child herself but physically, she looked like a woman … and her fuckin’ bush is right in my damn face and I remember staring at all that fuckin’ black hair between her legs.” He laughed. “This was the ’80s, so you know…”
 
   Xenia smiled. “Yeah, the whole bald pussy thing wasn’t in fashion yet.”
 
   “Exactly, and I had never seen any damn pussy before, not in my face like that. I saw magazines, but never any poon actually in person. So she kneels down in front of me, and she kisses me, right? And my eyes are open all wide, and Bomb starts crackin’ the fuck up. He asks me if I want to fuck her, and I say ‘no’. I was too scared for that, he was just messing with me, but I remember how proud I was, that I knew I had kissed a girl, a cute girl, at that.” Saint shrugged. “That was basically my introduction into this shit. I was never the same after that. Then, when my mother died, it was a wrap. I went fuckin’ wild, Xenia … lost my virginity at fourteen to a girl I was just crazy about. You know that story though. I don’t need to go into it again.”
 
   “Yeah, I remember you telling me about that. It really affected you—the way her mother reacted when she walked in.” She stroked his hand. Saint sighed.
 
    “The gangs, all those damn girls, the crimes, the weed, the wine and beer—it was so fuckin’ surreal.”
 
   “I hope you don’t think I’m like, making light of this. I just find this really fascinating. You’ve never went into this much detail about it, and I like knowing. This is part of who you are.”
 
    “Nah, I don’t think you’re making light of it.” He smiled weakly. “In the environment I lived in, Xenia, if you didn’t have something, and someone had what you wanted, then you’d take it. Period, point blank. The cop presence was watered down at best but when they were there, they’d terrorize mothafuckas because honestly, shit was so out of control and some of them didn’t get any respect. The few that did – they’d built a repoire with everyone.” He shrugged. “So you knew the cop by name, you know? So you didn’t do anything stupid in front of him. When the police weren’t there, you had to fight your own battles. We are talking serious dysfunction, here, Xenia.”
 
   He looked back down at her stomach then turned away.
 
    “And the getting high … man! Whew, I stayed high as a teenager. I was trying to fit in, and then I really started liking the shit. I was smokin’ weed practically every day. I have no idea how I even graduated high school, and made pretty good grades at that. I rarely got anything less than an A-, but I was a burnout. I learned a lot during that time though, and as fucked up as Bomb was, he was good to me and taught me how to defend myself.”
 
   They stared at each other.
 
   “You’re looking at me like you’re mad. You’re shocked, aren’t you?”
 
   Xenia shook her head. “It’s because I just realized something that I always suspected. I know your heart is in New York, Saint, and sometimes I feel so guilty that you live here. Sometimes I can tell you really miss it.”
 
   Saint slumped down closer to her in the bed. “Why would you say that, baby? Nah, my heart is wherever you are…” She smiled at him. “I can go back home anytime. I go back at least four times a year, usually more. I think that’s why I kept my penthouse. A part of me still lives there. I need New York, but I think I’ve adjusted pretty well out here. Is it a comfy fit? Not exactly. I was used to running the streets, harsh winters, and all the New York shit that comes with that but you and my seeds are here … so it feels just fine.”
 
   Xenia nodded and kissed him, pressing her lips softly against his. He returned her kiss with equal passion, then enjoyed some silence together.
 
    “It was a different mentality,” he continued. “It was truly a jungle, a bunch of damn animals running around. Now, when crack came, and my involvement with hanging around the Savage Skulls increased, I was yanked away, just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “My parents couldn’t afford it, but they found a way for us to move to Brooklyn and around that same time, Raphael’s mom was movin’, too. It was a hopeless area at the time. We moved just before it reached the pinnacle of destruction. People were getting sick and no one knew what was wrong with them. The drugs were all over the place so now you had people strung out and living in the abandoned buildings and then the gang members, who once gave respect, were now turning into drug dealers, so that went out the window.”
 
   “What were people getting sick from? The drugs?”
 
   “Yeah, that too, but I was talking about HIV. No one knew what that shit was at the time. It was turning into AIDS. Everyone was just saying, so and so is sick, then before you knew it, they had full blown AIDS and were dying. So many people I grew up with, Xenia, have died from drug overdoses or AIDS related illnesses. Many of the other guys that lived past the age of twenty-one are in and out of prison. Some have life sentences for murder one, rape and assault, armed robbery—you name it. A few got out, like I did, but it was harder for the old heads. I’m certain that without a doubt, if we hadn’t moved, I would’ve suffered a similar fate. I was too much of a follower back then, impressionable, and I was tired of being messed with.  I didn’t have my own identity or a backbone. The gangs offered protection, or so I thought.”
 
   “I’m glad you moved or I wouldn’t have had you.” 
 
   Saint grabbed her hand and kissed it. “By the time we left, I was like ten or eleven. One more year, and I would have been indoctrinated  ... jumped in. I was already helping to beat up people toward the end, doing petty crimes, and knew all of them by name. I was out of control, but my mother was able to keep me from going too far overboard. For the longest, some people, some of the shop owners especially, thought I was actually the biological son of the Prez, because he treated me well, too. No one messed with me when I was with them, even after they figured out I wasn’t Puerto Rican. They didn’t care, Bomb couldn’t care less. He introduced me as his little brother to most people and it just went from there.”
 
   “Really? I thought you said before they were an all Puerto Rican gang, so did they discriminate usually?”
 
   “They were mostly Puerto Rican but they had a couple black guys, if I recall, and they weren’t racist, just had pride in their culture. If they really liked you and knew you well, you’d still have a chance, Puerto Rican or not.”
 
   “Do you know what happened to Bomb?”
 
   Saint shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not certain. I know he was in and out prison for a while. Last time I saw him was like in ’87 I believe. I had left from a KRS-1 concert and saw him standing on the street talking to some of his homeboys and then I realized some shit was going down, so I didn’t approach him.”
 
   “What, a drug deal?”
 
   “Yeah. I know his best friend, a cat I remember, too. He went to prison for rape. Some of those cats were raping girls—if they wanted sex and you didn’t give it, they took it. I’m talking about everybody, not just the gangs. I remember my mom’s friends always saying it was a good thing I wasn’t a girl. Any crime you can think of was happening there, at an accelerated rate. Bomb wasn’t like that though. He didn’t do shit like that and it was another reason I looked up to him. He did have some damn standards, some lines he wouldn’t cross. Regardless, that was the brutal mentality.” Saint narrowed his eyes as his thoughts continued to drift. “These young cats nowadays don’t really know what a gangsta is.” 
 
   “They are afraid to fight, and just pull out their guns. These cats would tear your ass up with their bare hands back in the day. I saw my share of dead bodies before I got out of there. Many times it was a result of brutally getting their asses kicked inside out. Once a gun was pulled out, it was after a lot of fighting, not initially, unless the dude was a straight up punk. I grew up around real gang bangers, Xenia. They taught me how to fight, just like Bomb had—beat my little butt up, too, to toughen me up. I knew how to cover my ass thanks to them. I know it sounds strange to be thankful for such a situation, to people that society for the most part looks down upon, especially since they really did do some incredulous shit—but some of them really did have good inside of them. Yet but when nobody cares about you except your gang family, you do what you have to do to survive.”
 
   “I completely understand that. I mean, my mom obviously loved me but she was at work all the time and my entire family was involved in gang life. It was just irresistible at one point in time. I knew better, but like you I just wanted to fit in, to belong, and honestly, I had some anger issues and they let me be me. It was destructive though. I looked up to my cousin, Theresa. She is dead now, got shot point blank in the head during a drive-by. I know what it is like to look up to someone, like you did with Bomb. You seemed to really admire him.”
 
   “Xenia, a long time ago you asked me how and why I could never judge you for your involvement with the Bloods. First of all, that’s not me. Your past is your past. You are a good person, a great woman with a beautiful heart. Aside from that, this is also the reason why, baby,” he said, caressing her chin. 
 
   “Mmmm, that is incredible. Isn’t it amazing when you look back on how far you’ve come?”
 
   “It is like from another world, a different time. But it was a part of my life. The block parties, little babies out at all hours of the night, young mothers high to the ceiling, unemployment like at eighty percent. ... All the races gettin’ along though—that was a silver lining. Racial beefs rarely happened and that is also another positive I took from that. Extreme racism never made sense to me. I wasn’t raised that way. I didn’t grow up around it and I saw everyone getting along. Then you get into the real world and realize folks are fucking nuts.”
 
   “L.A. wasn’t like that,” Xenia argued. “There was always some racial shit going on.”
 
    “Xenia, I’m not saying racism wasn’t going on—it was; it just wasn’t nearly as common and people didn’t get killed over it where I was living. I got teased, too. But no one wanted me dead or hated me because of my ethnicity. I never got that impression. Everybody was making deals with everyone, partying with everyone—all races were screwin’ each other, it was no biggie.” He chuckled. “If you were singled out, nine times out of ten, it was because they just didn’t like your ass.”
 
   Xenia burst out laughing.
 
   “I was skinny and awkward and racially ambiguous. I got picked on, got into fights just like everybody else, but I was accepted into that strange, twisted world. Some of the cats back then, the old heads especially, would see me comin’ and call me, ‘little pharaoh’.”
 
   Xenia laughed. “That’s cute. You never told me that!”
 
   “Yeah.” Saint looked down into her sparkling eyes. Her amusement warmed his heart. “I went back there one time and was all broken up because one of the buildings I grew up in was totally gone. It was the one I had the best memories of. There is a new building and a row of houses across the street. They’ve cleaned it up a great deal over there. Some evidence still remains, a few burnt out buildings still exist. Some are historical buildings and protected as such, including some of the old stores, but for the most part, it looks little like it did when I was growing up there. It really looked like something out of a damn post-apocalyptic movie or somethin’. We walked over big chunks of concrete, glass and rubble … fractured glass streets. None of that is there now.” 
 
   “Sounds very depressing.”
 
   “But you know, out of that depression, filth and corruption, Hip Hop was born.  When more African Americans moved in, it started—and the Puerto Ricans and the blacks would get together and make music and dance moves. Everyone would break dance; it’s where it all started, right there where I lived. Then, when you had beef with someone, you’d dance.”
 
   “And you know I’m all over that. I remember when I interviewed Doug E. Fresh, Saint. It was one of the best interviews I ever conducted. I learned so much about the time frame you are talking about—about New York in general as far as Hip Hop is concerned. That’s one of the things that tickled me so much about you, how entrenched you are in your music and now I can see even more so why. You saw it being born.”
 
   “I did. I like that take on it, baby. I never thought about it like that but yeah,” he grinned at her, “When you see something developing and you love it, you feel like you have a stake in it. You want to see it succeed.” He briefly reflected. “Things were wild and crazy, but in that tiny world within a world, we were okay, you know? You were safe. Dare I say, fucking happy ... ”
 
   They shared a delicious slice of silence.
 
   “And even though things were so volatile, it was still tolerable until...”
 
   “Crack cocaine hit the scene.”
 
   “Bingo.”
 
    Xenia shook her head. “I know, I know. That’s how it was in L.A., too.”
 
   “Yeah. Once crack hit, it was a wrap. There was no brotherhood and sisterhood anymore. People were fuckin’ strung out and then babies were born addicted to the shit. And they grew up and became violent, souless mothafuckas. Crack babies grow up after the withdrawl, but their brains are still fucked up. Before that, it was magic, Xenia, pure magic. That was when my love for hip hop and dance started. I saw it all morning and night. People literally danced in the goddamn street … danced good, like ‘So You Think You Can Dance’ good. We took that shit serious. Hardly anyone was going to school. They just gang banged, clubbed, fought and danced. A lot of really talented taggers came out of that era as well. It was what we did to not lose our fuckin’ minds…”
 
   Xenia rubbed his arm. 
 
   “I was not as poverty stricken as you were, Saint—but I do understand that attraction to the gangs. You know my story.”
 
   “I do, baby.”
 
   “When something is missing in a person’s life, they look for a family. I was looking for my father in all the wrong places. I know why you’re thinking about all of this. This new baby, Hassani and Dakarai … it makes you think of your own youth, your own childhood.”
 
   “Yes, it does. Xenia, I don’t want them to feel like they need to be followers, to look for a mother or father figure like you and I did. I don’t want them grow up afraid or hungry. You and the kids mean the world to me. I’d die without you.” He reached down and caressed her stomach. He could feel the power, the movement. Xenia was completely unaware of it. He smiled faintly as he continued to run his fingers over her skin. Life grew inside of her; the zygote forming all ready. His seed was flourishing…
 
   He kissed her forehead and laid her down flat on the bed with him, then simply stared at her as he held her hand. He loved these special times with her, more than she’d ever realize.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   One day later in Cairo, Egypt…
 
   Nzism tossed about under the midnight moon of Egypt. His expansive bedroom featured a seventy-foot high steeple ceiling made of shatter-proof glass. His dark eyes glowered at the flickering stars as he scratched at his olive skin. Sweating profusely, he relived the nightmare that had unfolded just moments ago in his psyche. His close shaved, jet black hair and clean shaven face basked in the light from the nearby three-tier candles that burned, flickering wildly. His third wife awoke.
 
   “Nizsm, what is the matter?” she asked. 
 
   He ignored her and flung his bare legs over the side of the expansive royal bed. “Nizsm, you screamed out. Did you have a bad dream?” She gently reached out to him, her dark hand taking him lightly around his wrist. He looked over his shoulder, down at her. Her dark plum complexion shined so beautifully, he was always struck by her beauty, no matter what mood he was in. He studied her, looking for solace and reprieve. 
 
   Her coarse, thick hair, adorned with a gold headband, was her crown of glory, as well as a sparkling white smile, with perfectly straight teeth. She was his ebony sky, right there in his bed. He’d found her in Sudan and immediately brought her home. He never told anyone, but she was his favorite. Nizsm had seven wives, yet Nyanath had set his heart on fire. She was a warrior, trained to fight—yet soft and sweet. The polar duality stirred his loins. He didn’t love his other wives the way he did her, and jealousy brewed among them. Though they all had bore his children, Nyanath was the one he had the most with. She was his unguilty pleasure.
 
   She was the one he invited to his bedroom most often. He gave them all the same value in gifts—catered to their particular liking—but Nyanath was repeatedly shown preferential treatment behind closed doors. He couldn’t help himself. Though one woman would never be enough for him, he knew that Nyanath embodied so much of what he needed in one person. She was as close as he could get to finding his perfect mate, and he was happy to have found her. Nevertheless, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing. He’d accepted it as his cross to bear and hoped that one day; he’d meet someone who could rival her. As of yet, no one had come even close... 
 
   “Yes, I had a bad dream,” Nizsm ran his hand over his head as he looked away, feeling cross. “Nyanath, please go back to sleep. I am going to go out for some air.” He abruptly rose from the bed, slid his long, dark pajama pants on and made his way out into the courtyard. 
 
   Standing in the middle of the rose garden, he surveyed his land as he tried to regain his composure. After a few moments, he removed his cellphone from his pants pocket and dialed.
 
   “Azizi, I had the dream again, two nights in a row now. I know that it is true!” Nizsm began to pace nervously back and forth, the dark green foliage framing him in the picturesque Egyptian evening scenery. “Someone is pregnant with the Princess of Life. I need to speak to the Oracle.”
 
   “Nizsm, I assure you that—”
 
   “No, Azizi! My dreams are never wrong! I need to know who it is, and the pregnancy must be terminated at once!” Nizsm slammed his phone closed, and swallowed harshly as the heavily perfumed, humid air brushed past him. Dark gray smoke escaped from between his lips. He gritted his teeth, then returned inside his grand house.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Three weeks later…
 
   “Dad, this is all you brought?” Saint rolled his eyes as he looked at his father’s modest, dated brown luggage bag. “You said you could stay here for two weeks. How will this be enough?” Saint shook his head as he continued to escort his father back into the guest house.
 
   “It’s plenty! I can re-wear most of the items. Are we going somewhere fancy?” His father shrugged. 
 
   Saint unlocked the front door of the sprawling ranch. The hammering and banging of the nearby construction crew continued on, causing Saint to have to elevate his voice.
 
   “We may. Dad, you need some new clothes, on the serious tip,” Saint teased as he looked back at his father then maneuvered through the guest house toward the master suite.
 
   “No, I don’t. You’re the flashy one. You’ve always been that way, even as a little boy.” The older man smiled. “Your mother and I would take you out to get a birthday gift, and you never looked at the price tag but would manage to pick out the most expensive action figure, big wheel or train set available. Of course, we couldn’t get it for you. I have no idea how you got that way.”
 
   “I like nice shit! There is no crime in that. Just because we had a shoestring budget didn’t mean I didn’t want the whole damn kick ... gotta reach for the stars.” Saint grinned. “That blue cardigan you have on there has so many lint balls on it, it looks like you raked it with a damn boar’s hair brush before putting it on! Come on, man. Pops, you gotta do better, man.” Saint laughed gruffly. 
 
   Mr. Aknaten rolled his eyes at his son and looked around the spacious surroundings.
 
   “So, you said those men are building Xenia a studio? That is very nice. I think that’s a really good compromise. It is important for a mother to be around her children, especially when they are young.”
 
   Saint nodded. “Yeah, it’s for her. It’s going to really work out great, I believe. She’s got the backing she needs and the fan base. Now that she has her own show, she can call the shots and has more leeway. And she won’t have to put her career on hold; she’ll be right here with them. We will still use a nanny while she does the show in the mornings, but—”
 
   “Nanny? You’re getting a nanny? Why would you do that? The boys don’t need a nanny if she’s going to be here. That’s the problem nowadays. Parents don’t—”
 
   Saint waved his arms. “Dad, stop. No. You don’t understand.”
 
   “I do. You said you’re getting a nanny.”
 
   “Yeah, Dad.” Saint looked at his father, perplexed. “Why is that a problem?”
 
   “Well, Hassani is in school now and I thought your mother-in-law and the babysitter watch Dakarai when she is away in the mornings. Look.” His father shoved his hands in his pockets. “I know it’s not my business, but you and Xenia always seem to put the kids first. I just don’t understand all of this.”
 
   Saint smiled and took his father by the shoulders. “Dad, Xenia didn’t want to say anything yet, so whatever you do, don’t let it slip out, but … we’re expecting again.” He watched his father’s face light up. “That’s why we need the nanny. We will have a newborn and two young kids in the house and she’ll be working full time. She will need the help.”
 
   “Oh!” His father laughed and clapped his hands together. “That’s just wonderful, Saint, congratulations. I’m so happy for you two. How far along is she?”
 
   “Only a few weeks, but we planned it.” Saint grinned. “And her pregnancy test came up positive. She goes to the doctor next week to start her exams.” Saint opened the master bedroom door, exposing an elaborately decorated room with all the bells and whistles. Saint set his father’s bag down on the middle of the bed, rocked on his heels and watched as the older man walked slowly around the room, perusing-judging-taking it all in. 
 
   “Why is this room … so gaudy?”
 
   Saint grimaced and rolled his eyes.
 
   I don’t know why I ever get my hopes up with this man. I have to accept him for who he is…
 
   “Dad, it’s not gaudy. What you see is a nice king-sized bed for relaxation,” Saint pointed to the bed, “with quality sheets. None of that scratchy, thin, cut-rate shit you like to buy.  Shit so cheap and abrasive you wake up looking like someone played tic tac toe on you in your sleep with a red marker or broken tree branch.”
 
   Saint’s father waved him off.
 
   “Hard, crunchy ass sheets.” he grumbled. “Now look, you have a matching dresser, very nice wood, and…”
 
   “What kind of wood is that? It looks expensive.” His father ran his finger over the glossy dresser.
 
    “It’s Brazilian rosewood. Anyway, this furniture is well made and has a great design. Over here, you have a nice mirror, a vanity, and a smaller dresser for your incidentals. Up here,” he pointed across from the bed, “is your television. Nice and wide, a hundred and three inches. All the stations are on it, HBO, Showtime, all the sports channels, you name it.”
 
   “It takes up practically the entire wall!” The older man said in awe as he stared at the electronic monstrosity. 
 
    Saint smirked and continued with the tour. “I know you don’t drink, but if you did, there’s also a small wet bar in here. This is so when we have friends and family over, they are comfortable and don’t have to leave in order to get a nightcap.”
 
   “It looks like a Vegas hotel room in here,” his father scoffed as he sat on the bed and continued to look around with a squinted, judgmental eye.
 
   “Fine.” Saint threw up his hands in exasperation. “There will be some big titty slangin’ strippers, cocaine lines on the table and hard-core gambling in the next room. Enjoy your stay,” Saint teased. 
 
   He caught a slight chuckle out of his father as he pivoted on his heels to leave the bedroom.
 
   “Oh, Dad.” He turned back toward him, making eye contact. “Just make yourself comfortable and dinner will be ready in about an hour. Xenia really put her foot in some shit; I think you’ll like it. See you soon and if you need anything, just come back to the main house or call me.” He walked back toward his father, kissed his cheek, then left the house with pep in his step.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   One week later…
 
   “Grandpa, Please?” Hassani bounced up and down in his bed while Mr. Aknaten and Saint stood over him.
 
   “No, Hassani, he has read you three stories in a row now. That’s enough. It’s time for bed.” 
 
   Dakarai was already fast asleep, slumped beside his big brother in a blue fleece bundle.
 
   Hassani grumbled and flung the colorful sheets angrily over his lanky body. He crossed his thin arms over his bucked chest.
 
   “Daddy, you never let me have no fun!” he pouted. 
 
   Saint bent down, kissed Hassani’s forehead and whispered, “Any fun…” He cradled Dakarai’s sleeping body, bringing him forward from the bed, and embraced the little guy tightly in his strong arms.
 
   Saint’s father rose to his feet and turned to the door.
 
   “You are mean, Daddy!” He poked his bottom lip out angrily.
 
   “Hassani, you are getting out of hand,” Saint whispered, trying to keep his voice down for fear of waking Dakarai. “Grandpa stayed here more than enough time. Now, it’s lights out and I mean that. Don’t say another word.” 
 
   Saint narrowed his eyes on his son, warning him against any early morning magic-show antics and continued glowering. Hassani grumbled and looked away. Dakarai propped his head on Saint’s shoulder, his eyes still closed as the trio left Hassani’s room and closed his door behind them. They headed down the long hallway to Dakarai’s bedroom, where Saint lay his son gently in his race-car shaped bed. Dakarai moaned lightly and turned on his side. Saint propped the pillow under his head and covered him up with his light green quilt. Both men observed him for a few moments, after which they quietly left the room and went downstairs to the kitchen where Xenia sat at the breakfast island with her laptop. She looked up at them as they entered the room.
 
   “Hello you two.” She smiled wide, glowing. “I know it’s late, but would you like something to drink? Maybe some coffee or tea?”
 
   Mr. Aknaten nodded and slid down in a chair next to her. “Thank you, Xenia, that sounds great. I could use a cup of tea.” Saint observed his father watch Xenia as she got up from her seat, and walked away toward the coffee maker. Over the past few days, he’d taken notice of his father’s increasingly strange behavior. His gaze was repeatedly focused on Xenia, and he stood closer to her than Saint liked. It wasn’t a jealousy issue, or even him believing his father was crossing the line—it was simply perplexing, unnerving, the way he’d look at her body, his gaze moving up and down slowly, and focusing on her hips. He pushed it out of his mind and tried to move forward as he sat next to the older man and smiled at him—just happy he was there to visit.
 
    “Dad, it’s been really nice having you here. I’m surprised you wanted to come, honestly, but I’m happy you’re staying a while.”
 
   “Yes, well, I missed you … missed my family.” His father’s lips curled up slightly. “I’d like us to spend more time together.”
 
   Saint cocked his head to the side and stared at his father. He was taken aback by the earnest expression of the man’s desires. The once self-proclaimed recluse was now reaching out. 
 
   What’s going on? I don’t trust this shit. I’m calling you out on this shit.
 
    “Are you sick?” Saint asked quietly as Xenia set down two light tan coffee cups, one in front of Saint, filled with black tea, and one in front of her father-in-law, filled with green. “Is that why you’re interested in being around now?”
 
   “Saint.” Xenia shot him a look and frowned. He looked at her and quickly turned back to his father.
 
   “Well?”
 
   There was a long silence.
 
   “No, I’m not sick, Saint.” His father stared down into his hot coffee mug. He was hiding something. Saint was surer of it now more than ever. 
 
   “Spit it out,” Saint said gruffly as he angrily pushed the coffee mug away, causing his hot tea to slosh about. “What brings you here? I should’ve known you weren’t here because you missed me. It’s all bullshit, isn’t it?!”
 
   “Saint, stop it right now. Don’t speak to him that way.” Xenia put her hand on her hip. “And you’re going to wake the kids if you keep yelling!”
 
   The older man continued to look down at his coffee. “No, it’s okay, Xenia. Saint has always hated me. I expected this. I’m just trying to make this right.”
 
   Saint threw his arms in the air in disbelief. “Man, please! Just … just stop, seriously, okay? Enough. You and I both know that there is an ulterior motive here. I was so busy trying to believe that you wanted to spend more time with me, your daughter-in-law and your grandsons that I—”
 
   “I do!” Mr. Aknaten jumped to his feet. “That’s why I’m here! Now Saint, I know we haven’t been close. Things were getting better though. Why are you doing this? Picking a fight with me? I love you very much.” The older man’s voice trembled with each word uttered. “I—I just needed to see your face, to make sure everyone was okay. I wanted to hug you, be around you.”
 
   I know you’re lying, old man. That’s okay though. I’ll let this go for now since Xenia is standing here giving me the evil eye…
 
   “Okay, Dad. Fine.” Saint looked away, out the patio doors at nothing specific. 
 
   Everyone was quiet for several minutes. Xenia shut her laptop and took her father-in-law’s hand in hers.
 
   “Dad, we were going to wait and have it as a surprise, but…” She shot Saint a look. He was still looking outside the patio doors, his pent-up anger oozing out of his pores. He felt her gaze but refused to meet it. “We’re expecting! We’re going to have another baby.”
 
   The man feigned ignorance. “That’s terrific news, Xenia. I’m very happy for both of you. … Uh, how far along are you?”
 
   “Almost four weeks.” She smiled.
 
   Saint turned back toward them and leaned back in his chair. His father glanced down at her stomach—an intense look. 
 
   That’s it. He’d had it. The final straw had been broken.
 
   You’re wearing on my patience. Why in the hell do you keep looking at her like that?!
 
   “There’s nothing to see. She isn’t showing yet.” He interrupted his father’s train of thought with the snippy remark.
 
   “Oh yes, I know that, Saint. I taught biology and had my own child, you… You don’t think I recall how this works?” He grimaced, seemingly tired of Saint’s jabs. 
 
   Saint turned away from his father in disgust and sipped his tea, but the intermission was short-lived. He just couldn’t help himself. A fight was brewing and Xenia or not, Saint couldn’t just let it go.
 
   He stopped and stared at his father, crossing his hands over the kitchen island. Both men locked eyes; the stare-down was in full force. “Then why in the hell do you keep lookin’at my ol’ lady’s stomach like that?!” Saint’s voice was low and maniacal. The hatred and anger were blending together. He felt himself become possessive and volatile. He didn’t like it. He didn’t like it at all. 
 
   Saint’s father stood from his seat and sighed. “I see it was a bad idea to come here. Saint, your irritation with me never lessens. I can never seem to make you happy and I’m finished trying. Thank you for your hospitality, Xenia. I will be leaving in the morning.”
 
   “Classic!” Saint screamed as he leapt up from his seat, racing after his father out the patio doors, past the pool and toward the guest house. 
 
   “I’ve forgotten my glasses.” His father said nonchalantly as he turned and begun to make his way back towards the big house, but not before Saint grabbed his arm by the pool, trailing him right on his heels. 
 
   “I ask you a question, and you think because I’m your son you don’t have to explain shit to me.”
 
   “Saint,” Xenia attempted to interject to no avail. She disappeared then returned with her Father-in-law’s eyeware. 
 
    “There is constant tension between us because of you and you alone.” He pointed at the man. “You don’t try to get along with me.  You do the same crap you always do—never expecting to be called out on your shit. Well, I’m tired of it! Nothing is ever good enough for you. Don’t try to reverse this and be the martyr.”
 
   His father put on his glasses, turned and tried to walk towards the guest house but Saint grabbed the man’s arm and forced him to face him. “You came to my wedding, things were great. Then I kept trying to call you and reach out to you after my honeymoon, and you were nowhere to be found. You wouldn’t call me back, ’cept to say you were fine. You were not a good father to me when I was a kid! The least you could do is try to be a good one now.”
 
   His father shook his head. “What do you want me to say, Saint?”
 
    “Pretend like you give a damn! Fake the shit. You can’t even do that. I have no fuckin’ idea why I keep chasing after your acceptance, your love.” Saint stuck his finger in his father’s face and spoke through gritted teeth.
 
   “I promised my children, when they were growing inside Xenia, I promised both of ’em, and now I’ll promise this one too, that I would fuckin’ NEVER be like this with them!” His voice continued to rise as the fusion of resentment and grief danced together inside his heart. “Not under any circumstances would I be like you, with my kids! That’s my blood! They come from me!” Saint picked up a patio chair and tossed it violently into the pool. 
 
   Xenia raced out onto the patio and pulled on his arm. “Saint, stop this craziness! What has gotten into you?!”
 
   “Xenia, let me go.” He shook free from her and looked his father in the eye. “You know something, goddamn it! You’re hiding something, and you won’t fucking tell me. You know I know, Dad! I knew as soon as I picked you up from the airport. I waited for you to say some shit, but you never did. You’ve been acting really strange, especially around Xenia. You know who I am … and what I am … and you hate me for it … like I can control this shit! Like I asked for it!”
 
   His father remained quiet and still as Saint got up in his face.
 
    “Go on then … like you always do,” he hissed, letting true revulsion brew in his eyes. Saint took several slow steps away from him. “This time I’m done with you for good! This is fuckin’ whack.” 
 
   Saint threw up his hands and walked away. As he came upon the pool, he kicked another chair and stormed off, brushing past Xenia, leaving her and his father standing there in the cool night breeze.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Dad, I’m so sorry…” Xenia said, hearing Saint rush up the steps and slam their bedroom door so hard it seemed to shake the entire house.
 
   The older man shrugged and shook his head. “Xenia, Saint has always been bad tempered. I suppose he got it honestly. I was the same way, I still am sometimes. It served me no purpose though. Also, as I’m sure you’re aware, we’ve always had a strained relationship. Then, after his mother died, things got so much worse. Despite all of that, I love my son very much.”
 
   “I know you do.”
 
   “I just wanted to see you all and it is obvious that he doesn’t believe me.” 
 
   “Saint can be a bit high strung at times. I rarely see him like this though, Dad. Did something happen I don’t know about? Something set him off tonight. This really isn’t like him.”
 
   “Well.” His shoulders slumped. “Maybe it really is just me…” He smiled sadly.
 
   His expression dejected and sullen, Xenia felt terrible for him. She wanted to wait until Saint cooled down and try to fix the situation, whatever it was. She was dizzy and drained from it, hating that she couldn’t figure out what had just happened. She turned toward the house then back toward her father-in-law. He stared so closely at her stomach, his brows bunched and he made a face she couldn’t categorize. It made her take a step back.
 
   Okay, now I’m suspicious. That’s just disturbing.
 
   “Is something wrong?” she asked as she glided her hand protectively over her belly.
 
   Her father-in-law swallowed hard. He seemed to be perspiring, despite the chill in the air. 
 
   “I’m just … so happy for you and Saint having another child. Children are a blessing. If I could do it over again, I would have been a much better father to Saint.” He looked down at the ground. Xenia frowned, her sympathy awakened. She walked over to him, and hugged him. Her stomach brushed against him as she pulled him close and kissed him on the cheek.
 
   When she pulled away, he looked white as a ghost.
 
   “What … what’s wrong? Dad, are you okay?”
 
   “I really must go.” He quickly turned away and sprinted across the yard, back to the guest house.  He closed the door swiftly behind him, as if he were running from some invisible devil.
 
   Xenia shook her head in confusion. As she turned to walk back inside, she looked up high at the back of her house, toward her bedroom window. The curtains were swept open and there Saint stood, clutching the black, thick fabric in his grip. His tall, tense frame and angry scowl tingled the hairs on the back of her neck. If she didn’t know him, she would be afraid to go near him. 
 
   His eyes beamed down on her before he moved his gaze to the guest house. Xenia sighed and entered the house, closing and locking the patio door behind her.
 
   These two men, God bless them, but they are both fucking nuts…
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Two weeks later…
 
   “Baby, were you able to keep your dinner down today?” Saint asked as they sat in the cool den. Xenia looked over at the fire and rubbed her arms.
 
   “Yeah. Much better than yesterday.” She yawned. “I can’t believe how cold it has been the last two days. This is so strange.” She folded her bare feet beneath her on their gold and ivory couch. 
 
   Saint looked closely at her and rose from the love seat.
 
   “It’s getting warmer in here. The fire should help.”
 
   “It is, it feels good actually. Thanks for starting a fire.”
 
   “Of course, gotta keep my sweetie comfy and cozy. He grinned. “You need anything, baby? I’m going to the kitchen.”
 
   She shook her head while she continued to stare at the dancing flames.
 
   Saint pulled at his silky dark green pajama pants that offered freedom and comfort as he walked from the den into the modern top-of-the-line kitchen. He opened the stainless steel refrigerator door and perused the choices, finally selecting the glass pitcher of honey lemonade Xenia had made earlier that day. He took it out and set it on the counter, thinking about her extensive morning sickness. Though he was certain she’d feel better soon, he hated that she’d been spending so much time in the bathroom. He looked down at his bare feet as he mused over his inklings.
 
   I should have put on my house shoes. This floor is too cold. Shit, the whole fucking house is cold. Damn storm front from the east.
 
   He yawned and walked to one of the large glass cabinets and removed a short juice glass. As he turned to set it down on the kitchen island, his cellphone rang. He set the glass down and reached into his pocket, reviewed the caller identification:
 
   Pops, 718-895-0121.
 
   Saint sighed and looked at his phone a long while before answering.
 
   So now you want to call... 
 
   “Yeah,” he answered in a bland tone, cradling the phone between shoulder and neck while pouring the lemonade in the glass.
 
   “Saint, son, um, what time is it there?”
 
   “Hello to you too, Dad.” He walked toward the refrigerator and returned the carafe.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry, Saint. It’s just that ... it’s late and I didn’t think about that, you know, before I called. I didn’t want to disturb you.”
 
   “It’s two in the morning. Xenia had insomnia and isn’t feeling well, so we got up and are just relaxing until she gets sleepy again. I’m already up, but that isn’t the reason I’m angry.”
 
   “Oh, does she have morning sickness?”
 
   “We can talk about all of that later, Dad.” Saint frowned. “I was more disturbed by waking up the next morning to discover you were already halfway back to Brooklyn. You left no note, no notice, nothing.  You didn’t even call me and you didn’t return my phone calls. Your grandsons were asking about you.” Saint leaned against the kitchen counter and took a slow sip from the glass. The delicious sour sweetness ran down his throat, temporarily taking him out of the mounting anger fermenting inside him.
 
   Damn, Xenia makes some bomb ass lemonade ... 
 
   He took another sip as he waited for his father’s response.
 
   “I know and  ...  I’m sorry. This has just been a rough time. You seemed very angry with me, and I just was not able to deal with that right then.”
 
   Saint felt himself become slightly woozy—the situation hit him like a ton of bricks.
 
   Tomorrow is Mama’s birthday. Shit.
 
   “Dad, are you okay?”
 
   “Saint, no, not really, to be quite honest.”
 
   “Are you afraid to be alone?” He quickly finished his lemonade and placed the glass in the sink.
 
   “Not afraid to be alone, I just have so much on my mind, troubling things ...”
 
   “Would it be okay if we spent a couple of days together?” Saint stood in front of the kitchen sink, his arms crossed over his stomach and watched a plop of water trail slowly to the drain.
 
   “I don’t want to travel right now, Saint, but I think...”
 
   “No, I’d come to see you. I’d come home.”
 
   A brief pause.
 
   “I need to speak to you Saint, so that is probably a good idea, son, if it isn’t too much trouble of course.”
 
   “No. The timing is fine, actually. We just finished up a conference and my schedule is less hectic for the next few days. The minor stuff I can have someone else take care of in my absence. So, I can come tomorrow morning, okay? I’ll find an early flight, stay a couple of days and we can just talk. Is that cool?”
 
   Saint turned on the water faucet and rinsed his glass out. All of a sudden, his earlier anger and resentment lessened. Thoughts of his mother surfaced. He didn’t want her to see him fighting his old man. She’d be disappointed.
 
   “Yes, that’s fine. Please make sure Xenia is okay with this. I don’t want to disrupt anything.”
 
   “She’d actually be happy about it, Dad. She thinks you and I have some issues that need to be hashed out. She doesn’t like how our relationship is and she is worried about me, about us, period.”
 
   And Mama would be so angry.
 
   There was a brief pause during which he heard his father exhale.
 
   “Well, okay. I will see you soon. And Saint?”
 
   “Yeah.” He began to walk back toward the den.
 
   “I ... I love you.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll talk soon.” 
 
   Saint disconnected the call. He didn’t understand why he couldn’t say it back. He opened the door to the den to discover Xenia fast asleep. His mixed emotions engulfed him. His father rarely told him that he loved him, but when he did, Saint always responded in kind. Due to his father’s abrupt departure from his home, and all of the years of turmoil, everything began to come to a boil and he simply wasn’t feeling warm toward him, although he was sympathetic ... and he knew his mother was watching. He tried to be the bigger man during the conversation but after all, he was still human.
 
   It’s time we settle this, Dad. I don’t want to fight with you anymore... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Mmmm, yessss baby ... damn...” 
 
   Sweat streaked its way down Saint’s face. He white-knuckled the kitchen counter as he lunged one final time. Xenia’s hot thighs wrapped snuggly around his waist, her head buried onto his chest. He brushed his lips softly up and down her neck and rubbed her back, then picked her up from the counter and placed her back on her feet. 
 
   Keeping her eyes to the floor, she pulled her nightgown back down, then made her way to the nearby half bath across from the kitchen. Saint peered out the window to see the sun make its way down from the heavens. He snatched his boxers from the floor, and pulled them back up his long legs. With the back of his hand, he wiped the sweat from his face, then turned on the faucet. He lathered up a copious amount of soft soap, let the warm water run over his fingers.
 
   Xenia returned minutes later and sat at the island, running her fingers through her ringlets. He smiled and winked at her.
 
   “I gotta get ready to get out of here, or I’ll miss my plane. I’ll have to sneak in the boys’ rooms and give them kisses goodbye.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re going,” she said softly. “Something has to give. This isn’t healthy.”
 
   “This shit has been going on for years, Xenia. It’s nothing new. I don’t expect much, but, I know he is hurting right now. I don’t want him to be alone.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “Me? I’m good now that I got some body breakfast. Thanks, baby,” he joked, turning the water off.
 
   “No, silly, you know what I mean.”
 
   Saint hesitated, then walked toward her. “Yeah, I know what you mean.” He looked out the patio door. “Yeah, I miss her.” He turned back to his wife. “I miss her every damn day. I just try to get through it. You know, days like this, her birthday. I can still see her working at my grandparents’ Korean grocery store. Me and my homeboys would go in there sometimes after school. She didn’t want me to. She wanted me to get straight home and do my homework.” 
 
   A lump of emotion formed at his throat and his chest felt tight. His mother’s beloved face, her loving embraces and affectionate chidings—what would he give to have that once more? To have her back? To have the chance to talk to her and hear that dear voice again? 
 
   “She’d tell me to stop getting off the train to see her. She knew I wanted to get something to eat, too, and I wanted to feed my friends. So, she’d give me and my friends chips and pretzels, sometimes these little apple sodas, too. They were good. It’s funny.” He grinned. “I’d forgotten about those drinks. I’ve never seen them anywhere else.”
 
   “Is the store still there?”
 
   “Nah, it went down after her parents died. One of brothers, my Uncle Man Sik, tried to run it, but he was afraid of the area. He lived in Queens at the time and he just didn’t want to deal with it. Damn.” Saint shook his head. “I haven’t seen any of my uncles since I was eighteen or so. Anyway, my grandparents had built a rapport with the community so no one really messed with them. They’d been there since 1957 so when some shit popped off, they didn’t get robbed as much as the other places. They treated the customers with respect  ...  even though they hated my father. I imagine it was hard for him, though he never spoke to me about it.” Saint pulled out an island chair and sat across from Xenia. “You want some tea or decaf-coffee, baby?”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds good. Coffee please.”
 
   He got back up and pulled out the coffee maker, a filter and the grounds. 
 
   “Don’t you have to get out of here? I love that you’re serving me though. You’re so sweet.” 
 
   She stretched her arms as she slid out the chair and approached him. She brought her arms about him and he hugged her with all of his might, burrowed his face in her soft hair. After long moments, he pulled back.
 
   “I’m on my way, just need a sec.” 
 
   He started the coffee while she stood close to him, her arms folded across her breast and the silky hot pink gown flowing against her tawny skin. Reaching over, he gently caressed the side of her face, tracing her lips with his fingertip. Saint wanted to frame this moment in time. He’d spent the evening tossing and turning; strange dreams of pyramids, flying fallen angels and a bizarre man wearing a hooded white robe, disturbed and distressed him with each attempt to catch sleep’s toe and ride along.
 
    He’d finally turned to Xenia, who had awakened to use the bathroom. Upon her return, he was standing, and hungry. He didn’t need to say it; she knew what he wanted. He took her hand, stepped over his packed black luggage on their bedroom floor and led her down the winding staircase, through the entry way, past the living room and into their kitchen. He lifted her onto the counter, pulled her gown around her hips and removed his underwear, their tangled bodies becoming warmer and warmer as each moment passed. He wanted her, needed her. Plunging his tongue into her mouth and dick deep within her, he gripped her tightly and he rocked her like a pendulum with each mounting thrust.
 
   He waited ... waited ... until her arrival, and then, he had his way with her. He took her down, far down, to the pelvic dance floor for a nasty Salsa grind, pushing and thrusting with determination and might, harshly biting his bottom lip to stifle any outbursts that may rouse their children. She felt so good, gushy and wet—still not showing, his naked eye deceived him, but the touch  ...  the touch never lied. He could feel the slight swell of her stomach, ever so slight, as his bare body brushed against her. He trailed his fingertips over the area; the small budding dome was on its way. He’d seen it twice before, been down this road with his Goddess. Her maternal instinct always sent his paternal one into overdrive. Their connection was undeniable. He found her irresistible, and she had to have realized that, while she was pregnant, he was sometimes even hornier for her, if that were even possible. 
 
   In their sexual dance, he went into a delirious trance with her. Her eyes hooded, not with sleep but desire. When she came, her intense orgasm threatened to take her breath away. Sensing that had him thrust harder, deeper, rotate his hips. His breaths came loud and heavy, and he found it impossible to hold back the groans. He looked down between them, watching his dick going in out of her pussy at rapid speed. He swallowed air as his hips continued rotate and pulse like pistons. He could hear himself breathing loudly, his parted lips making incomprehensible utterances. 
 
    
 
   “You feel so fuckin’ good, Xenia,” he mustered between rigid thrusts. “I’m gonna miss you, baby.”
 
   “Mmmm,” she moaned, her legs tightening around him. He would arrive soon, and then he’d have to come back up to the world of awkward reality. Life was always easier when he was inside of her... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Eight hours later
 
   “Yeah, it is.” 
 
   Saint looked around his father’s home. He immediately took notice of the stacked, yellowed newspapers on the small kitchen table. His father, notoriously neat to a fault, would never normally allow such an unsightly avalanche to build, but there had to be meaning behind the madness.
 
   “Exciting, isn’t it, to have another baby?” 
 
   His father smiled reflectively down into his lap. Saint took notice of the weight loss. His father’s pants fit a bit too loosely, the crotch sagging just so and his shirt collar grappling at something to find and rest against. Instead, the ribbed cotton, worn dark blue polo shirt was met with light tan, thin skin—devoid of muscle tone and depth. For years as a youth, Saint saw his father as a power house. He was tall, muscular, dark haired and intimidating. Even his smile never rendered much comfort. 
 
   He was a naturally serious man and when his father would parade around in only a pair of jeans and wife beater, his cigarettes tucked away in his pocket, he demanded respect without uttering a word. Now, only a shell of that man existed. It seemed to happen so suddenly, a fast decline into a world of depression, bitterness and self-loathing. Saint’s father was once not only a pillar of the community, he was dashingly handsome and reliable, to a fault. Now, he was barely answering his phone and his behavior was downright peculiar. 
 
   “Dad.” Saint sat back further onto the couch and stroked his bottom lip with his index finger. “I want you to tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “Saint.” He sighed. “You just got here, okay?” He gave his son a helpless look. “Let’s just take a breather and I will speak with you. Just give me a moment, please.” His tone brimmed with exasperation and agitation.
 
   In the past, his father never ran from a fight, not with him or anyone else—except with his mother who he’d spent his married life happily trying to please. He knew by the way his father cowered during the argument at his home in L.A., and then ran off, that something was truly amiss. And months beforehand, his father’s strange antics had been building in quantity and intensity. He didn’t even recognize who was in front of him. 
 
   Is this my father? It can’t be. 
 
   He wanted to get up and shake some sense into him. He also wanted to go home, to his wife and children. Discomfort nagged at him. Being in his old stomping grounds had him feeling like a fish out of water. He no longer had to wrestle with the unknown, or so he thought. It had reared its ugly head again, and proved to be a worthy opponent. 
 
   “Something is wrong with you. I’ll let this go for now but let’s look at something else that needs to be dealt with—a discussion that is long overdue. In the past, you treated me badly. I was only a damn kid, dad.”
 
   “Saint...”
 
   “No! You told me to give you a second, so now I’m talking about something else because I want to make sure that when you do get ready to speak to me,” Saint pointed at him, “you bring the whole truth, and nothin’ but the truth. I’m tired of this bullshit!”
 
   Just then, Saint’s phone vibrated. He looked down and saw Raphael on the caller-ID.
 
   “Sup man?”
 
   You just saved my father, but I’ll be back for him... 
 
   “How the fuck are you going to be in town and not call a brotha?” Raphael barked.
 
   Saint burst out laughing.
 
      “Man, you didn’t give me a chance. I just got to Pop’s house. What’s crack-a-lackin’?”
 
      “Some mothafuckin’ drinks, man. There is this joint down on Northern Blvd, in Woodside. They have some shit called ‘Ferocious Fridays’, and the drinks are on point, none of that watered down shit. It's called, Two Shots In the Dark. There is this guy spinnin’ records, too, DJ Smurfy. Thought you might like to hear some music while we get shit faced.” Raphael laughed.
 
      “A soundtrack for getting sloshed? Sounds like a mothafuckin’ plan. I could use the break. You want me to meet you there?”
 
       “Nah, I’m already getting dressed and will be at your father’s crib ASAP. Just stay put. You're probably jet-lagged. Too bad. You’re still going."
 
   Saint laughed. “I am but I’ll be ready.” 
 
   Saint ended the call and turned his attention back to his father. “So, as you heard, I’m going to run out with Raphael, if that is okay. I won’t be gone long. You wanted some time before you spoke to me anyway, so here it is.” Saint sucked his teeth, stood and excused himself to freshen up and throw on different clothes for his night on the town.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: seven]CHAPTER 7 
 
    
 
   “Shut up, man! I didn’t do that shit.” Saint turned redder at Raphael’s teasing. 
 
   “Yes you did! You were about seventeen, and you told him that you’d give him twenty dollars if he’d steal you some of the new Jordans, like that was a good deal ’nd shit and he did it. Damn crack head.”
 
   “Oh, Jesus.” He rubbed his face and laughed, an embarrassed chuckle more than amusement.
 
   Saint scanned his environment, from the hanging wine glasses above him to the green neon bar sign behind him. Two Latina women manned the crowded bar scene from behind the well-stocked counter. One of the bartenders turned toward him, her petite frame looking dwarfed amongst the swarm of people, loud music blasting Pit Bull songs and tall, frosty beer mugs that weighed a ton. She was quickly distracted as a co-worker pulled her arm and whispered in her ear. White Christmas lights lined the bar, and a sense of relaxation, even amidst the sandwiched couples and tipsy, dancing women, came over him. The hanging television tuned in on a baseball game.
 
   “Hi gentlemen, can I get you anything?” the woman asked from behind the counter.
 
   “What’s your name?” Saint asked, leaning closer to her with a smile and meeting her gaze. Raphael nudged him.
 
   “What?! I just asked her name, that’s it!” Saint grinned.
 
   She laughed. “It’s Vanessa.”
 
   “Hi Vanessa, I just wanted to know your name because I need to know who will be responsible for getting me into a world of trouble tonight,” he flirted.
 
   “That’s me!” she beamed. “What would you like?”
 
   “Not a Hypnotic,” Raphael teased. “I’m sorry, man. I guess that wasn’t funny. It slipped out before I could even really think about it.”
 
   Saint shot him a look and quickly turned away, resisting the urge to curse him out.
 
   “Let me get a Jack Daniels and coke.”
 
   “Got it, and you?” She brandished her pretty, feminine smile at Raphael. 
 
   “Vodka and cranberry.”
 
   “Sounds good!” She turned away and began to prepare the drinks.
 
   “So.” Raphael took a final swig from his Captain Morgan. “What’s been up, man? What you been into?”
 
   “Oh, you know, the conferences and work as usual.” Saint looked back up at the game then began to bob his head as DJ. Smurfy dropped the tune, ‘Earregular’ by Tech N9ne.  Vanessa placed their drinks in front of them, winked and returned to another customer.
 
   Saint picked up his new glass and took a big gulp. “Oh, this is gooood. You didn’t lie man, this shit is nice and strong. No ice. But cold. Loving it.”
 
   “I’ll have to keep my eye on you tonight, I see,” Raphael looked at him out the corner of his eye. “If you really wanna get lit, there must be something bothering you.”
 
   Saint paused and sighed. “Man.” He hit the bar table. “Me and the old man been getting into it. Today is Mama’s birthday and...”
 
   “Oh shit, man, that’s right. Happy Birthday, Mrs. Aknaten,” Raphael said seriously. “You’re having a hard day.”
 
   “It’s not terrible. I’m mostly here for my father. I told you how fucked up his visit was. He was acting so strange and now it just continues. I’m not leaving here until he tells me what the hell is going on.”
 
   “I don’t blame you. It could be something serious. Do you think he’s sick or somethin’?”
 
   “He said he wasn’t. I didn’t pick up anything either except his usual shit, like the high blood pressure. My father’s health has always been good though. Even when he smoked cigarettes, he never really had any problems.”
 
   “A devoted Muslim smoking cigarettes!” Raphael laughed.
 
   “I know, right? He stopped that a long time ago though. Anyway, I’m going to wear his ass down, make him talk.”
 
   “I know your dad isn’t the emotional type, but after what you told me happened when he came out there, you have every right to be worried. Oh man, before I forget, me and Marsh, remember Marsh, man?”
 
   “Yeah I remember Marsh! Cool Jamaican dude we used to chill with.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I ran into him at the record store a few months ago and he was buying that old Egyptian Lover.” Raphael started tut-dancing in his seat, causing Saint to turn away to hide his embarrassment and laughter. “Yeah, so anyway, that brought back a lot of memories, the damn basement parties.”
 
   “Yes, the basement parties! We were wild, man.” 
 
   Saint could always unwind with his best friend. Raphael understood him; they were brothers in the truest sense of the word. Raphael was giving him the inner peace he needed, and it felt good. Damn good.
 
   “Do you remember the lyrics to that song, man? I can’t recall the shit but I’m sure you can.”
 
   Saint paused and looked at Rapahael is disbelief. “Now why in the hell would you assume that I remember the lyrics after all this time, Raphael?”
 
   You know I know. Just admit the shit, Raphael.
 
   “’Cause you’re half Egyptian, Saint!”
 
   Saint burst out laughing and shook his head. “That’s some ol’ racist, stereotypical bullshit.”
 
   Raphael cracked up and slapped his hand against the bar counter. “How so?”
 
   “That’s like me assuming you know all the secret herbs and spices in KFC chicken! It’s eleven of those bitches; tell them to me, I know you know just by default, being black and all. You see how ignorant that sounded? I can’t believe you, man.”
 
   Raphael laughed harder, took a sip of his drink and got closer to Saint, grinning like a cat that swallowed the canary. “But you know the lyrics, don’t you?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   Saint stared straight ahead, trying desperately to not start cracking up again.
 
   “Hey!” Raphael screamed out as soon as the music stopped before another track began. “DJ Papa Smurf, I mean, DJ Smurfy!”
 
   The DJ looked at him with a questioning gaze.
 
   “Put on Egyptian Lover real quick, for just like thirty seconds! That’s all I need.”
 
   The DJ nodded and less than two minutes later, the song began to play. Saint took another gulp of his drink and shook his head as he heard the familiar introduction start. Raphael dug in his pocket and pulled out a crumpled ten dollar bill.
 
   “You can have that—it’s for your next drink if you start rhyming to the beat. I know you know the song man, stop frontin’.”
 
   Saint shook his head but he knew Raphael was onto him. After the rift played, Saint walked up to the DJ Booth and asked for the microphone. He began to rap to the audience’s vigorous clapping and cat calls.
 
   “Give me a freaky kinky nation, with a total female population. I can deal with that situation, I don't care about my reputation  ...  I'm The Egyptian Lover, Egyptian Lover, Baby!  Egyptian Lover, Egyptian Lover, Baby!” 
 
   The crowd applauded, Raphael’s laughter almost drowning out everyone as Saint handed back the microphone and returned to his hooting friend.
 
   “I knew it! I knew you remembered the damn song. You would tell all the girls that the song was about you, lyin’ to get some pussy.”
 
   “I don’t remember any of this!” Saint lied, now laughing hard right along with his friend until they both could barely speak. “Man, it feels good to be home. This is never a visit, it’s an adventure.”
 
   “Speaking of visits, when can Latrice, the kids and I come by? I keep asking you.”
 
   “I want you all to have a decent stay, and things keep popping up but I promise to follow up with you on that. I’d love to see you guys! Oh, and I have a little surprise.” Saint picked up his glass and took another tasty swig.
 
   “What? You found a way to declare yourself black on the census form and signed up for the free DNA test?”
 
   “Ha ha, very funny, muscle-head. No, guess again.” Saint grinned.
 
   “You’ve started your own porn company! Let me be Vice President man. I have a discerning eye for raw talent!”
 
   “Raphael, you’re fired from my life. Read about it in the credits of my biography, the epic movie.”
 
   Raphael burst out laughing. “Is that the surprise? I’m fired from your life? You’re fired from mine too then—and don’t call me about any custom jewelry anymore. Your discount is revoked.”
 
   Saint grinned. “You can’t cut me off. I need that. I order too much shit. Times are hard. I gotta keep the Queen laced though.”
 
   Raphael pivoted in his bar stool. “You know I got you and Xenia. Well what is it?”
 
   “Xenia’s pregnant.”
 
   “I know. Tell her I’m sorry that the condom broke during our night of passion.”
 
   And within a blink of an eye, Saint smacked him hard across the back, but couldn’t wipe off the smug grin from his friend’s face.
 
   It was funny, but he was still pissed. He knew the hit stung a little, he meant for it to. 
 
   “That’s so fuckin’ disrespectful and if that shit had came out of anyone else’s mouth, I’d beat their ass into the ground.”
 
   “I know, I know.” Raphael said in a choked voice. “That’s great man, congratulations. Damn, you and Xenia don’t come up for air, do you? Just bustin’ grapes all over the damn place, back to back.”
 
   Both men laughed raucously over the booming base and schmoozing, half-drunk customers. 
 
   “Yo! Raphael!” A large, light complexioned man with dark brown, waist length dreads approached along with two other men, all dressed in leather bomber jackets.
 
   “What’s up, Jas!” Raphael leapt out of his seat and gave the big man a pound and hugged him. “’Sup Ike and Ramón!”
 
   “Hey Raph! What are you doing here, man?”
 
   “Oh, I’m here wit’ my boy, Saint.” He pointed to Saint who made eye contact with the intimidating trio. The men shot him a look; it was obvious they weren’t smitten.
 
   “Hey, Saint, Jas, Ike and Ramón used to work out at the old gym I was at. I hooked Jas up with a security job and he hooked me up with some free training.”
 
   Saint nodded. “Nice to meet you.” He extended his hand and it just remained there in the air, floating. He lowered it and shook his head.
 
   I should’ve known the evening was going too well ... that I was relaxed and having a good time. Here comes the shit, now where is the damn fan?
 
   Jas snarled. “I know who the fuck this cat is.” 
 
   He pointed at Saint, a sinister grimace across his pale banana colored face. “How you know this lame, man? This that dude that is on the radio all the time talking about black men are losers and how black women need to start dating other guys from different races because we ain’t shit.”
 
   Saint shot Raphael a look. Raphael looked startled, tongue tied and dumbfounded. 
 
   “Whoa, whoa, Jas. Saint is good people, okay? That’s not what he said.”
 
   “Tha fuck it ain’t! I’ve seen his poster in Barnes and Noble, too. Took all of me not to rip that shit down. That’s right, this black man reads, mothafucka. You surprised?” The big man huffed. “Fuck this nigga!”
 
   Saint set his glass down calmly on the counter. He turned slowly back around to face the men.
 
   “Jas, it appears you’re having a problem this evening. Luckily,” On a shrug, Saint traced his bottom lip with the tip of his tongue. “I’m a problem solver. You’re feelin’ some kind of way, today. Do you want to have a conversation with me?” Saint pointed to his chest. “Do you want to talk like two grown men or behave like the animal that you believe I’ve presented your race and gender to be?”
 
   “Wait a minute, now everyone calm down!” Raphael put his hands up.
 
   “Raphael, I’m calm. I’ve been calm and plan to remain so.” Saint let out a light chuckle.
 
   “Oh, this shit is funny to you, man?!” Jas stepped up to Saint, only shorter by one inch.  Raphael stretched his arm between the two while the other two men drew closer to Jas.
 
   “Yeah, it actually kind of is, Jas. Now, we can talk like men, like I said, or we can turn this into something else. Don’t let my smooth look fool you.” Saint’s smile quickly faded. 
 
   The man looked him up and down and shoved a toothpick in the corner of his mouth. “Alight, bet. Yeah, I got some shit to say to you. I had tried to call into the radio a few times when your lame ass still lived here, could never get through. Anyway, Saint,” he mocked, slurring his name. “I understand.” The toothpick twirled back and forth on the right side of his mouth as, he clasped his hands together and bounced on the spot. “I understand you got you some black punanny, got turned out. That’s your prerogative and my perspective, and now, you’re just runnin’ with the shit. Fact of the matter is this. Don’t let my roughneck look fool you. This is my weekend attire and—”
 
   “I never judge a book by its cover.”
 
   “Good, but I had you pegged before I even saw your mug. I’m an educated black man! The kind of man people like you fear. I have a Master’s Degree in education and taught P.E. I wanted some extra cash. Raphael here, another strong black man, hooked me up. I’m not afraid of hard work. I teach young minds—inner city youth. You are helping to destroy everything I am doing. I’m teaching these black little boys that they are somebody  ... You tell our women we ain’t shit. The white man isn’t better because y’all have more money and power than us, systematically.”
 
   “Where are you going with this?” Saint goaded. “It’s amazing that you bring up your education. I bet your brain feels as good as new, seeing as based on what you’re saying, you’ve obviously rarely used it.”
 
   “I see you’re a regular ol’ smart ass. Feeling big, with Raphael right here by you. Fuck you, mothafucka. I’m the original man, mothafucka! You had that shit right!” Jas pushed his finger in Saint’s face. 
 
   “There is no cure against stupidity.” Saint sighed. “Not all you mothafuckas are Moorish!” 
 
   Now their argument began to render the attention of others in the establishment as their voices carried.
 
   “So you want to try to drop science? My people invented science!”
 
   “Did you invent civil rights as well, Jas? You, all by your lonesome? How much shit will you take credit for that you didn’t have anything to do with, simply because you are the same race as those that set the foundation?  I find this shit hella ironic. When a black man does something great, guys like you want all the credit, but when a black person goes out and steals some shit, and kills his family or girlfriend, then you are the first to scream how you don’t like being lumped together based on another mothafucka’s actions! Pick a damn position!”
 
   “You two need to—” Raphael attempted to stop the runaway train before things got worse.
 
    “If a black man created a deadly disease in a lab, would you take credit for that as well? That’s science, too! Not every black man is down for every black man.”
 
   A brief pause.
 
   “Let’s keep this dialogue going, I like this!” Jas grinned. “You are proving to everyone in here just why you need to be dealt with. Someone like you is a virus, Mr. Aknaten. You are a damn disease and the worst of it is, you’ve actually got a bunch of black women listening to you. Those women lost their identity and their minds listening to your fucking nonsense and reading your silly ass books and for the record, yeah, I did invent the damn civil rights.”
 
   Saint looked at the man and burst out laughing in his face.
 
   “Are you wet, Jas? I don’t see any damn dogs chasing you or any hoses in this mothafucka. You are the type of man that walks around talking about what everyone needs to do for black people, but you aren’t doing a damn thing for anyone. Talk is cheap. I don’t give a shit if you are a teacher and educated—you are not on my level.”
 
   “Look Jas, Saint is my boy, we go way back. You’re way out of line, man! He isn’t the way you think he is.”
 
   “Raphael, I don’t need you to defend or stand up for me.” Saint shot him a look as he gently pushed him back with his arm. “I got this. Jas came in here with a problem, needing some specialized treatment, and I’m about to cure all of his woes.”
 
   “You talk a lot of shit to be standin’ there three against one, you fuckin’ mutt.”
 
   “I’m here, Jas!” Raphael corrected as he crossed his broad arms over his chest in annoyance.
 
   “Mutt?” Saint grimaced and rolled his eyes. “I know your high yellow ass isn’t standing here calling me a mutt!” Saint laughed in his face, causing Jas to press his torso into Saint. 
 
   Is this mothafucka touching me? Oh, never that!
 
   Raphael jumped between the two seething men. 
 
   “Move, Raphael!” Saint flung his friend’s arm out of the way like it was a mere piece of ribbon at a race finish line. “Jas, you haven’t picked any cotton except when you go and buy a goddamn white t-shirt, and you’re picking what size and style you want! Don’t come in here asking the chariot to swing lo and carry your slave mentality ass home! You don’t know shit, and you’ve lost your own goddamn mind since you believe that you can stand here and yell at me, try to talk around the issues, and then act like you are really going to rough me up. Put your hands on me again, and I’ll be the last thing you touch. Get tha fuck out my face.” Saint clicked his tongue against his teeth and turned away.
 
   You have no idea how close you just came to a serious beatdown, man. 
 
   “I ain’t scared of you, punk,” Jas sneered. “I know how this works. I’ve heard how you outtalk mothafuckas but tonight … tonight is going to end with you getting more than you bargained for.” 
 
   “The only thing I bargained for was a peaceful evening with my best friend here, but you pretty much fucked that all up.” Saint kept his back turned, his teeth grinding as he tried to temper his anger. His chest burned, his body went hot and hectic.
 
   “No, you should’ve kept your ass at home.” 
 
   Behind him, Saint sensed Jas step closer. 
 
   “Ah, ah, ahhh! Step back and stop this shit!” Raphael warned.
 
   “These are my stomping grounds. A piece of shit like you can’t have a peaceful night because you’ve started too much shit over the years, runnin’ off at the mouth.” Jas cracked his knuckles. “Okay, Saint. Let’s talk. I really want to talk.” He laughed. “Let’s talk a little black history.”
 
   Saint snorted and turned back around. “You’ll be sorry, standing here trying to show off in front of your boys, like a damn lynch mob. You want to talk black history? You’ll be black history if you don’t walk away.”
 
   “Oh Saint, don’t be that way! Educate me, bruh!” Jas and his friends laughed louder, stirring the embers of a pending fight.
 
   Saint sighed. He cocked his head to the side, his lips pursed. He made a casual scan of the establishment then returned his gaze to Jas.
 
   “You are what? A twenty-eight year old mothafucka, professing to be so educated and love black women so much, yet you probably can’t even name five black female historical figures and tell me exactly what they did, and how they contributed to our society. You’re in my mothafuckin’ face though, screaming at me about disrespecting your people and your women. Educated black man, my ass. This is an educated black man,” he said, pointing to Raphael. 
 
   “Keep talking that shit, you don’t know me.”
 
   “And you don’t know me! You are judging me based on snippets of what you think I said, or you were told I said—and even if I did say whatever the fuck you’re accusing me of, it’s my fucking prerogative to think the way I fucking want to. You can’t run around trying to intimidate everyone that makes you mad. Grow the hell up. It’s a free damn country.”
 
   “Maybe for you it is, white man!”
 
   “I’m not white, but you already know that since you called me a mutt.” Saint rolled his eyes. “Do you ever wonder what life would be like if you’d had gotten enough oxygen at birth?”
 
   “Nice insults. It still won’t help you and you may as well be white, man. You’ve got the white man privilege and are helping them gain more control. You need to shut the fuck up and go back to whatever it was that you were doing before you got so-called famous. Stop getting on the radio,” Jas counted off his fingers, “stop writing dumb ass books, stop these fuckin’ conferences full of white men lusting after black women. You’re fuckin’ sad.”
 
   “Okay, real talk, Jas. You’re not the ruler of my thoughts and controller of my mind. So you stand around being mad all fucking day at this pretend white supreme being, giving him even more power by announcing him as your King. That’s right, when you obsess over someone, you say they are in charge of you. Your hatred makes you obsessed. The ruler of your obsessions is demonstrated by your silly ass actions and jealousy when you could be focusing on how to improve and better yourself. Successful people mirror the good in others and use their time wisely, Jas.”
 
   “Oh, so now you’re pontificating?  When there are less brothas locked up, less white supremacy and less pitfalls stacked against us, as black people, then you can come holla at me, man! You are getting rich off of pimping ideas and sex to horny ass white boys. You’re a shit starter and—”
 
   “And you’re a fuckin’ epidemic. I was one of the first people to say at my conferences that our penal system is racist. This is basic math. When a small group of people, statistically speaking, make up the majority of the prison population, the laws are skewed, no ifs ands or buts about it. However, some of y’all—”
 
   Jas burst out laughing, “Some of y’all?! This is yo’ boy, Raphael?” He shot Raphael an angry, judgmental look. “You people, wow!”
 
   “Stay focused and stop trying to start a problem where it doesn’t exist. Yes, you heard me right. Some of these arrests are not being done to innocent bystanders.  Why is it that people like you rarely discuss black on black crime, which is the bulk of how black men are being killed, black people in general? But the racially driven crimes, you are all over that as if your life depended upon it. You killing each other IS your life! Wake the hell up and stop lying to yourself! Some of these brothas aren’t being locked up because their ass was skipping down the street with a basket of sunshine and mothafuckin’ flowers. These people that I’m talking about, Jas, aren’t figments of my imagination. They are my friends, too!” 
 
   Jas paused and listened.
 
   “There are some guys that are getting fucked over, racially profiled and all that other bullshit but what about the real issues, Jas? Many are walking around here selling death to your own people for a dollah ... but you wanna come holla at cha boy because I said I wanted to date your women, love your women, desire your women and fuck your women,” Saint sounded out the eff bomb, enjoying how it echoed and rolled off his tongue as he made his point, “and marry them, too. And when I say your, I’m not talking about ownership—I’m talking about the cultural identity because contrary to how guys like you act, you don’t own black women!”
 
   “Fuck our women?!” Ramón repeated. 
 
   “That’s right, I did say that shit. I said I wanted to fuck your women,” Saint repeated, now itching for a physical confrontation to release some steam. “And I fucked so many women, you’d never be able to catch up with me, even if you suddenly became Don Juan and Casanova combined, even if you fucked a woman a day for the rest of your natural born life!”
 
   Yeah, how you like that?!
 
   “Saint!” Raphael called out. He looked over at his friend, who now was beyond concerned.
 
    Saint ignored him. “No, fuck that, Raphael. He wanted to talk, so we’re talking! I’m tired of this shit. You can only push me so far.” 
 
   “Yeah, let the man talk, Raph.” Jas grinned antagonistically. “Tell us about your life, Saint. School us.” Jas ran his finger along his chin.
 
    “Like you give a shit ... Fine. I also married a black woman. Now isn’t that a novel idea! Made her my wife and had some babies with her, but I take care of mine.” He smirked. “Not one of you mothafuckas standing in my face married any of the women you gave seed to.” Saint looked at all of their left hands—not one wedding band in the bunch, yet he knew all of them had children. “Not one of you even considered that shit, because hell, it’s a mothafuckin’ candy store out here, right?” Saint laughed and looked mockingly around the bar. “Why settle down? So many women to bone, so little time. I always knew I would eventually get married, regardless of my playboy days.”
 
   “You don’t know my story. I’m a good father. Marriage is a piece of paper. I take care of my seeds! All day every day!”
 
   “And you think you deserve a medal for that? That’s what you’re supposed to do!”
 
   “I am and maybe I could give them even more, if I had the same privileges you have, for being everything but a black man. Must be nice to stand around being judgmental when you don’t have it like we do.” 
 
   “No one told you to make those kids. And don’t blame me and take the easy way out. Once again, it’s all the white man’s fault, right?” Saint smirked. “You were forced to fuck without a rubber, at gunpoint. Own up to your shit.”
 
   “I’m going to love fucking you up later...” 
 
    Saint rolled his eyes. “A good role model to your children that you created and not just use their mother as a cum bucket, right? She is no longer a person with a soul, just something for you to shoot your jizz in ... Whatever, man. I know how this shit works. I used to do the same shit but because I’m not black, all of a sudden, you find fault with it. Fuck you, Jas.”
 
   Jas lunged at Saint. Ramón pulled him back. “Man, don’t! We’ll get him later. They got cops right outside here.” He pointed to a bouncer and police officer by the front door. “And that bartender keeps looking at us funny. I think y’all need to keep your voices down.”
 
   “You won’t be getting shit later.”
 
   “Saint, stop it man! Jas, cool it! I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but this shit is over, now everyone cool out, damn!”
 
   Jas smiled, the anger emitting off of him like smoke on a summer grill.
 
   “You don’t respect black women, that’s a damn joke. You just use them and they are dumb enough to fall for it. You don’t even probably really want them; this is like some game to you. Your wife is a damn sellout—not because she dated outside of her race, but because she could actually hitch her wagon to a soulless person like you. She couldn’t handle the black man, obviously. She had to go get someone weak.” He gave a mirthless laugh. “That’s why she switched teams, another black woman with a big ass mouth complaining about how she can’t get a man or men ain’t shit.”
 
   “Nah, Jas.” Saint reached behind him, picked up his drink, swallowed what remained and slammed the glass back on the counter. “She is self-assured, confident and not needy—and there are too many men that couldn’t handle that. It’s hard out here for women. Too many of them get a bunch of lip service and dick. It gets so damn old. She wasn’t going to keep waiting around and why should she? I married her ass, and I’m not apologizing for shit! I married her because real men commit. You see this ring?” Saint held up his left hand. “This is not a ball and chain, like you’ve been corrupted into believing. This is the armor of a strong man, a faithful man, a mothafuckin’ husband,” Saint antagonized.
 
   “You got married! So the hell what? You’ve fallen under the white man’s system and think that is somehow newsworthy.”
 
    “You’re so damn stupid.” Saint shook his head. “This conversation is not fulfilling in the least. I tried, I really did. You’re hopeless. If ignorance is bliss, you must be the happiest mothafuckin’ person alive, man.” 
 
   Jas started to lunge at him, his fist flying in the air.
 
   “Hey!” Vanessa called out from behind the counter. “There won’t be any fighting in here. Chill.”
 
   “Saint! I’m not going to be able to keep holding him back, now shut the fuck up! I think you’ve drank too much. Just shut your mouth and keep it closed.”
 
   “We’ll be good, Vanessa.” Saint turned and winked at her, knowing he was lying. “Jas, instead of harassing me tonight why don’t you go help the women struggling to take care of your children, huh? You affectionately call them bitches, right?”
 
   “You have—”
 
   Saint cut him off at the pass. “Were they bitches when you were fucking them and knocking them up? And you want to talk to me about respecting black women, man. Fuck you and yo’ boys! Last warning: get the fuck away from me.” 
 
   Yup. Saint was angry now. All remnants of the calm exterior had melted about five minutes prior and he no longer cared.
 
   Preparing to fight, Jas unzipped his jacket and exposed his clothing. Saint surmised he was a black nationalist based on his attire and artifacts. 
 
   Just my shitty luck. I’m arguing with a Malcolm X wannabe. This isn’t going to end well. 
 
    “So now you’re disrobing? Is that supposed to scare me?”
 
   “You feel safe cause of ya boy, here. I’m going to fuck you up, Saint. Just keep on talking. I’m enjoying this, man.” Jas grinned and stroked his chin.
 
    “Look in the mirror and address your own shit before steppin’ to me!”
 
   “I’ll step to you if I want to! You are not above being brought down a notch or two!”
 
   The music grew louder, causing the two men’s voice to elevate.
 
   “You came over here, dressed in your Bob Marley garb, with your South African necklace on and your cheap, Egyptian knock-off rings. The real ones are much nicer, I can hook you up but anyway—don’t you get in my face about some shit that you can’t even understand and swallow, let alone digest. You’re wasting time on me. Get your mind right. Hey, Vanessa.” Saint looked over his shoulder coolly, starting to feel the alcohol marinating his brain. His buzz was strong. “Can I get another one of these, please?” He held his empty glass up and watched her nod in his direction.
 
   The man looked over at Raphael and shook his head in disbelief, “How can you sit here and have drinks with this man, Raphael? Are you really this lame’s friend? Please tell me you aren’t friends with this misguided, confused boy.”
 
   “Never that.” Saint smiled and slicked his tongue over his bottom lip. “A boy I am not. One hundred percent man, all the way. Full grown. Keep having these grandiose daydreams about fucking me up tonight, too. That’s all they are, are daydreams. Guys like you crack me the fuck up. You think because I’m not black, I can’t defend myself.” Saint thrust his finger in Jas’ face. “You wanna rumble with me? I’ll oblige. I was born ready.”
 
   “I’ve had enough of this shit. No one is fighting anyone and Jas, for the record, Saint is like my brother. His skin color doesn’t have anything to do with this; he’s a good man so whatever beef you’ve conjured in your head, kill it. He isn’t anti-black man and I, too, felt like you about this at one point in time but I’ve known this man my whole damned life! Ain’t a bad bone in his body! You aren’t conscious man, you’re asleep, doing the same shit you accuse our oppressors of doing. So with that said, I’d appreciate it if you’d—”
 
   “Man! You got—”
 
   “I’d appreciate if you’d step off! Damn! The man just got back in town. Just go relax somewhere. I’m getting too old for this shit!” 
 
   Jas looked Raphael up and down for a moment, snatched his jacket out of Ramón’s hands and walked away, the other two following. There were a few moments of silence before Saint and Raphael sat back down in their seats.
 
   “Saint, Jesus Christ.” Raphael grinned as he finished off his drink. “Bringing drama. Anyway, I swear it’s like you wanted to fight.”
 
   “I did.” Saint continued to stare down into his empty glass.
 
   “What the fuck for? I thought you came here to deal with your dad, provide some comfort, you know, work some shit out? Why in the hell would you want to get into an altercation?”
 
   “Because I’m sick of those type of bitch-made men, Raphael. On a better day, I would’ve just let him talk, like I typically do to that type, but nah,” Saint shook his head, “not today. I’m not in the mood for any bullshit tonight. I’ve got a lot on my mind. I knew when he looked at me; he was going to start some shit. I knew as soon as he recognized who I was, he was going to put on a dog and pony show. Give these mothafuckas an inch, they take a whole goddamn mile.”
 
   “Well, I never knew Jas felt that way.”
 
   “How could you not? Did you see his tattoos ’nd shit? He’s a black nationalist and a Hebrew Israelite  ...  fuckin’ clown.”
 
   “I’ve got some black nationalist views, too.” Raphael gave a half grin as he looked at Saint out the corner of his eye.
 
   “Yeah, but you’re not stupid. You have pride in your race, without shittin’ on others. He doesn’t have any self-respect. I feel sorry for him.”
 
   “But not so sorry that you’d avoid a fight.”
 
   Saint laughed. “You got that damn right. By the way, he is waiting for me outside.” Saint looked Raphael in the eye then back up at the bar. “Hey Vanessa, may I have one more for the road please?” He grinned, showing all of his teeth.
 
   “I thought I was going to have to kick you out, and that would’ve been a shame, considering all the single ladies in here sticking around longer to stare at you.” Vanessa pointed to several women huddled in the corner table, next to the exposed brick wall. Saint looked at them and waved. Several waved back; one winked.
 
   “I wouldn’t fight in your bar, Vanessa. That’s so ungentlemanly. Now, right outside of it, that’s another story.” All three laughed. “Hey, tell those women their next round is on me. I’m married, but I’m flattered.”
 
   “I’m sure they’ll appreciate that, well, the free drinks part, not the marriage.” She removed his last glass from the rumpled red cocktail napkin it set on. “Same thing?” she asked.
 
   Saint nodded. 
 
   “I don’t see them. Are you sure?” Raphael looked toward the front door and window.
 
   “Yup. I can tell. He wants to pound my face in, and he’s serious. I suggest we leave separately. I don’t want you involved in this.”
 
   “You can’t take all three of them on by yourself.” Raphael sighed. “Looks like my ass is getting into a fight tonight. I need another drink before we go out into this shit.” He waved Vanessa back over and reloaded. 
 
   Saint picked up his refreshed beverage and held it up as a toast after Raphael was served.
 
   “Let’s toast to knockin’ out some piano keys. I’ll try to create a dentist’s invoice dream for that son of a bitch, tonight!” 
 
   The two friends toasted and moments later, they sauntered out into the darkness.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Raphael sniffed and buried his hands in the pockets of his jacket. “It’s gotten too cold out here.” He looked around. “I don’t see them, Saint. You must be buggin’.”
 
   “Nah, they’re here. They’re watching us, following.”
 
   Raphael looked around again, and his face dropped. “Oh shit, you’re right. There’s Ramón.”
 
   “Told you.” Saint laughed as he walked with his back straight. “You can still leave. I got this.”
 
   “Like hell I can. I’ve already liquored up. I’m ready. Can’t nobody fuck wit’ my boy.” 
 
   Saint patted Raphael’s back in a gesture of gratitude.
 
   “Alright, they are crossing the street now. It’s about to go down.”
 
   Raphael’s winced. His eyes hooded; his softer expression was now replaced by one of menace. His brown bald head gleamed under the street lights as they drew closer to the subway. Taxi cabs passed and the vibrancy of the nightlife looked like spastic glitter raining down on them as testosterone moved like snake venom inside their inebriated bodies. 
 
   “Here we go!” 
 
   Saint swiveled toward Jas. The man grabbed Saint’s coat collar, pushing him down to the group. Hollering and swearwords bounced around as all five men tangled on the spit and gum covered sidewalk. 
 
   Raphael grunted when a fist struck him across the cheek. Saint got to his feet and dragged Jas over to the side of a building. The screaming and curses continued and in typical fashion, passerbys weren’t moved or affected by the ruckus. Where one body ended and the other begun, no one was sure, but Saint focused now on Jas, on dotting the man’s body with brutal punches. He could see in the man’s eyes—he was stunned by Saint’s strength. 
 
   I warned you so many damn times... 
 
   The night grew suddenly hot as none of the men seemed to tire out.
 
   Saint caught Raphael in his peripheral vision as his best friend landed an atrocious right hook across Ramón’s lips. The third friend stood back, away from the mayhem after being hit one too many times, running his hands over his three-sixty waves. 
 
   “Goddamn, yo! Let’s get tha fuck outta here.” The man rubbed his sore jaw. “I hear po-po!”
 
   Raphael shoved Ramón, then felt the small cut under his left eye. “What the fuck is wrong with you?!”
 
   Saint turned back toward Jas, who was breathing heavily, so heavily, Saint was afraid he might be having a heart attack. He stopped hitting him and peered into the big man’s eyes.
 
   “You alright, man?” Saint asked seriously.
 
   Jas looked up from the ground, dazed and confused. Blood trickled out the corner of his mouth. He winced as he ran his hand over his ribcage.
 
   “I think you broke somethin’, man!” he said through gritted teeth. “Shit!”
 
   Saint helped him to his feet and pushed him against the side of the building.
 
   “Alright man,” Jas uttered, trying to catch his breath. He closed his eyes; swirls of cool air escaped from between his full lips. “I been bar hopping tonight. Let’s just ... stop this.”
 
   “Nah, you meant that shit.” Saint gave him no quarter. “Don’t make excuses. You just fucked with the wrong hombre tonight. Regardless, you’re lucky because I just happen to have more pressing matters to address this evening. Here is a little bit of advice.” He punched Jas hard in the gut, then playfully slapped him upside the head, causing him to groan. “Don’t you ever think a Rainbeau can’t fight or defend himself. That’s myth number fifty-four. Now you’re tastin’ my Skittles, mothafucka.” Saint observed his bloody handiwork. “Go put some ice on that shit.” He pointed to Jas’ lips before walking away. “Raphael, come on man!”
 
   Raphael punched Ramón one more time in the gut, causing the man to double over.
 
   “Jas!” he called out, forcing the guy to look at him from hooded, woeful eyes, “I’m disappointed in you, man. We were better than this.”
 
   Jas turned away and slowly began to walk in the opposite direction.
 
   Raphael caught up with Saint. They shared a look and burst out laughing.
 
   “Saint, you’re going to get me killed. I can’t believe this shit.” He removed an old cocktail napkin out of his coat pocket and dabbed at the cut on his face. “I saw you workin’ that big mothafucka over. This was some bullshit. Dudes can’t even fight, talking all that mess. I thought they’d make it worth it.”
 
   “They come from the generation of guns versus fists.”
 
   “Yeah, they coulda been strapped, and then that would’ve been our asses.”
 
   “Jas was strapped.”
 
   Raphael stood still. “What?!”
 
   “Yeah, when he lunged at me that final time in the bar, I slipped it out his pocket.” Saint removed the forty-five from his coat pocket and showed it to Raphael. “He went searching for it out here and couldn’t find it, once he realized he was losing. He was going to shoot me.” Saint smiled like the revelation was funny.
 
   “You are so fuckin’ unbelievable. How is this even remotely humorous? Wipe that grin off your face! More importantly, how am I going to explain my eye to Latrice?!”
 
   Saint looked at his comrade. “That’s a badge of honor.”
 
   “I’m serious, Saint. She thinks you don’t do shit like this—that’s why she never gives me a hard time about us hanging out. She’s mistaken you for one of the good guys.”
 
   “I am a good guy!” Saint laughed. “It’s small, just keeping dabbing at it. She’ll never notice.” Saint bit down the lie along with a naughty smile as he put Raphael in a playful choke hold. He hugged his friend tightly before waving down a cab. The two sloshed men clamored inside the vehicle, laughing and joking the entire way... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint’s father glared at him after looking at the clock. “You’ve been drinking.”
 
   “And? So what.” Saint slumped back onto the couch, his body aching from the vigorous beat-down workout. 
 
   “It’s your mother’s...”
 
   “I know what today is, goddamn it. Every year, we go through some mess when your anniversary and her birthday roll around, but this year…” Saint grimaced. “This year, man, you really laid it on me!” The booze had loosened his tongue. He was tired of playing games with the old man. “Lookin’ at Xenia all crazy, freaking out all of a sudden then packing your shit and leaving, now this. She was my mother; she didn’t give birth to you. I knew her my whole damn life. She was all I had! You sure weren’t there emotionally; it was just me and her! You act like your hurt is worse than mine and I resent that shit!”
 
   “She was my soulmate!”
 
   “I know that!”
 
   The two men became silent. His father turned away, looking off into the distance. 
 
   The minutes multiplied. The only noises to be heard were passing cars, people talking in the street and the occasional car sound system, more times than not blaring a tune Saint was unable to identify. 
 
   Rubbing his large hands up and down his loose-fitting jeans, Saint pushed his back into a pillow and looked aimlessly up at the ceiling. He anxiously shifted his feet, trying his damndest to not start another argument that had no true beginning, or end. Finally, his father broke the silence.
 
   “I made dinner. It’s in the oven.  It’s late though, so I’m going to bed.” He rose from his seat. “We will talk in the morning.” 
 
   And with that, the old man disappeared down the short hall, then into his bedroom. Saint looked at the closed door for quite some time before sitting up and lowering his forehead to his knees. The smell of nag champa incense wafted past. He smiled weakly at the familiar practice, at his father’s typical ritualistic ways. He was burning incense in honor of his mother.
 
    Saint rose and stretched, his long arms almost touching the ceiling. He took slow, steady steps into the small kitchen. Looking around, taking notice of everything put in its proper place, he was once again distracted by the pile of newspapers. He made his way to them and thumbed through, his eyes glossing over the text. They were old articles that had a short blurb about his mother’s death. One featured an obituary notice. 
 
   Saint recalled his father frantically flying around the neighborhood, even going into neighboring boroughs, to grab all the newspapers he could find. He had become obsessed, not wanting anyone to read about his wife’s death. He didn’t want it in print, as if that somehow made it real. He’d come home with over four hundred newspapers piled in his car. In sheer manic grief, the man dropped the papers on the floor and, using a pair of scissors, began to cut out the same blurb, time and time again, until he could no further. 
 
   The man’s hand was sore from the repeated friction of the cutting, and beside him was a pile of black and white paper, her face duplicated hundreds of times in the tear stained heap. 
 
   Saint stared at the remnants. There was his mother’s photo, her jet black hair piled high atop her head in her signature bun, and her soft, porcelain face smiling so sweetly as she softly touched her pearl necklace. Her inky eyes, adorned with long lashes, were her claim to fame. A beautiful woman, offered modeling jobs as a young teen, she had the inner beauty that made her almost a  ...  saint. Warm hearted and honest—and her photo spelled that about her. Nothing about her was phony. Nothing she did or said was intentionally negative or unkind. She was the real McCoy, and everyone who knew her understood this. 
 
   The newspapers his father couldn’t finish dismembering had stayed in storage, inside a small utility closet in their home—and now here they sat. Saint swallowed and walked away from the pile. He’d seen the photo a million times. He’d read the two line write-up in the paper, an equal amount. Trying to push it out of his mind, he opened the oven door, more out of curiosity than hunger. Saint smiled at the sight and aromas that greeted him. His father had prepared one of Saint’s favorite childhood meals, Korean BBQ chicken with kale and mushrooms.  He removed the plate, seized a fork from the drawer and headed back into the living room. Grabbing the remote, he put his feet up on the coffee table, tuned to Nick at Night and watched old black and white episodes of, ‘I Love Lucy’. He stabbed the dark green kale with his fork and sunk his teeth into the gooey sweetness of the chicken—while inside, his heart was pounding. An hour later, Saint awoke startled. The empty plate lay on the side of the couch and he didn’t even recall falling asleep. He sat up slowly and rubbed his head, his morning hangover already warning him of what was to come. He turned the television off.
 
   “Shit,” he muttered as he stumbled to his feet, making his way back into the kitchen and placing his dish in the sink. 
 
   Overwhelmed with thirst, he grabbed a glass from a cabinet, filled it with tap water, and wolfed it down as fast as possible. That’s all there was—he thirst, the hunger, the craving for answers. He placed the glass in the sink then walked out. A letter caught his eye as he headed back out the kitchen entranceway. A light bill, partially hidden under a small, beige platter. 
 
   I better set this on his chest of drawers. He may forget about it if I don’t . 
 
   Saint yawned and made his way down the short hall to his father’s room. He grabbed the doorknob, yawned once more and opened the door, trying to stifle the squeak by moving it slowly, inch by inch. Like a feather, the bill flew out of his hand as he stood there, his mouth dropping open. Swirls of golden smoke escaped from between his lips. His eyes narrowed on his father’s form that was there, fast asleep and levitating, two feet off the bed...
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   Saint’s left eye began to twitch, as if he’d consumed an obscene amount of caffeine. His fingers danced at his side and his heart flipped and thumped in irregular, painful ways, like a continuous mild heart attack. After a few moments, he grabbed a nearby folding chair and set it at the foot of his father’s bed. Turning the back of the chair toward his father’s floating body, he sat backwards, holding the plastic posterior firmly to his chest. Candles flickered and illuminated the men in the orange tinted, shrine-like room. Framed photos of his mother were all around, along with various items that belonged to her. A sweater here, a lipstick case there ... her perfume lingering, blending in with the strong, smoky incense that resembled animated, wispy picture frames.
 
   Saint remained that way for several hours. He wasn’t sure he’d blinked. He must have, but he didn’t recall it as his smoldering hazel eyes burned like scorching cinders in the night. He was glued to the scene, afraid to even breathe. Slowly, his father lowered to the bed, peacefully and resolved as the sun peeked into the crooked Venetian blinds, his hands folded over his chest. He remained in that position for several moments until his eyelids fluttered open. Sleepiness wore away. He rose, flipped his legs over the side of the bed and then, locked eyes with Saint. Their radiant, golden eyes shined—two pairs, same glow, same intensity—studying one another. After a few moments, his father cleared his throat.
 
   “Saint, I can explain...”
 
   “How the FUCK did you have the audacity to keep something like this from me?!” Saint gripped the chair to stop himself from lunging at his father. 
 
   “You knew I was struggling. Mama told me to not tell you anything because you couldn’t handle it! Come to find out,” Saint laughed, a borderline malevolent laugh, as he rocked the chair to the left like an enraged animal trying to escape its confines, “you’ve got the shit, too! I thought it was just me and Mama—she was open and tried to help me, but you…” He shook his finger at his father, his soul tortured. “I had to hide what I was doing, thinking and feeling! You made me feel like a freak of nature!”
 
   “Please try to calm down. It was for your—”
 
   “Just shut up!” Saint ejected from the chair, so abruptly, it toppled to the floor. “No wonder you’ve been acting so strange, but why now, today? All of the sudden?” 
 
   “Saint, we really must talk.”
 
   “You’re damn straight!” Saint picked up the fallen chair and sat back in it. “Speak! I’m waiting!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Nizsm sat at his long dining room table, drumming his fingers anxiously against the white granite table.
 
   “So, it is family by marriage, not by blood, how ironic,” he uttered while he sat across from a thin man with stark white hair and hazel eyes dressed in a white, hooded robe.
 
   “Yes, Nizsm. Your father married into their family, that is how you two are related. You saw him, the father of the unborn child in question, as an infant. You and he are the same age, born merely two weeks apart.”
 
   “I don’t recall hearing any of this. Tell me about him.”
 
   The hooded man hesitated and, with a shaky hand, poured himself a glass of water from the sterling silver goblet. “He was raised in the States, in New York. His mother is not Egyptian, however. She is Korean.”
 
   “He is genetically inferior.” Nizsm laughed. “This is rich. Unbelievable, actually. Never mind all of this.” He waved his hand. “Who is the woman carrying her?”
 
   “From the information I’ve gathered, she is not an Angel Child, just a regular citizen.”
 
   Nizsm’s pounded his fist, on the brink of completely losing his cool. “You must be kidding me, Ali.”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “This is unheard of. No one has had a Princess of Life Angel Child from a father who was not pure bred Egyptian or African.” He rubbed his chin as he deliberated. “How is this possible, Ali? Explain this to me.” His golden eyes narrowed, hatred and jealousy blended together inside of him, filling him like an empty glass with no bottom. 
 
   “Of that Nizsm, I am not certain. It is possible, is all that I know. It was never ruled that it was impossible, according to the bylaws.”
 
   “It was supposed to be me!” He pounded his fist again on the table. “For years, I’ve tried in desperation to have her. I did everything I was supposed to do, and she never came. I have four daughters and eight sons, and not one of them, not one, will grow mature to be as strong as I, an equal. What about my blood line?! My brothers have had no luck, either. With each female, I was hopeful  ...  waiting. Nothing! Now here this human abomination,” he cried out, standing from his chair, “this hooligan, the grandson of an Egyptian coward and child of an Asian woman, goes and produces a Princess of Life?! With an African American woman at that! The baby would be a mutation! This is insane.”
 
   Nizsm paced back and forth, rubbing his forehead.
 
   “This will jeopardize everything, Ali. The pregnancy must be stopped. I will consult my father.”
 
   “I believe speaking to Osiris is the best course of action.” The thin man coughed and fixed his eyes on Nizsm as he paced back and forth across the slate floor. 
 
   “That family should’ve never been allowed to leave Egypt. Then, this would have never happened.” Nizsm seethed. 
 
   “There was no choice at the time, Nizsm. Musa needed to leave, make his own way. No one could stop anyone from moving. It was their right, as a family.”
 
   “I need clear answers, Ali. I need you to tell me how to stop this.” Nizsm’s voice quaked with each syllable uttered.
 
   “Let’s speak to your father first. He knew Musa and his son Osaze, and even blessed his son, your cousin—the father of the Princess of Life.”
 
   “And this cousin by marriage of mine, what is his name?” Niszm asked, annoyed and disgusted.
 
   “Osaze’s son is named Saint. He is his only son, his only child, which, well, makes this all the more difficult.”
 
   Niszm paced faster, beads of sweat accumulating at his hairline. The first born of an Angel Child was considered sacred, and even more so if it was their only, but Niszm didn’t care. He would deal with Saint, regardless. He ran his fingers through his hair, as he grappled with his thoughts, trying desperately to make sense of the matter to no avail. He clenched his teeth, trying to sooth himself, but failed.
 
   “I want that baby destroyed.”
 
   “Yes, I understand that but consider the ramification, Niszm. There is too much karmic debt in your family. If you proceed down that road, you will guarantee that your sons and daughters will bear the weight of your choices.” 
 
   Niszm picked up a wine glass filled with cool chai tea and tossed it across the room. It smashed against the stone wall, shattering into serrated pieces... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint’s father gingerly maneuvered around the kitchen and set the second coffee mug down on the floral table setting. Saint ran his fingers along the place mat, taking in the warmth of the room. His father stirred a spoon in his brown cup, then joined him at the kitchen table. Osaze looked at his son, his eyes full of regret and sorrow. Saint could see it, but he was unmoved.
 
   “I would like to first tell you that I am sorry. I felt it was important to keep this from you, until I had no choice.”
 
   “You still kept it from me. I believe I would’ve left out of here, still not knowing the truth had I not walked in on you. You didn’t tell me anything, I just found you.” Saint peered down into his mug. The hot liquid perfumed the small area while the heat from the java warmed his lips with swirls of steam.
 
   “Yes, but, I was going to tell you this morning, over breakfast. I no longer had a choice. I had to.”
 
   “Why the change of heart?”
 
   “It’s ... complicated. First,” he waved his finger, “let me tell you why I kept it from you. My father, your grandfather, Musa, fled Egypt with my mother. At the time, she was pregnant with my eldest brother. There was in-fighting within the family as well as neighboring Angel Children. It was about control, about dominance and, well, my father wanted a new life. He wanted to be, how shall I say it, normal.”
 
   Saint listened intently. 
 
   “And, he taught all of his children that. We were not to discuss our psychic abilities or use them at will. He trained us to disconnect, to turn them off. He felt they caused him far too much grief. My mother, your grandmother, was like Xenia. She was what my father wanted to be—ordinary. I thought that was best for you, Saint. This is why I didn’t want any children. Not because I really didn’t want you, Saint  ...  but I was afraid that you’d have to endure what I did. I didn’t want you dealing with all of this!”
 
   “But then you married Mama! You knew she was one, too, you had to have known.”
 
   “Yes, I did, and that is part of what drew me to her. Just think, here I was, still feeling like an outsider even though I was born here. I had a difficult time of it as a young boy but I managed—and then, I met this beautiful woman.”
 
   His father’s eyes lit up. “I went inside that little grocery store to get some vegetables for my mother and then I laid eyes on her and I was done for.” He smiled. “It was love at first sight, Saint. Then, I started coming around more and more, finding excuses to get inside that store. Her parents were very nice to me until they realized I had interest in their daughter, but we kept seeing each other anyway.” His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he seemed to swallow a big lump of emotion.
 
    “She could understand. I could be myself with her. I still didn’t actively seek or use my abilities, but, I could sleep without care, son. No worries of levitating and freaking my mate out.” He chucked weakly.
 
   Saint wasn’t amused.
 
   “So, I just didn’t do it, and I didn’t want to talk about it either, but your mother,” he shrugged as he took a sip of his coffee, his hands slightly shaky, “she felt differently. As you know, we hadn’t planned to have children, so this wouldn’t have been an issue but ... ”
 
   “Yes, I know. I am sorry to have messed up your continued plans of make-believe.”
 
   “Saint, stop it. I am trying to explain to you what happened—right or wrong, this is what transpired.”
 
   “Riiiight.” Saint angrily pushed his coffee mug away, causing the brown, hot liquid to splatter on the table. “You aren’t doing this out of the kindness of your heart. Something is bothering you. Now you said you weren’t ill, so what is it? You can tell me the family history and all of that other shit later. I want to know,” he scowled and stabbed at the table with his finger, “why you were at my house then left abruptly. Tell me why you are blocking me! Let me see what you know.”
 
   “Fine.” His father rubbed his hands harshly against his plaid pajama pants and looked around the kitchen nervously. “It’s Xenia’s pregnancy. It’s a baby girl.”
 
   “Yes, I know. So what?”
 
   His father stared at him, and then slowly lowered his wall to begin full disclosure. 
 
   “Let me let you see. I can show you better than tell you. Go ahead.” His father coughed. “You can read me now.”
 
   After several moments, Saint managed to walk through his father’s psychic files. He walked inside the stuffy confines and gripped his chest. His entire body started to burn, as if a flame danced deep within him. Saint’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. He heaved up and down in his seat, gripping the table edge until his fingertips ached. He desperately tried to keep seated with all of his might as the quick visions dashed through his mind.
 
   The Egyptian desert, a man in a white robe, a little baby with large golden eyes and raven hair ... old, worn, tethered scrolls flying into the air, massive angels with large, torn ebony wings flying frantically across sooty, stormy skies, screaming as tattered paper pages fell from the heavens and the earth cracked open—gobbling them up. 
 
   And the cries, the God awful screams! Saint covered his ears, trying to muffle them, certain his eardrums would burst. He pushed the energy away with all of his capacity and exited his father’s mind, almost falling out of his chair. He continued to hold his ears for a while as they rang painfully. After some time, he gingerly lowered his shaking hands back to the table. Still, his body trembled. He was drenched in sweat... 
 
   Saint rested for a moment, trying desperately to regain his composure and catch his breath. Both men remained silent. He knew his father knew that he’d seen the Angel-Child chamber of Hell and experienced it totally, completely, even if for only a few moments. To Saint, it felt like an eternity. There was no need to discuss those terrible images. 
 
   Saint removed his saturated shirt and sat back down bare-chested, with his mother’s gold chain with a small ruby pendant dangling loosely around his neck. He anxiously rubbed his hands together, crossed his arms, and tucked his hands under his armpits as he rocked on his heels. 
 
   “Okay,” he finally uttered, still trying to catch his breath. “Yeah, so we have a situation. My and Xenia’s daughter is important not just to us, but to others.”
 
   His father nodded. “Yes. I had had several dreams before I came out to California to visit. I had been thinking of coming to visit beforehand because I missed you and wanted to be around my family. At first, I thought the dreams were just anxiety. And then, they kept coming, those awful dreams. I remembered my father’s warning about his family in Egypt—that they were not to be trusted. Yet, there they were, surrounding you, screaming at you, wanting something from you, at least in the dreams. Once you told me of Xenia’s pregnancy, my heart dropped.  I had to hide it though. I couldn’t let you see my concern until I saw Xenia for myself, to confirm it. I still,” his father toyed nervously with the side of his mug, “wanted to believe that it was just my own anxiety, the stress ... but then, she hugged me that night, and I felt the power in her womb. 
 
   Osaze sighed. “I could feel my granddaughter forming, and I knew then, it was true.” Tears brimmed his eyes. He looked directly at Saint. “She is different from Hassani and Dakarai, Saint. Hassani, is like you, well, mostly. He won’t be as strong as you once he reaches his psychosomatic maturity. He can’t heal, but he will have quite a bit of supremacy. Dakarai is a deaf mute and—”
 
   “And that is what pisses me off, Dad,” Saint interrupted. “I had to find out this shit about my kids from a man that I met while on a case for work. I haven’t even known him a year, and he had the wherewithal to at least let me know of Dakarai’s condition, I guess, for lack of a better word. You didn’t even have the decency to break your silence for their sake.”
 
   “I knew you’d find out, Saint, soon enough. We always find out what we need to know, when we need to know it.”
 
    “That’s no excuse. Your grandsons would have been totally in the dark needlessly because for whatever reason, I continue to remain behind the curve ball here. I’m at a disadvantage. I have all this power, I can feel it and everyone tells me about it, yet I am walking in the fucking dark! I’m a damn joke! You could have helped me!”
 
   “Saint.” His father reached over the table and grabbed his hand tightly. “I know, and that is how people like you are! That is how it is supposed to be, so you can be pure, and your intentions pure. You will always find out what you need to know, when you need to know it,” he repeated.
 
   Saint sighed. “Okay.” He pulled back from his father’s grasp and sliced a hand in the air. “So, here is what I understand thus far and correct me if anything I say is incorrect. You’re an Angel Child, stronger than Mom, but not as strong as me. You ran from your powers and apparently wanted me to do the same.” He rolled his eyes. “From what I saw inside you, I figure there is a girl, born every few centuries, called the ‘Princess of Life’. I don’t even know what the fuck that means!” Saint rubbed his face in frustration.
 
   “Son, you have everything correct. Look, in simplistic terms, it just means that whoever she is born unto has power over Egypt, over all of the Angel Children—that is our origin. She doesn’t need to rule the world, but she controls Egypt. That is the heart of our power. That is where we first lived and why this is important. All of us, all over the world, our ancestry is from Egypt, despite the fact that there are white, Asian, black, you name it, Angel Children. Egypt is our core, son. It will always remain the grand central station of people like us, Saint. It doesn’t mean she is unusual, or better or worse than anyone. She just has this magic coin, simply from her birth, and you, as her father, are in charge.”
 
   “But we don’t live in Egypt and I have no intentions of moving there.”
 
   “She doesn’t ever have to step foot there; you’re missing the point. She will be able to do it from wherever she is in the world. She is our Queen, even though they call her a princess as a child, and the name remains even in adulthood.”
 
   “Well, what is her strength level? Do you know?”
 
   “She won’t be as strong as you, gift wise, but she will still be very skilled. Now, historically, that is, she would probably be similar to Hassani.”
 
   “So you’re saying she can do all of this, but not be like me? I’m confused.”
 
   “She doesn’t need to. Let me give you an example. If we were to throw out gifting averages, Hassani would be at about sixty-five percent of your capacity. That still makes him very powerful, especially since most of us are thirty-five percent or less, compared to you.”
 
   “And Dakarai?”
 
    “I was shocked at Dakarai. He is operating at about forty percent, but with the deaf mute aspect, he is extremely rare—and that will make him highly sought after. He covers it well though. Regardless, though, there are no definites here, Saint.”
 
   Saint exhaled deeply in frustration. “I’m still stuck on that shit. You knew your grandson was a deaf mute, didn’t tell me shit. You knew I was all messed up regarding my abilities, you didn’t help me. You just kept watching me suffer. How could you?” Anger was replaced with sadness and disappointment.
 
   “Saint.” His father looked away. “You and I just think differently. I thought I was protecting you. You’d never have to hurt, that is what I was trying to do. I did it because I love you, though it may have been the wrong solution. Do you know how frightened I was when your mother and I saw you developing? My greatest fears were coming true. Not only did you have the abilities, but they were probably the strongest I’d ever seen, and though you weren’t aware of them at the time, they were all over you. Your mother and I knew where it was leading. I was so angry because I didn’t want you to suffer. This comes at a cost. Surely, you know that by now.”
 
   “But once you saw I was having problems due to this and my own just normal teenage development, you could have explained all of this to me. Dad, I thought I was going crazy. I needed you.”
 
   “I wanted you to feel like you could fit in. I felt that if I encouraged it, or even acted like it was there, that would make it worse. Saint, your gifts are designed to help, but with that comes a hefty price! We kill people! Why would I want that for you? I had no idea your mother was nurturing it behind my back.” A small frown budded on his father’s face.
 
   “She wasn’t nurturing it; she was giving me what I needed to survive. She told me I was fine the way I was, just to be careful using it. Without her, I would have been far worse off. Thankfully, she listened to her heart and not to you. No wonder she didn’t want me to talk to you about it.”
 
   They were silent for quite a while.
 
   “There’s something else.”
 
   “Oh, great. This is getting better and better.”
 
   His father grimaced and clasped his hands together. “Once word gets out about your daughter, you may have a confrontation on your hands.”
 
   “Is that what all the screaming flying angels were about?” Saint asked as he rolled his eyes.
 
   “Yes, and you need to take this seriously, Saint. The last Princess of Life was born into our family.”
 
   “Well then, everything should be fine, she’d still be in the family.”
 
   “No, you don’t understand.” His father stood from his chair and walked to the sink. He shoved his hand in his pocket. “It’s not by blood; it’s by marriage, so it doesn’t count. The family got greedy, well, Osiris and his son, Nizsm, did. The last two Princesses of Life were from their side of the family. Nizsm wants to keep the power in his family. He is currently the patriarch Angel Child ruler—that is what we call the fathers, like you.”
 
   Saint slumped in his chair, drained and unnerved.
 
    “He is the eldest son of that line, but he never produced a daughter with that supremacy. He will be angry when he finds out that not only did someone beat him to the punch, but it is a part of the family that they’ve disconnected from and ostracized.”
 
   “Who the hell is Nazi?”
 
   “Real funny, Saint.”
 
   “Well shit, this sounds crazy. I’m a sex therapist, author and an interracial advocate for black women and Rainbeaus. I don’t want to deal with all of this bullshit! My life is complicated enough as it is. All I wanted to do was give my wife a little girl, Dad. I wanted a daughter, too, to complete our family. Now it’s turned into some Battleship Galactica fuckery!” 
 
   “Son, I know it sounds complicated, but this is just normal for us. This is our life. This is one of the reasons my father relocated, Saint. He was tired of it—the constant bickering and mismanagement of power. Nizsm’s family has overdosed on authority and riches. All of the Angel Children in Egypt are terrified of them. They have everything they want materially; so now, they get cheap thrills out of controlling others.”
 
   “Can I forfeit this? I don’t give a shit about having power over Egyptian Angel Children! This is ridiculous. A family shouldn’t even be allowed to do that anyway. No man, Angel Child or not, should be a ruler over another. We are all created equal.”
 
   “I agree, and it will be your prerogative, once you are in control, with a blessing of course from your daughter, to write that bylaw. You will always be the first chain of communication. My granddaughter simply has the final say. But first, you have to get there, son.”
 
   “So, what are you saying? Get there? Explain please.”
 
   His father briefly hesitated. “Saint, he isn’t just going to try to come after you. He’ll want to kill your baby. If she lives, he loses everything.”
 
   Saint stood and began to pace the kitchen. “I’ve been having fragmented, discombobulated nightmares for the past three weeks. I couldn’t shake it. Now I see what they were about. I kept seeing a man in a white hooded cape and—”
 
   “That’s the Oracle.”
 
   “The what? So now we’ve entered the Matrix.  ...  You know what?” Saint threw up his hands and walked out of the kitchen with his father hot on his heels. “I don’t understand what the hell is going on here, but if any mothafucka from Queens, Cali, Delaware, Ireland, Egypt—I don’t give a flying fuck—comes after me, my wife or any of my children, I will fuck them up!”
 
   “Saint, it isn’t that easy. He is just as powerful as you. He is an equal. This will be much harder. He is just as agile as you, fast and knowing, but the problem is, he is like the dark side of you. Imagine yourself as a villain, if you will.”
 
   “I don’t give a shit how much power he has. If anyone tries to hurt one of my children, they’re dead!”
 
   “Saint, please sit down. Before you go back home, I need to give you some more information.”
 
   Saint sat down on the couch, leaned back and closed his eyes. He now nursed a raging headache.
 
   “Nizsm is a man, just like you; so, of course, he can be fought and you can win. He is very wealthy and influential though, and will use all sorts of dirty tricks. We were created, Saint, to help other human beings. That is our lot in life—to be our brother’s keepers. That’s what Angel Children are, and like I said,” he sighed, “sometimes that requires ...”
 
   “Killing people. I’ve been there, done that.”
 
   “Yes, I know.” His father grimaced. “But you did it properly, at least. Some of us, however, have lost our way, like Nizsm.”
 
   “I should have known about this before now.” Saint seethed.
 
   “Well, hear me out.” His father held up his hand. “Now, Osiris and his children, especially Niszm, his eldest son, have abused their position, leaving so many destitute. They have a very heavy karmic debt and once you get in that deep, well,” he shrugged, “the attitude at that point is, ‘why even care?’ They are destined to experience what you saw and felt when I allowed you inside of my mind.”
 
   “And who is this karmic debt paid to?” Saint reflected on James’s dying words right after he tried to heal him.
 
   “It is paid to our Creator and they know that they owe  ...  and they know it won’t be pretty. They will be punished, and it will be brutal.”
 
   “That’s all fine and dandy. Angel Children running around wackin’ each other off for power. This is bullshit!  We’re supposed to be the good guys! What the hell happened? Never mind, I don’t even care.” He waved him off. “We’re keeping Isis,” Saint said dismissively. “We planned her, we want her. She deserves to be here. That’s my baby!” He pounded his finger on his chest. “I can’t even believe I’m having this jacked up conversation.”
 
   His father smiled. “Is that her name?”
 
   “Yes, Isis Min Jae Aknaten.”
 
   His father’s smile turned into a huge, toothy grin. “After your mother  ...  Min Jae,” he said softly. “I love it. What a beautiful dedication. Thank you.”
 
   “Yes, Min Jae is her middle name.” Saint sat up and reflected. He weighed the severity of the situation and realized he had to devise a game plan. He couldn’t simply dismiss the information as he’d intended. Something was going to happen, with or without him. “Dad, how do I get out of this?”
 
   His father’s smile immediately faded. “Saint, I’m not sure but I do have a suggestion and advice.”
 
   “Okay, tell me.”
 
   “Well, firstly, I would normally not advise keeping secrets from a spouse, but ... ”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” Saint rolled his eyes. “You told Mama everything . Me? Not so much! I didn’t get a damn thing but a walk in the dark off a cliff!”
 
   He couldn’t help it. He wanted his old man to pay. Unsatisfied as he was, he floated in a well of angry despair.
 
   “Can we talk or not?” Osaze shouted. “Saint, I understand that you’re angry, but you...”
 
   “You’ve put me at a handicap! Look at what’s going on now? I could’ve been ready for something like this if it wasn’t for you! Excuse me for hating your guts right now.” 
 
   And there it was. The ugly words he didn’t really mean, but wanted to say nevertheless. He was hurting, hurting so badly. He looked at the light inside of his father disappear inside him. He’d never had the gall before to say such a thing.
 
   “Just give me a minute,” Saint asked softly, looking down, feeling beaten and wore out. 
 
   “It’s best Xenia not know this, at least not right now,” his father said gently after a pause.
 
   “On this, I agree with you. I had no intentions of telling her that some crazed cousin of mine is out to get us. Not only does it sound ridiculous, it will stress her out and she needs to stay healthy and content. You know what? I think I’ll take her on a getaway. It may be our last calm before the storm.”
 
    “I agree. Also, I want to go to Egypt and...”
 
   “No, no and no!”
 
   “Saint, yes! You don’t know them like I do. I need to meet with the family and discuss the matter. Not to mention, this is protocol. They will know soon; we must intervene now. I’ve been monitoring them, though some signals are blocked. They’ve made no plans to come right now. You are safe, but that may not always be the case. Time is ticking.”
 
   Saint shook his head.
 
   “I have to, Saint. Besides, Osiris and I used to be friends. Maybe he’ll remember that.”
 
   “So, all those visits to Egypt, you were visiting Osiris?”
 
   “Yes, we visited many times. I would see my family—my cousins, great aunts and the like. It was customary. The last visit for me was the final straw. Before that, many years ago when I was still a child, my father and Osiris’ father got into a terrible argument, and my father never returned after that. I went several times when you were little, as you know … and one time, when you were less than two, I took you. Osiris had just had his first son as well, your cousin, Nizsm. You two actually played together. I couldn’t afford to go there, but he always insisted I come, sending me the money to visit, saying how important family was. All the while, he was raising a tyrant.”
 
   Saint swallowed and fidgeted with his hands.
 
   “I went one last time, right before you were shot, to visit my aunt. She’d been sick. Osiris repeatedly tried to get me to return, but I refused. I told him what I thought of him and how he was conducting business. I haven’t been back since.”
 
   Saint sighed. He punched the couch, leaving a deep imprint from his fist. “Do you mind if I make a quick phone call, please?”
 
   “No, go right ahead.”
 
   Saint removed his cellphone from the coffee table and immediately called Lawrence. 
 
   “Lawrence, it’s Saint.” Saint looked over at his father who had leaned back in his easy chair, crossed his ankles and closed his eyes, exhaustion clearly taking over. 
 
   “Hey bro, what’s up? You ought to see this basketball court near my house. They just revamped it and...”
 
   “Lawrence, that’s great, but I have something pretty heavy to tell you so if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Oh yeah, what’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m still out here with my dad, in New York. Remember I told you how he left our house without so much as a word?”
 
   “Yeah, you were pretty steamed.”
 
   “And I told you that Xenia and I were expecting.”
 
   “Yeah, and I told you congrats.”
 
   “Well, you haven’t seen Xenia for a few weeks, and I don’t know if you’d even know but my father has ... he told me Xenia is carrying the next Princess of Life.”
 
   Saint was met with immediate silence. After a few moments passed, he hollered into the phone. “Lawrence, are you there?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. Saint, I just felt like I was going to pass out is all. If this is true ... Jesus Christ! Do you know how serious this is?”
 
   Saint felt a sense of forlornness envelope him as Lawrence spoke.
 
   “My dad told me about this when he was explaining where we all come from, people like us,” Lawrence explained. “He described the hierarchy. I never really put much thought into the tie between your paternal ethnicity and your power. It makes total sense.”
 
   “Yeah, but my dad is one too  ...  although we are different,” Saint replied in a whisper as he tried to grasp what was happening.
 
   “I didn’t know that, but I knew your mom was. This is truly fascinating!”
 
   “Well, I’m not feeling very enthused right about now. My father wants to go to Egypt to speak to his family about the situation...”
 
   “Yes, he should. That is probably the best course of action.”
 
   “How can you agree with that? My father is elderly and he—”
 
   “Saint, he is stronger than you think.”
 
   “I can’t let him fight my battles for me.” Saint shot his father a glance. Osaze slowly opened his eyes and clutched the arms of his chair. “This is my child; I will take care of the situation.”
 
   “You’re going to need help, Saint. This is not a one man job. I don’t think you realize who you’re dealing with, what you’re up against. This isn’t like the white supremacist group or Stanley. That was no big deal for you, in the grand scheme of things. This, though? Whoa...”
 
   Saint shut his eyes, bracing himself.
 
   “I don’t know these people obviously, but I heard enough about them to know I want to be nowhere near Egypt. Your father has an inside track. Let him utilize it. You’re in danger if you go before he has a chance to speak.”
 
   Saint felt himself slipping into an abyss of torrid anger and despair. The helpless feeling began to overwhelm him, from the inside out. He struggled with the urge to board a plane, commit a heinous murder and high-tail it back home but instead, he was stuck listening to the chaste advice he was being given.
 
   “Saint, I can feel you. You’re like a bull in a China shop right now. Calm down.”
 
   “How can I calm down when my father just told me some power-drunk stranger wants to kill my daughter? If I do nothing, and ignore this situation, I put my entire family at risk. If I take action, the war officially begins and I have no idea what I’m stepping into.”
 
   “Saint, let me go with your father.”
 
   “But you just said...”
 
   “Nevermind what I said. This is really important and I believe I should be there.”
 
   “Lawrence, no. You’d be risking your life, not to mention, it would be wrong of me to let you do that to Donna. This is my mess, I’ll deal with it.”
 
   “He won’t be risking his life,” Saint’s father chimed in as he clasped his hands tightly together. “They wouldn’t do that. This visit will not include a murder or attack. That is one rule they won’t break, because then it would mean instant death. There is no gray area with this process. I am going in peace, and if your friend escorts me, then that is fine.”
 
   Saint felt more confused than ever. “Hold on a sec, Lawrence. Dad, break that down real quick, please!”
 
    “If someone is murdered during negotiations, all bets are off. If we go in peace, which we clearly will be, and we are killed per Nizsm’s request or by his own hands, he will die almost immediately. It is law. He wants to continue on as is, so he’ll resist. Everything else, he can do, and just keep up that karmic tally—but to kill another Angel Child not in self-defense during a negotiation process, well, that would be a done deal and though he is powerful, that death is delivered from the Creator. His heart will stop, just like that. It’s in the bylaws and we’ve all seen it happen already.” 
 
   “Okay, okay, let me think for a minute.” Saint withdrew within himself, trying to devise a plan. “Alright.” He gripped the cellphone tighter, as if it provided comfort. “You can go to Egypt. Lawrence, please escort him.”
 
   “Of course. Hand your phone to your father. Let me speak to him so that we can make the necessary arrangements.” Saint sighed, stood and handed his father the phone. He felt disjointed, and unlike himself. At times, he was tongue-tied and his mind swam in confusion. He continued to fight his basic instincts, which were to annihilate anything that stood in the way of a blissful life with his Queen—and this certainly would.
 
    For the next several minutes, he listened as his father and friend spoke on speakerphone to work out the details for their pending trip clear across the world. He’d landed in the middle of a horrendous nightmare, unable to rouse. He recognized that there was no way out of this; to keep what was most precious to him—Xenia, Hassani, Dakarai and his unborn child—safe, he must hope and pray that the dialogues work. He wanted to go and take care of the nasty control freak himself, but his father’s warning was clear, and this was no time to jeopardize or challenge protocol. Too much was at stake. He knew deep down, however, that he was fighting an uphill battle, despite the efforts planned.
 
   Saint turned his attention back to the conversation. His eyes narrowed as he gathered the material of his jeans, wound it, and squeezed with anxiety. Dad nodded a few times when Lawrence poured out accolades and reverence periodically during the conversation.  In typical Saint fashion, he forced himself to move past his shock and not dwell there long. He had no time to sit and stew, not after tasted the possible outcomes and nearly vomited. He knew what this meant, because what he’d been taught for years must ring true. Just as in a chess game, the Queen is the most powerful but the King is the most important and he’d protect her—that was what he was hell-bent on doing, come heated Egyptian Hell or heavenly high waters from the raging Nile... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Three days later... 
 
   “I’m so excited!” Xenia exclaimed as she giddily bounced up and down in her flowing orange sundress, gripping Saint’s arm. “I’ve never been to Puerto Rico, before. What an awesome surprise, baby. It’s beautiful out here!”
 
   “Mmmm hmmm,” Saint smiled weakly as he leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Just thought we may need some alone time, a little getaway.”
 
   “Well you won’t hear any complaints from me.” She giggled, squeezing his arm tighter. 
 
   Finally, their cab pulled up in the long line as airport security motioned to pedestrians and flyers mingling on the sidewalk. 
 
   “Oh, here we are!” She grabbed her purple luggage. Saint snatched it out of her hand, and carried it along with his own.
 
   “I’m not helpless, Saint. Goodness!” She got into the cab, while the driver popped out and placed their bags in the trunk.
 
   “We’re going to the El San Juan hotel,” Saint instructed, shaking the man’s hand. 
 
   The driver nodded, shut the trunk and got back into the driver’s seat. 
 
   Saint remained quiet as he held Xenia’s soft hand during the taxi ride. He’d thrown in an occasional smile, while she spoke and pointed out things on their jaunt to the five-star island hotel. The tepid weather, fresh, vibrant hues and smell of the ocean did nothing to calm his nerves. His emotions swung from one side of the pendulum to the other. At various moments, he felt like he’d swallowed gun powder—ready to rip a soul apart. The next, he was fraught with worry over Lawrence and his father’s trip. At that very moment, he knew they were on separate airplanes, flying to the same destination. They’d meet up, and the show down would begin. 
 
   He didn’t want to sit idly by, while others went to war for him. He wanted to be on the front line, and everyone else behind him. Although he’d been forced into a corner, he felt like a coward. His father made it clear before he’d left that he was going with or without his son’s permission. He knew his father was serious and there was no way to talk him out of it. Saint’s stubborn streak was inherited. 
 
   He looked down at Xenia’s stomach and became overwhelmed with love. Gliding his hand over to her body, he placed it right below her ribcage, sighed and closed his eyes. Each day, Isis became stronger and stronger. Her beauty, her light showered him, though they’d never made eye contact. Regardless, he’d seen her and his heart recognized her immediately. It all made sense now, why her conception was so overwhelming and her energy was so strong. 
 
   In many ways, she was just like any other baby growing inside of a woman. Xenia was soon to be a mother of a newborn once again. But in other ways, she was dynamic—attached to her very soul was a golden key. Saint desperately wished he could yank it away and cast it into an angry, erupting volcano, never to be seen again, but he understood that that was not how this worked. 
 
   There were rules that he had never known about, and a world within a world that he was privy to but hadn’t heard a whisper from, until now. The child was conceived with a crown of thorns and chosen many moons ago. It was her destiny. To Saint, she was just his baby girl. 
 
   Xenia was blissfully oblivious. He hated keeping the information from her, but it was for the best. He needed Isis to be safe, and Xenia to be calm. He was going to take care of the situation; he had to—to make things right. In the meantime, he relinquished his anguish and became determined to enjoy this time with his Goddess. She deserved serenity and so much more.
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   Later that night... 
 
   “Did I tell you how beautiful you look this evening?” Saint said with a sly grin as he raised his glass of white wine to his pursed lips.
 
   “Yes, several times.” Xenia grinned. “Mama said the boys have been on their best behavior. I highly doubt it.” She crossed her long, brown legs and slid her cellphone back into her purse.
 
   The Caribbean style-salsa jazz trio ripped into a town favorite. Feverish applause ensued, the bass vibrating through everyone’s bodies, and the smooth melodies from the strummed guitars weaving a spell to enchant every ear within reach.
 
   “They are good,” Xenia said without looking over to her right. Saint watched her trying to avoid his gaze, but her budding smile told on her. “Stop looking at me,” she whispered with an airy giggle.
 
   “We’re on vacation,” he said sexily in her ear as he leaned over, wrapping his arm possessively around her chair. He looked her up and down, perverted thoughts running through his mind like marathon athletes trying to reach the finish line. “Why don’t you come over here and sit on Daddy’s lap?” he asked, patting his thigh.
 
   Where they sat in the red lit, hazy, congested room, they were away from the stage, but still close enough to see the musicians clearly. Off slightly to the side, hidden under shadows and an in-door, half dilapidated gold awning, Xenia appeared to be assessing the situation before responding. 
 
   She drummed her fingers along the sparkling white linen covered wooden table. “Saint, if I sit on your lap, I want you to promise me you won’t try anything freaky.” She looked at him out the corner of her eye.
 
   “I promise, baby. I’d never do such a thing,” he said as he gently took her by the elbow and pulled her onto his thighs. Xenia looked around nervously, checking in back of herself.
 
   “I hope I’m not blocking anyone’s view,” she mumbled. 
 
   The song changed. This one had an upbeat percussion that rocked their bones with sultry undertones. The African drums grew louder and louder as a male singer chanted and moved his hips rhythmically to the beat. Saint tapped his foot, keeping up with the tempo. He pulled her closer to him, held her tightly around her waist as they watched the show. Trails of cigar smoke floated by, reminding him of his beloved Rainbeau Knights at the Round Table meetings and dinners. The beautiful people were like water-colored memories of his childhood. He smiled inwardly, knowing these were Bomb’s people—this was the rich culture that young man had come from. 
 
   Then, like a light switch, he simply drowned in sexually deviant rivers. He pushed the thoughts away, and tried to stay in the moment. With each sharp, melodic turn the musical notes and rhythm took, Saint sank farther. He swayed slightly, instinctively knowing the next note before it even arrived. And then, once again, his thoughts shifted to back home, to the gritty, boogie down Bronx.
 
   There he was inside of his mind—reliving his childhood in the South Bronx, watching his Puerto Rican neighbors and friends do the salsa with their loud radios in the middle of the trash covered streets. They had given him this musical gift. He used to watch daily, from his kitchen window in that wretched, ruined neighborhood. Looking back, he was shocked that anyone could possibly live there, but at the time, it was home, sweet home. Though scary and unfit for any human being, every now and again, a gift such as this had been bestowed—his love for dance was only further encouraged and he’d learned all right, by mere observation.
 
   Xenia let him bounce her body, just as they did on their very first date, on the merry-go-round’s shiny, black stallion. One blue light caught the shimmer of the jasmine scented cocoa butter she had rubbed into her skin earlier in the day. Saint had watched her preparing for their evening out on the town. He loved to watch her get dressed; it was delightful foreplay and only an appetizer before the seven course fleshy meal to cum... 
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: nine]CHAPTER 9 
 
    
 
   Xenia looked over her shoulder, her eyes wide. Saint stared ahead, an innocent expression plastered on his face. He kept tapping his foot on the cracked, slanted concrete floor.
 
   “Uh, I think I better go back to my seat,” she said, clearing her throat.
 
   “Why is that?” Saint asked nonchalantly.
 
   “I think you know why.” Xenia’s brow rose.
 
   “He isn’t bothering you,” Saint said with a sly grin.
 
   “I beg to differ. He is stabbing me in my ass cheek and he feels as if he is having a strong-man contest, trying to lift me clear into the air.”
 
   Saint shrugged, clearly trying to control laughter. “Just ignore him, he’ll settle down.”
 
   “I find that hard to believe. His owner won’t call off the dog hunt.”
 
   “Pussy cat hunt, you mean? Well, he noticed something he liked and wanted a closer look, to investigate. He is a private eye.”
 
   “But he only has one eye … and it’s hardly private. I’m fully aware of it gawking at me.”
 
   Saint finally burst out laughing. “Well, why don’t you just let him have a look around and when he’s satisfied, he’ll leave and you can go on about your business.”
 
   “You liar. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you.” She shook her head. “All these years I’ve known you, I have no idea how I keep getting suckered into your games and bullshit.” 
 
   “You want to be conned. Don’t act innocent with me, Mrs. Aknaten. Now, he has a search warrant so are you going to let him in or not?”
 
   “I thought he was just a private-dick in some urban office with a box fan blowing? When did he get upgraded to cop with clout?”
 
   “When he grew another inch… You didn’t feel that promotion? Ahhh, there is another one...”
 
   Xenia looked down at her lap, totally embarrassed.
 
   “Saint, if you’re thinking what I think you’re thinking, we can’t do that here. Look at all these people around.”
 
   In response, Saint lifted Xenia a couple of inches off his lap. She heard the sound of his pants zipper going down. 
 
   “You better not!” she said between clenched teeth.
 
   He lifted his butt slightly off the seat, readjusted his hold on her and resituated himself. After giving a cursory look around, he ran his hand up her dress, starting at her knee.
 
   “Oh my God, Saint, don’t!”
 
   Before she could leap off, Saint tugged her panties to the side. She whimpered, turned toward him, and put him in a stranglehold when he pushed hard inside of her, filling her. Saint moaned low in her ear, his voice almost drowned out by the loud percussion. Saint looked over her shoulder and fixed her dress, disguising it as if it were still in a flowing downward state. 
 
   A new song began, this one with stronger bass than the last. Each thump, Saint would push upward, keeping the rhythm while the drummer laid out a complicated solo for everyone to enjoy. Deep within her, Xenia’s body tingled all over and, she was sure she’d transferred the delicious contagious sensation to him. 
 
   She opened one eye, then the other, and looked around in shame. Much to her surprise, no one seemed to notice them at all. Saint moved as if he were only reacting to the music—the perfect veneer. His breathing became more labored as his hands urgently moved up and down her hips and back. She felt his heart thumping against her chest. He occasionally leaned down and kissed her shoulder, while she cradled her face in the crevice between his neck and shoulder, holding onto him as he slowly rocked her body. 
 
   The room started spinning. Some people stood and started to dance, twirling fast and furious. Saint continued on, unmoved by the changing events. He dug his fingertips into the fleshiness of her behind, over the light fabric of her white and yellow slinky dress. She moved her face a bit lower; just enough so she could turn her head toward his and open her eyes to watch his face. Xenia rubbed his chest over the fabric of his shirt until the top two buttons came undone; the material and chest hair slick and with gathering sweat. His thin platinum chain heated from her caresses and the look in his eyes drove her wild. Saint bent down to kiss her but didn’t relent. His thrusts continued, hard and fast… 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Mmmmm, Ahhh,” he groaned softly, burying his head deeper in her shoulder. 
 
   Xenia shut her eyes and moaned—her familiar moan, only muted. Her orgasm was on its way, but he felt her clenching, resisting... 
 
   “You want me to help you cum? Nervousness getting to you?” he asked frankly. 
 
   Snaking up her dress, he pushed her magic button to the deep boom of the percussion. She sighed loudly, biting down on his shoulder blade to muffle her orgasmic scream. Saint felt her body jump and vibrate. He listened intently, not missing her wispy soft sighs as they tugged at his libido, increasing it tenfold as she continued to shake on his nature. 
 
   “Press your thighs tight,” he whispered in her ear as he buried his face in her curls. 
 
   The second orgasm must have been stronger for she sunk her teeth harder into his shoulder blade, breaking the skin. Saint pushed upward in the tight, soaking wet confines he urgently sought. Xenia shook in his grip as he pushed rapidly upward inside of her, over and over. His speed increased tenfold until he tensed all over and bellowed a loud moan. He sunk back down on the seat, bracing himself until the waves of the climax abated. 
 
   They sat quietly, catching their breath as the music continued to play and the oscillating, colorfully clothed bodies bounced around the room, creating moving shadows in the earthiness of the small but vibrant club. Saint’s gaze rested once more on the musicians while his hands painted idle circles on her back.  Xenia kissed the side of his face as he slid tenderly out of her. He hoisted her up discreetly, zipped up his pants and lowered her back down onto his lap in perfect timing.
 
   A few moments passed, just enough for each of them to regain their composure.
 
   “My recently promoted cop didn’t find anything incriminating,” Saint whispered in her ear, a huge smile across his face. “However, later tonight, he wants to return to the scene of the crime. He is insistent upon a thorough investigation. You are hiding contraband and he is intent on finding it. Consider yourself forewarned.”
 
   Xenia burst out laughing and swatted him on the shoulder... 
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   “...And he has agreed to see us this evening.”
 
   Saint rubbed his chin contemplatively as he reviewed the breakfast buffet full of fresh, succulent fruit, assorted smoked meats, imported European cheeses and soft, sweet pastries. He deliberated over his father’s words momentarily before responding. “Okay, well, how is Lawrence? I called him earlier but he didn’t answer.”
 
   “He just left to get a museum program.” His father chuckled. “He tried to not get wrapped up here, but he couldn’t resist. It’s too culture rich.”
 
   “I wish you didn’t have to be there.” Saint looked over at Xenia who was gripping a newspaper and sipping a virgin piña colada. She looked up at him, waved, and then focused back on the paper. Saint returned the greeting and and reached for a pineapple Danish. “It doesn’t feel right, me not being there to take care of this.”
 
   “Saint, you have to stop this. There is nothing you can do right now and if you were here, it would probably ruffle his feathers. Just be glad we came. He admitted he knows about the baby, though he sounded fairly calm. That means nothing, however. Nizsm is like that. He is very hard to read and a master blocker.” 
 
   “Yes, I tried to tap into him, through you, to no avail. I’ll need to see him in person to see if I can break through ...  I don’t like this.”
 
   “I know.”
 
    “Dad.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I don’t hate you. I’m sorry I said that the other day.”
 
   “I know you don’t, Saint. I thought you did once—but I know what I mistook for hatred is your disappointment in me.”
 
   There was a brief pause.
 
   “...I love you. Please be careful.”
 
   “I will. I love you, too. That’s why I’m here.” And with that, the call ended.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   After a brief glance in the bedroom mirror, Nizsm hastily headed out, making his way across the cobblestone foyer into the vast dining room. He looked around the room, ensuring that it was just as he wished. After nodding in approval, he made his way into his kitchen, the double doors swinging behind him. He surveyed the five cooks with a discriminating eye as they moved about preparing the feast for the evening.
 
   “The baba ghanoush looks and smells delicious,” he complimented as he watched the eggplant and chickpea dish simmer in the large pan. He continued to move through the sterile room, looking over shoulders, administering his own brand of quality control. “Everything must be perfect, gentlemen.” He steepled his hands. “My father, all of my wives, children, brothers and sisters will be here tonight as well as two guests, one of which is an important friend of the family.” His smile faded as he contemplated the meaning of that very statement. 
 
   “Yes Nizsm, everything will be as you wish,” the head chef assured. “The mahshi is almost complete.” He held up the white bowl full of rice stuffing.
 
   “Wonderful.” 
 
   Nizsm turned and left the kitchen, returning to his bedroom to rest before the meeting. 
 
   He slid under the cool sheets, desperately seeking a peaceful sleep to no avail. Inside, his anger bubbled, giving him painful psychic contractions. Flashes of wings flapping, loud voices and blood drawn terrorized his dream-state thoughts. He shot up, slick with sweat and wild eyed. Panting, he looked over at his clock then closed his eyes as he tried to regain his composure.
 
   Osaze, I know you well, old man. You have a way with words. My father may keep you in high regard, but I’m completely indifferent. I will not be fooled. Anything you say tonight will not help you or your family unless it is your promise to convince your son and daughter by marriage to terminate this pregnancy. If they won’t, I will kill them all... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “This used to be a coffee farm,” Saint said loudly under the alluring spotlights as the water gushed. “These two waterfalls were featured on the front of our brochure.”
 
   Xenia looked around in awe. She adjusted her black bathing suit bra strap and ran her finger down a piece of slate rock. “It’s so beautiful here. All these tropical plants and fruit trees.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re tired from that hike,” Saint said sternly as he removed his backpack and set it aside. “I told you that you should’ve listened to me. You’re acting like you are an eighteen year old cheerleader. Your pregnant, Xenia.”
 
   “Really Saint? I didn’t know that.” She stuck her tongue out at him playfully, then dipped her foot into the downpour of water. “I feel just fine, thank you very much, Mister Man.”
 
   “Well, let me carry your backpack for you. It’s almost time for lunch, and we better head back.” Bare-footed, Saint carefully walked over the water slicked rock to the small waterfall and rippling pool. The quiet of the rainforest was so tantalizing and relaxing; he stifled a yawn and daydreamed of being in their hotel bed for an afternoon snooze. As he reached for her, Xenia jerked him toward her.
 
   “What are you doing?” Saint asked. 
 
   Xenia stepped under the waterfall and let the water pour over her. His groin stirred at the sensual sight, becoming completely saturated. He slicked his tongue over his bottom lip as the image of her wet, from head to toe, aroused him. She stepped away from the downpour, laughing as she pushed her hair out of her face.
 
   “Xenia.” He put his hand on his hip and shifted his weight, coming swiftly out of his sexual daze. “Don’t play with me. You’re a tease.” He took her hand to lead her away but she resisted, stiffening her legs and causing him to drag her. He looked back at her, confused. “What’s up?”
 
   Her smile turned mischievous as she released his hand and pulled the top of her swimsuit down. Saint sucked his bottom lip as he surveyed her bare breasts. She stepped back ever so slightly under the water, allowing the waterfall to christen her chocolate, erect nipples over and over again. She stuck out her hand and gave a ‘come hither’ look that Saint found utterly irresistible. He didn’t waste time going to her. Water droplets clung to her tawny skin. Saint felt like a panting dog in the hot sun, as she massaged her breasts and ran her tongue over her upper lip in slow, sensual moves. 
 
   He took her into his arms, escorting her even further under the fast raining waterfall. The surge of the icy water was so loud, he could barely hear her sighs and whispers as he grinded against her, his needful erection growing by the second. Xenia wrapped her slender arms around his shoulders. They kissed—a torrid, lustful and urgent kiss that made him want to take her right there and then. 
 
   He pushed his white swimming trunks down, exposing his rock hard cock. The head seemed to have a mind of its own as it bobbled and pushed into her lower stomach with want. He grasped the silky material of her swimsuit, pulling it away from her saturated body. It fell around her ankles. After casting it on a nearby rock, he stroked between her thighs, soon cracking them open as if he were opening silk curtains. He thumbed her pussy, damp from the water and her own pussy nectar. Placing a hand on the rock surface behind her, he steadied himself as he fondled, breathed her essence, let lust flood him. Goosebumps covered their flesh, but desire kept them warm. 
 
   “Mmmm.” Saint moaned in her ear as he felt her juicy flow increase. Pressing one finger inside of her, he watched her gasp and gyrate her hips over his roving digit. “Yeah, baby.” His voice tickled her ear, made her smile.
 
   “Mmmm, that feels good.” She looked at him longingly and brought her lips back to his. As they kissed softly, he pushed another, then a third finger inside of her, causing her to tighten and throb around his maneuvers. 
 
   “Mmmm!” 
 
   She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck, ecstasy etched on her face. Saint thrust his fingers in and out of her, increasing the speed every so often. 
 
   “You’re wetter than the mothafuckin’ waterfall, damn, baby.” Saint continued to plunge his fingers in and out of her, knuckle deep. 
 
   Xenia moved her hips to his finger thrusts. “Uh! I’m gonna cum ... I’m gonna cum, baby!” she cried. He gently rotated his thumb across her clit, helping her on her way...  
 
   He smiled devilishly when she was overthrown by her three-tier climax. Saint pushed more firmly, forcing her flush against the rock. Water burst over them like a broken dam. He slicked his hair away from his face with his hand, hating to miss the sight of her face when she orgasmed. She shook against him as he kept her pinned between the rock and the hardness of his chest, his fingers still deep inside her. Unable to control himself, he pushed his eager tongue inside of her mouth as she came down from her climax. His kisses were rough, matching the urgency of his cravings.
 
   “Mmmmm, baby,” he murmured in her ear as he grabbed her hips, knocked her knees further apart and slid inside of her, causing them to both gasp. He sped up his pace, bumping her into the smooth rock with each heart-pounding thrust. He grunted, completely turned on with no ‘off’ button in sight. 
 
   “Fucking under a waterfall ... such a turn on, baby...” 
 
   He possessed her, the wild and majestically beautiful surroundings framing their lovemaking like a Rembrandt painting. Birds could be heard singing as the day opened up further, allowing the sun to shine bright in the sky while the morning drew on. 
 
   “Uhhh! Uh! Yes, baby!” He watched her watching him...  
 
   “Mmmm!” 
 
   He bit down on her neck and dug his fingers into her waist, jerking as he lunged deep and retreated.
 
   “Ahhh! Ah! Uh! Yes baby! Uhhh!” 
 
   His ass muscles clenched as he came harshly, trembling hard within her. He came to a slow stop before easing out of her body. Breathless, he stepped back from her, drunk off of her pussy and sweet kisses. 
 
   “Here, baby.” He handed her the discarded swimsuit. While she dressed, he pulled his swimming trunks back on. He loved how she’d come on to him, so sweetly and sensually. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked as she struggled to get her backpack from him. He gently pushed it away from her grasp, and kept it himself as they started to walk hand in hand back down the trail. 
 
   “I got this, little lady.” 
 
   He winked at her, his protective thoughts marinating and seasoned with each passing moment. As he gripped her hand, and she pointed to various plants in awe, he continued to steal glances at her. Saint knew that if anything happened to her or his baby, he’d turn the world upside down. He didn’t know what was to come, but he knew he’d better be ready. But right then, at that moment, all that mattered was that she was safe, and he was with her, loving her, and she loving him. That was all he ever needed... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Osaze and Lawrence sat at the long white and gray granite dining room table. An enormous fireplace housed a flickering host of tepid flames that bathed them from head to toe. Osaze felt heated alright, not from the twirling inferno, but from the nagging feeling that he would not have the power to protect his son and unborn grandchild. It was the way in which Nizsm looked at him; the crooked smile on his chiseled tan face did a poor job of hiding his true nature. To the commoner, he would appear charming—a handsome sight to behold. To the woman easily cajoled by power, sweet-talk and greed, he’d be a master seducer. But to an old Angel Child that spent most of his life trying to escape such fates, he was identified for what he truly was—a maniacal, fiendish leper, preying on the family crest.
 
   “So.” Nizsm sat back in his high-back golden chair. His second wife, an usually beautiful dark chestnut complexioned Ethiopian woman with full lips and slanted ebony eyes, sat to his immediate right. “Osaze, I have not seen you in quite some time. It would have been nice to have seen my cousin, Saint, as well.” He grinned. “Where is your son, Osaze?”
 
   “That was not the point of the visit, Nizsm. I don’t believe that you wish to meet my son under, shall we say, familiar pretenses.” The older man pushed his half empty platter of food away and folded his hands over his lap. 
 
   Nizsm tried in desperation to penetrate Osaze’s thoughts. Osaze could feel the continuous attempted breaking and entering. The psychic burglary endeavors didn’t cease yet Lawrence joined energy with his companion, causing the devil to have to strain and eventually retreat. Both men sat shoulder to shoulder, not certain how long they could hold out. He was the same as Saint—it would be almost impossible to hold the fortress up for any extended period of time. Nizsm’s eyes lowered as he gave an all knowing grin. He suddenly clapped his hands.
 
   “Chop! Chop! Let’s have some entertainment, shall we?” 
 
   He smiled across the table, a sinister leer that gave no light to the darkened mood. Moments later, three scantily clad belly dancers entered the room, twisting and twirling, swinging their long hair and curvaceous bodies around like angry tornados, their movements swift, volatile, yet seductive. Osaze glanced a time or two at the women, his interest completely void. At the end of the performance, everyone else clapped.
 
   “Now,” Nizsm said as he took a drink from his goblet. “Would you prefer to see sports? I have a beautiful new entertainment room with three large televisions. I can get some American stations as well.” He continued to grin, trying desperately to cloak the elephant in the room with a loosely veiled divergent. 
 
   “No, thank you,” Lawrence replied, a forced smiled on his face. Osaze leaned forward, peering around the room, searching for a focal point to steady his nerves. He was becoming increasingly agitated and wanted the negotiations over with as soon as possible.
 
   Nizsm turned more toward Lawrence, sizing up the Native American. “Sports not your thing? A big strapping man like you? What suits your fancy?”
 
   “This discussion, Nizsm.” Lawrence’s reply was monotone and a slight attitude tickled the words he uttered. During long discussions Osaze had had with him, he’d discovered not only a like for Lawrence, but a similar spiritual kinship. He realized that Lawrence was quite underestimated. His quiet, peaceful demeanor was a farce. He was not void of blood on his hands; he simply did not wish to discuss it.
 
   “So, Lawrence.” Nizsm continued his subtle interrogation. “You are a friend of my cousin’s, yes?” 
 
   Osaze watched as Lawrence pulled his strength away, and used it for his own armor before the conversation became deeper.
 
   “Yes.” Lawrence rubbed his hands together, prepared to place them over his heart to help create another barrier—stalling. He needed more time.
 
   “There’s no need for that, Lawrence.” Nizsm leaned back and rubbed his second wife’s leg, gathering the thin, colorful fabric all the way up to her thigh and exposing her brown, bare knee, as if in invitation. An uncomfortable stillness spread throughout. 
 
   “Oh, I believe there is, Nizsm. We are trying to talk to you about the situation, but you’ve spent most of the evening trying to dig into our thoughts, to get information about Saint and the baby. I’m requesting that you stay on task. We have come in peace. We wish you no ill will. We would like to come to a compromise.”
 
   “Your proposal is no good, though, Lawrence.” Nizsm continued to casually rub his wife’s leg. He then turned toward her and pushed his tongue in her mouth, while his hand aggressively roamed over her breasts. Osaze cleared his throat and turned away in disgust. 
 
   “My father is on his way. He will reiterate the same,” Nizsm finally said as he broke the tongue lock from his spouse. “You stated that Saint will not try to possess the power that comes with the birth of his daughter, but that is impossible. I will be stripped, and our family needs to stay in power, for the people of Egypt. It would be a disservice. And besides, he wouldn’t know what to do with her.” He grimaced.
 
   “The father’s family of the Princess of Life has all of the power over the Angel Children; however, not everyone wants that responsibility, Nizsm. It is a choice to carry out those duties, birthright or not.”
 
   “It is in her!” He slapped the table, temporarily losing his cool. Then, like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, he flashed an award-winning grin and winked at the two men. “Look, gentlemen, I know you mean well.” He cocked his head to the side and caressed his wife’s leg once again. “But as far as I’m concerned, a grave mistake has occurred. It’s just a mistake.” He shrugged and broke out an unpleasant laugh.
 
   “She isn’t a mistake, Nizsm. No grandchild of mine is ever a mistake.”
 
   “You’re right, Osaze. She’s not a mistake, just born of the wrong man.” Osiris’ gruff voice boomed throughout the vast room as he made his grand entrance, his cane clacking against the floor. A faint laugh followed his statement—as well as an ‘all-knowing’ expression on his rawboned face. The older man’s salt and pepper hair and neatly trimmed beard gave him a look of distinction. “It’s been a long while,” Osiris smiled pleasantly at Osaze who stood to greet him. 
 
   The older men embraced with genuine respect. Osiris took his seat at the head of the table and surveyed the room. “I apologize for my tardiness; there was a pressing business matter that couldn’t wait.”
 
   A hush carried on the air as he spoke. 
 
   Osaze met eyes with Nizsm. Neither man smiled. He hadn’t laid eyes on Osiris in such a long time, it jarred him in ways he hadn’t expected. Once the best of friends from faraway lands, that all changed once he told Osiris that he didn’t approve of how he was running things. 
 
   Osaze thought back to those days, the argument that led to an actual fist fight, and though Osiris towered over Osaze at his staggering height of six foot seven, the shorter man prevailed. Osaze was stronger than he—psychically and physically—and the truth had been revealed.
 
   And now, this. His granddaughter was the coveted Princess of Life. The previous one was Osiris’ great-great-grandmother and even though she’d passed, her power reigned on since no one was born to take her place. This had kept their family in complete control over Egypt, for centuries—but now, that position was threatened.
 
   Nizsm stood and bowed at his father, then took his seat again. 
 
   “I know all about your son, Osaze,” Nizsm sneered. “I did my research before our meeting this evening. He is from Cherubim blood, like me. I understand that due to that, he may make this difficult. He may have the boldness to try to oppose the world order, to try to derail things. He can have another child—just not this one, and that’s final.”
 
   “You’re threatened by my son.” Osaze’s voice shook. “He is a good man, an honorable man. You, on the other hand, Nizsm, have made such a heinous, unconscionable request. You are evil to your core.”
 
   Nizsm’s smile didn’t hide his evident annoyance. “I’m evil, hmmm? You’re foolish, Osaze. My father has love for you, even after that altercation that you started, I might add, but I do not. You threw his hospitality in his face! You’ve become too emotional. This isn’t personal. This is strictly business.” 
 
   “It’s always personal when my flesh and blood is involved. My only child, what is left of my beloved Min Jae.”
 
   Nizsm slapped the table and burst out laughing, so hard he turned ruddy. His wives smiled, as if on cue and invisible puppet strings pulled at the skin of their faces. Osaze scowled at him and the laughter stopping short. Looking like the Devil himself, he honed his gaze on Osaze. “Min Jae? Inferior Asian blood!!! Beloved? You married beneath yourself and created a disaster.”
 
   “We are all equal, Nizsm,” his father corrected, pointing at his son. “Don’t turn this into a racial issue. We don’t discriminate, Nizsm. All Angel Children are chosen.”
 
   “Even if I let her live, she’d be an abomination!” he ranted on, ignoring his father.
 
   Osaze rose from his seat. Lawrence gripped his hand but the older man snatched it away and advanced on Nizsm, feeling no fear. Nizsm and Osiris stood as well, creating a formidable wall between them.  
 
   “Come on, Osaze,” Nizsm said in a mere whisper. “You really want to do this? I’ll crush you like a maggot.” He fisted his hands at his side.
 
   Osaze reached him, brewing animosity frothing over from his soul like molten lava. It flowed through him as he stood against Nizsm, nose to nose. 
 
   Osaze pushed his finger into Nizsm’s chest. “I will not tolerate you speaking of my late wife that way. I see that this discussion is over. I did as I was supposed to according to bylaws. I came in peace to offer a solution—a promise that Saint would not ignite domination over Egypt, or anywhere else for that matter. You could have considered it, but you have refused it, believing that he will not stand by that, and have insulted me and my family repeatedly this evening. We are done here!” 
 
   Osaze turned away and began to make his trek out of the dining room, with Lawrence close behind. 
 
   “Osaze, please, old friend, you must understand!” Osiris called out.
 
   Osaze ignored the pleas and walked away with heavy footsteps and a heavy heart. He was getting the hell out of there. He’d done his duty, he’d tried hard, but now, negotiations were dead. He’d hoped and prayed it would’ve ended differently for he knew Saint would show no mercy.
 
   “Osaze!” Nizsm called out. “It’s in Saint’s best interest to come here immediately. I need to speak to your son. You make sure you tell him what I said!”
 
   Osaze stopped just outside the large door to the dining room and turned around. “The fathers have spoken. Osiris and I are finished speaking since he agrees with you. That now leaves you and Saint. You will hear from him when he sees fit,” Osaze said.
 
   “This is not about land or division of property! This is much more serious. Waste time, and see where it lands all of you.”
 
   Osaze blocked him out and continued his steady pace out of the massive room.
 
    “He is the only one I want to speak to from this point on!” Nizsm continued behind him. “I want him on my turf. I want to look him in his eye—man to man. You make sure he knows that, make sure he knows who he is dealing with! He can’t win, he won’t win! This is my world, and I own everyone and everything in it, including Saint Aknaten!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint’s feet clacked against the hard wooden floor as he descended down the extended hall. Passing black, thin-framed interracial advocacy posters and wide octagon shaped windows, he drew closer to his office with a blasé attitude. He shrugged.
 
   “That’s fine,” he muttered.
 
   “I don’t think you understand how serious this is.” 
 
   Lawrence walked by his side and joined Saint inside of his office. Sweet floral scented breeze drifted from a cracked window. He closed and locked the door.  “Saint, your father and I spent over four hours trying to reason with him and his father. We could see who was in charge between the two.” Lawrence shook his head. “I told you all of this on the phone. The man is insane!”
 
   “He’s not insane. He is drunk with power and corruption—there is a difference. He knows full well what he is doing. Saying he is insane lets him off the hook.”
 
   Saint took his seat behind his desk and began to rifle through the desk drawers, overturning an assortment of office supplies, white security envelopes and mini-notebooks with handwritten notes.
 
   Lawrence sighed, sat down and stretched his legs.  “So what now?”
 
   Saint stopped what he was doing and gave him a cold glare. “You already know. I’m going to Egypt. What do you mean, what now? This shit is a no brainer.” The noise of rustling items returned when he resumed moving papers to and fro, the futile search adding to his annoyance.
 
   “Saint, you can’t. He just wants to get you there to size you up and figure out how to destroy you and the baby. Make him come to you!”
 
   “Not on your life. I don’t want him anywhere near my family. I will let him have courtside advantage. I’m not afraid of him, Lawrence.” 
 
   Saint calmed when he found what he was looking for. He picked up the iPod, placed it on his desk and plugged in the external speakers. Lawrence watched in confusion.
 
   Saint scrolled through and selected, “I Ain’t No Joke” by Eric B and Rakim. Lawrence grinned and looked down at his lap, shaking his head. Saint bobbed and bounced, lost in the strong, loud bass of the melody that vibrated throughout the office. Lawrence laughed as he watched him sway to the beat. 
 
   “So, more Hip Hop, huh? You look funny dressed in that Armani suit, bumping rap music.”
 
   “That’s right, and for the record, Hip hop and rap aren’t the same. This right here is real Hip Hop. Whether I’m in my Nikes, Timbs or a tux—this right here is genuine. It’s my self-promotion.” He rolled his neck and smirked. “It’s ’bout to go down!”
 
    “Oh boy, here we go. Saint, don’t get crazy. What are you thinking of doing?” 
 
   “I’m getting ready for ya boy. It’s my fight music, you know, like when a boxer walks out, right before he gets in the ring?” He grinned, not an indication of joy, but one built on the strong desire to tear someone from limb to limb. It would be downright delicious. “I’m not going to Cairo alone. I’m bringing New York with me. He can walk like an Egyptian, write his hieroglyphics and continue sending pussy-ass threats my way via my father and you, but I’m going to walk in like a mothafuckin’ B-Boy, spray my graffiti on his soul and fuck ... him ... up, South Bronx style, baby! Get ready for the boom bat, Nizsm.” 
 
   Saint reached into another desk drawer, pulled out a cherry cigar and lit it. He leaned back in his chair, grinning as the smoky loops escaped in the air. 
 
   “They think that I'm a new jack, but only if they knew that – They who think wrong, are they who can't do that!” Rakim rapped.
 
   “You talk so much shit, Saint.” Lawrence shook his head. “But, I know this time you mean it.” He drummed the arm of the chair and grinned.
 
   Saint smirked. “It’s nothing, Lawrence. You were afraid of the bastard, I can understand that, but I’m not—not by a long shot. Weak ass mothafucka  ...  he can’t see me.” Saint continued to bob his head, working himself up as smoke now filled the immediate air around him in a thick, eerie fog. “He wants to meet me? Big daddy? Ha! Mano y mano?” He laughed. “Fine. Shit won’t go as he planned. He better chat it up with that damn Mr. Wizard, dungeons and dragons, white robe Rocky Balboa lookin’ mothafucka...”
 
   “Stop! You’re killin’ me!” 
 
   “...cracked crystal ball and sloppy tarot card readin’ ass ... damn Oracle, Miss Cleo lookin’ ass. None of that shit will help him.” 
 
   Lawrence had practically lost it. He ran his hands down his face. Tears streamed from his eyes and he doubled over. 
 
    “Because fuckin’ with me,” Saint blew out another stream of perfectly formed smoke rings, “is like screwin’ a blind chick, man. She never see ya cummin’!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   One week later... 
 
   “So it’s down to two,” Jagger explained as he poured an obscene amount of sugar into his steaming black coffee. 
 
   Saint watched the white compact crystals snow from the clear container into the awaiting dark, hot liquid. He tapped his fingers along the restaurant table as they remained quiet.  The smell of scrambled eggs, bacon and fried chicken filled the diner. It was three in the morning, and they both were visibly tired as they laid back on the red, split foam, and partially duct-taped booth seats. The secret meeting had been scheduled in advance at the eatery—a twenty-four hour greasy spoon off of Crenshaw. Maybe due to paranoia on Saint’s part, but he didn’t want it at the office and here, despite the time of day and neighborhood, he felt strangely safe and at peace. 
 
   “Down to two,” Saint repeated as he tapped the mug filled with watered down cinnamon tea. “What are their names?”
 
   “Hill and Brooks.”
 
   “Hmmm ... interesting.” Saint chewed his lip as he continued to stare down into his cup. “Brooks is a different one. Something about him has always rubbed me the wrong way. He came in right before James’ passed away. I didn’t screen him; he came in through the committee. Do you have any idea how the mole has been blocking?”
 
   “I don’t think it is an intentional block. He is in information collection mode, so nothing would tip us off unless we were searching for it,” Jagger laughed lightly, “like we are now. I highly doubt anyone in there, ’cept Lawrence, knows what you are though—what we are, I should say.”
 
   “You know what?” Saint took a sip of his tea. “James and George had told me a while back about a situation that happened years ago, in the ’70s. A government official, his name escapes me, found out about the group. It was in its infancy, but the guy was racist and threatened to sing like a bird. He was also involved in some organized crime and other crap. Anyway, at the time, that sort of thing upset James because he was just getting everything off the ground and he didn’t want to risk his career, but then just like that,” Saint snapped his fingers, “The guy was gone,  like a ghost.”
 
   “Did he leave on his own accord, you think?”
 
    “I don’t know. They never heard from the guy again,” Saint picked up a spoon and tapped it lightly against his cup, “but James always felt like the man got away, so the fear always hung over their shoulder, you know? I have a nagging feeling that that situation is somehow wrapped with this one.” He set the spoon down, and sat further back in the slumped booth. “I felt it even stronger a couple of days ago.”
 
   Jagger nodded. “Sounds plausible. I’ve had a hunch it was government related but wanted to delve deeper before telling you my suspicions.”
 
   “So, here is the deal.” Saint slapped his palms on the curled and worn burnt orange placemat. “I need to leave. I have to go out of town. I’m going to...”
 
   “Egypt.”
 
    “Yeah, Egypt. So, what I will do is...”
 
   “Can I tell you something?” Expression serious, Jagger leaned over the table and ran his hand roughly back and forth over his buzzed haircut. 
 
   “What?” Saint dug in his pocket and pulled out a pack of gum, quickly unwrapped a piece and tossed it into his mouth.
 
   “I don’t know everything that’s going on, but...”
 
   “Good. You’re not supposed to. It’s personal.”
 
   “Well, if you tell me more, I can help you. Stop blocking. I can tell you what I do know. You’re going to need some help if you are...”
 
   “Jagger, stick to what you’re doing and stay out of this,” Saint snapped as he pushed back in his booth seat. He picked up a toothpick and twirled it anxiously between his forefinger and thumb.
 
   “Come on, Saint! Are you still hot about our initial meeting? We’ve had so many conversations since then. I thought we squashed that, man?” Jagger rested his cupped hands on the table, a look of near dejection on his face. 
 
   “We did.”
 
   “Well then, why the blocking and giving me the cold shoulder? Lawrence won’t even tell me why he had to go to Egypt, but obviously it is something involving you.” He scratched at his five o’clock shadow.
 
   “Because the less you know, the safer you stay. Lawrence got cut off as well. I can’t afford for anyone to be read by this person. You could accidentally put my family in jeopardy. I have to deal with this man solo from this point on. It’s best that I keep him as contained as possible.” Saint moved his gum to the side of his mouth, then took another sip from his cup. 
 
   “Okay, but I’m a blocker. That’s one of my calling cards, Saint. You know that now! You tested me. You found out I can block with the best of ’em.” Jagger counted his fingers as he laid out each point. “I’m good. When I set up a fortress, no one can get in. I’m an awesome stealth reader. I can also infiltrate thoughts, and do false programming as well as erasures, even when aggressively blocked.”
 
   “You’re not as good as a fully developed deaf mute though.”
 
   “You know a deaf mute?” Jagger asked with wonder.
 
   “You could say that.” Saint shifted in his seat. “And anyway, you can’t read mine. You can’t erase me or infiltrate,” Saint said smugly. “And I can read you just fine. It takes a lot of work, but I got through before and I can again.”
 
   “Yes, you can get in, but you’re the exception.” Jagger rolled his eyes. “And anyway, what about all the other skills I have that could help? Transport, for instance.”
 
   Saint stared intensely at Jagger.
 
   Lawrence had happily reported to him that Jagger had one of the desirable gifts of soul transport and ‘reminiscence erasure’. It was a treasured and coveted ability amongst Angel Children and it didn’t seem to have rhyme or reason as to who was born with it. You’d just have it. Saint wasn’t aware of the gift; he’d done it a few times but Lawrence let him know that he could do even more with it than he imagined. He had no control over it and wasn’t sure how to maximize its potential.
 
   “I can teach you how to become tangible, not just transport, Saint. You need a teacher. It comes to me naturally. For you,” he shrugged and slicked his tongue over his bottom lip, grinning as he rubbed it in, “not so much.” 
 
   Saint made a face and looked away. He didn’t want to talk about that anymore.
 
   “I knew I’d have to go to Egypt,” he said. “I tried to tell Lawrence and my father that, but they wouldn’t listen  ...  told me I had to follow the rules. Anyway, if a bunch of people have private information about me and my plans, then it’s a wrap. He can tap into any one of your asses when your guard is down. It’s not even worth the risk.”
 
   Saint waved to the waitress and slid a ten dollar bill across the table. “So, proceed with your investigation, Jagger and I will join you in the final phase.”
 
   Jagger nodded and took a sip of his coffee.
 
   The waitress made her way over to Saint, smiling down at him as she toyed with the collar of her red shirt and shoved a wad of light pink gum to the far side of her mouth.
 
   “Did you need anything else?” She picked up his empty tea cup.
 
   “Yeah, a sharp ass machete, a grim reaper hatchet, a Smith and Wesson and a glock I can get through airport security. Do you have that on the menu?”
 
   “Excuse me, sir?!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint watched Xenia place another piece of buttery popcorn into her mouth. Her dark eyes glued to the television, its reflection cast a soft blue light on her face. Suddenly, she jumped and screamed, sending popcorn flying into the air and landing haphazardly on the floor. She tossed her head back, exposing that beautiful laugh he adored.
 
   “It’s good we told the boys to go into the playroom!” She chuckled. 
 
   The children’s muffled chatting and stomping feet could be heard in the near distance as she and Saint watched, ‘The Hills Have Eyes.’ Saint groaned, stretched his green jogging pants covered legs and lay across her lap, using her upper thighs as a pillow. He propped his arm under his head and glared at the television, semi-daydreaming. He relished the feel of her fingers running lightly through his hair. 
 
   “Is something on your mind, baby?” she asked as she picked up the remote control from the side table and paused the movie. Saint turned flat on his back, crossed his arms over his chest and looked up at her. His warped reflection danced in her gleaming eyes. He contemplated for a few moments.
 
   “Yeah. Baby, I need to go out of town, to Egypt. There is a family issue I need to attend to.” The sound of the oscillating ceiling fan high above them was all that could be heard for several moments.
 
   He watched her facial expression switch from concern to confusion.
 
    “Is your father okay? Wasn’t he just in Egypt?”
 
   “Mmmm hmmm, he is fine, but I need to go now, too. I won’t be gone long, maybe four or five days, max.”
 
   “What’s going on?” The apprehension was now clear in her eyes. 
 
   Saint stared at her, reached up and ran his fingertips slowly along her chin. 
 
   Baby, please. I’m doing this for you... 
 
   “You are so beautiful, baby...”
 
   “Nice try. What’s going on Saint?” she asked with clear agitation as she adjusted impatiently underneath him, forcing him to sit up.
 
   Saint sighed loudly, slid his hands roughly down his face. He closed his eyes briefly and swallowed. “I have a cousin, by marriage, that’s been ... causing some trouble. I need to go see about it because it is affecting a lot of people and has the potential to do quite a bit of damage.”
 
   “You never told me you communicated with your family in Egypt. This is news to me, Saint.” She raised her brow, suspicion clearly in view.
 
   “I don’t communicate with them. I need to, though. Look Xenia, I don’t want to get into all of the details. It won’t help you to know. Just let me handle this, please.” He glanced down at her stomach then turned away, trying to mask his own distress and agitation with her obvious distrust of the situation.
 
   “Fine.” She abruptly pushed him the rest of the way off of her and stood, wiping popcorn crumbs off of her slightly protruding belly bump and breasts. “You told me we wouldn’t keep any secrets, yet you’re clearly hiding something.” She picked up the bowl of popcorn off of the table and made her way into the kitchen. 
 
   “Shit.” Saint cursed and walked after her. Once he caught up, he gently tugged her shoulder, turning her toward him. “Baby, now look. Remember how we spoke about my abilities, and how you didn’t need all the details of what I do?”
 
   Xenia sighed and looked away. He knew she knew exactly how this conversation was going to go—and she didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “Yeah, obviously you do,” he answered for her. “Well, this is the same thing. Please, just trust me. I’m not being evasive to hurt you, but it is best I just keep it like it is. I will not stay long, okay?” He kissed her on her cheek. She turned away, her anger beyond apparent. 
 
   “Egypt, Saint?” She huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “When are you planning to leave?”
 
   “...Tomorrow.” He looked out the sliding doors at the water in their swimming pool, rippling from the blowing wind.
 
   Xenia sucked her bottom lip; her eyes lowered but not before he could see the storm brewing in them. Wrapping her arms around herself, she turned and walked closer to the patio. A ball hitting a wall interrupted the momentary silence. Hassani’s laughter and Dakarai’s heavy, uneven, quick footsteps finished the child-like melody. She placed her hands on the glass, leaned slightly forward and peered out, as if looking at something in particular. He knew she could feel it—his tension, his anger, his thirst to exact a beat down. After all, she was part of him, his true soulmate. And now, for the third time, she carried a piece of him inside of her that grew a bit stronger each and every day. 
 
   Saint came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. He closed his eyes and inhaled her perfume, shivering ever so slightly as he felt his daughter’s soul all around him. He trailed his fingertips across Xenia’s stomach, massaging lightly, the fabric of her lilac chiffon shirt bunched around the top of her jeans. They stood quiet, alone with their thoughts, but together with their hearts. Xenia reached down and covered his hands with her own, riding his grip and motions as he continued to caress her. He felt her small, soft fingers lightly scan the veins in his large hands—her touch sensual, feminine and lovely. Their fingers continued to slow dance together, her baby bump warmed under his repeated touch. He nuzzled his chin in the crook of her neck and exhaled into the soft skin below her ear. 
 
   I’ll be back, baby. I have to leave. I must protect you and Isis. I don’t want to go, but I must. I have to safeguard my family. That’s what a man does—he takes care of his Queen and his seeds or dies trying. If not, he’s no man at all...
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: ten]CHAPTER 10 
 
    
 
   Three days later... 
 
   Saint sent his final text message to Lawrence: Thank you for watching over Xenia. Whatever you do, don’t let her know what you’re up to.
 
   Lawrence: I won’t, and no problem. She is fine. She just left the studio and your sons are safe as well.
 
   Saint shut his phone. He tired of listening to the same instrumental version of ‘Highway to Heaven’. 
 
   This is some sort of sick joke... 
 
   He drummed his long fingers along the armchair and looked around at the various paintings of generic flowers and elegant mosques. He closed his eyes and took in a deep breath. When he opened them again, a slight breeze blew past, laced with a familiar scent.
 
   Smells like Mama’s perfume... 
 
   The small waiting area inside the mansion was ill-fit. Resembling a doctor’s office, magazines and all, Saint thought he may have entered the twilight zone. After a few additional moments, a tall, attractive West African woman entered, smiling at him. Covered from head to toe in elaborate draped golden and sage silk, she announced in Arabic that he could come forward. 
 
   This cat is a trip. Got one of his wives to bring me in like she’s a nurse and he is a doctor. I thought I was the King of thinking the world of my mothafuckin’ self, ego in check, but this takes the goddamn cake. 
 
   Saint smirked, rose from the steel chair and made his way toward her. The woman opened the door, exposing an extensive hallway that seemed to have no end in sight. It was adorned with long, rectangular mirrors, and expansive floor to ceiling windows on each side. Saint looked outside as he followed behind her. The lush plant life caught his attention, but didn’t divert it enough to remove the nauseous feeling swelling inside his stomach. He hadn’t been this far away from home in a while, and there was no fear—just pure disgust. Two thin gold bangle bracelets clinked together on his wrist as he took each labored step. His black button down shirt partially open, he could feel trickles of sweat moving fastidiously down his pecs. He fisted his hand against his black pant leg and couldn’t wipe the budding scowl off of his face. Each step he took, the angrier he got. He could smell Nizsm’s energy—pungent, powerful and repulsive. 
 
   Soon, they approached another door at the end of the hallway. The woman opened it, and they entered a large, banquet hall sized room housing an elaborate sitting area adorned with large twin black and white checkered marble fireplaces with silver framed mirrors above them. It reminded Saint of something right out of ‘Alice in Wonderland’—especially the smoky incense clouds and slightly slanted floor. The room was uncomfortably dark and fairly empty, minus four large black chairs and a silver table in the middle of them. An area rug, almost the width and length of the room, helped absorb some of the strange sounds Saint heard in his peripheral earshot. He was feeling pain. Not physical pain, but the emotional pain from others. Like a sponge, he soaked it in, deep to his core. His muscles contracted under his taut golden skin, coming alive to unseen spirits seeming to dash his way in a frenzied state of panic. Saint looked in all directions, hearing the whispers but seeing nothing. It was as if he’d entered, with a lonely loaf of bread, a room full of hungry children who had been waiting for weeks to eat.
 
   “Welcome!” Nizsm smiled widely, his teeth gleaming as he approached in a white linen shirt and pant suit. His matching white canvas soft-soled shoes made him appear to be walking on clouds, but Saint knew better.
 
   “Have a seat.” Nizsm kept the deceptive grin, then shot a look at his wife. They both watched her take her cue and disappear like a wisp of smoke, closing and locking the door behind her.  
 
   He just finished fucking her to let off some steam. Must be nice. I could be bustin’ my Queen out right now; instead, I’m here, dealing with premium bullshit.
 
   Saint considered the neatly arranged chairs, but remained standing. Nizsm reached him and offered his hand. He returned the handshake halfheartedly and sat down, crossing his ankles. To the right, a thin stream of light seeped through the room from a small window. Nizsm sat across from him, legs crossed, slightly leaned forward as if rearing to fight, and an undeniable smirk on his face.
 
   “Now, before we get into the reason why you’re here, I hope you had a good flight and were able to enjoy a bit of the Egyptian traditional events. I understand you’ve never been here before, at least not as an adult, and since this is part of your culture, it may benefit you to see some of the sites. There is a fair going on in downtown Cairo, if you’d like to attend. I can—”
 
   “Just shut up, Nizsm.” Saint dropped a menacing gaze upon the man. “I’m not here to socialize with you, have fun with you, shoot the shit with you or humor you –or even to argue, beg, plead or play games with you. I’m here because I understand that you want to go to war with me and I wanted to tell you to your face that I accept your challenge. End of story. There isn’t shit else to talk about.”
 
   “Fine, we’ll get right down to business. I see that you’re quite angry.” Nizsm leaned back in his seat and studied Saint up and down. 
 
   “Wow. You must be a damn genius.”
 
   Nizsm shook his head. “Fighting shouldn’t be necessary if you’d try to understand where I’m coming from. I could smell your energy, Saint. You want to beat me to death with your bare hands.” He studied his nails. “An angry Angel Child can be noticed many miles away. Please try to understand. This isn’t a punishment to you. I’m giving you a gift.”
 
   “I would have preferred a retail gift card or something from Hallmark. Who the hell are you trying to mind fuck, Nizsm? I invented the mind fuck. Go jump on someone else’s skull and hump away. I don’t have time for this shit. You brought me all the way here to say what?! Say what you have to say, I’ll respond, and we’ll go from there.”
 
   “Ali was right about you.”
 
   “Who is that? Your walking ‘Saint the Farmer’s Almanac’ manual?” Saint snickered. “He is giving you predictions about my temperature? The weather of my attitude? So fucking idiotic. You’re too lazy to do your own reading, now? Oh wait—you can’t, because you’re blocked!”
 
   “You talk too much.”
 
   “And you listen too little. Don’t worry.” Saint smiled. “You won’t be able to speak or hear much longer anyway...”
 
   Nizsm swallowed. “Ali said that you were arrogant, silly at times, but dangerous. He said to not trust you. You have a loose tongue, Saint. That sort of insolence may be okay where you come from, but from where I come from, it is not. You walked in with a chip on your shoulder. You’re unreasonable. We are still family.”
 
   “I give respect to people that earn it. I don’t just hand it out freely. You are asking me to kill my child and in the same breath talking about respecting you. Are you fucking serious? Your ass is sittin’ over there like you’re King Tut or something, talking to me about respect, when the whole reason I’m here is because you want my unborn child dead—like I’m supposed to be understanding or cool with that.”
 
   “You would be if you understood what was at stake.”
 
    “The only thing at stake is your control. I don’t give a shit about you, or anyone else in support of what’s going on here.”
 
   “If you understand your culture, your history, and how we run things, you would be cool with it, as you say. I’m not trying to hurt you or your family.”
 
   “Get tha fuck outta here.” Saint waved him off with a grimace, his New York accent thick on the syllables. 
 
   “This is for the greater good.”
 
   “No it’s not. You can’t push me around or manipulate me like you do the other Angel Children around here. That shit might work here in Egypt, but I assure you, it doesn’t outside of this,” Saint looked around and shook his head disapprovingly, “palace. Doesn’t make a damn bit of difference what you say.”
 
   Nizsm slapped the arm of his chair and laughed unpleasantly. “You’re quite the character.” He waved his finger at him. “I bet we could have been friends had it not been for this unfortunate situation.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “No, seriously. You and I really could have been great friends, like our fathers. Instead, your grandfather tucked his tail in between his legs and ran away from home.” Nizsm sighed. “Your father was psychically stronger than my father. I do think that bred some contempt ... and instead of using it to his advantage, your father pissed it away.” Nizsm’s face went more serious. “My father passed the leadership reigns to me, and yours would’ve done the same, because you and I are born leaders. You and I Saint.” He pointed at Saint then at himself. “We’re equals and have so much in common. You are a worthy opponent. I can feel your power, your energy. It’s divine ... it’s like looking in the mirror and kissing myself.” He cocked his head to the side. “There’s just one problem, you have no clue as to what you’re doing, and it’s almost comical.”
 
    “We’ll see who gets the last laugh. It’s not how I dance, it’s that I did it and lasted until the end.” Saint adjusted in his seat. “Back to the topic, my father and friend tried to speak to you, but you refused to listen to reason. You are completely blinded and unwilling to see the truth.”
 
   Nizsm laughed. “Oh, I see the truth. Your father destroyed the vastness of your opportunities. If you had been trained properly, from childhood, by the age of thirty-five you would have been as great as I. You had one advantage over me though. Your mother is one of us, weak, but nevertheless, she was one of us. My mother was more like, well,” he shrugged, “your wife... ” he goaded.
 
    “Weak? Like your daughters?” Saint smirked. “Hmmm, sounds like a personal problem. I don’t know anything about that. You’ve got ninety-nine problems, but my daughter ain’t one.”
 
   Nizsm shot him a mocking look. “I suppose so, Saint. I’m not certain as to why you were given the Princess of Life, versus me. I never left the foundation. You weren’t even born here and you’re a hybrid. I’m pure Egyptian, you’re half Asian. Seems rather unfair, but this is what we have before us, nevertheless.” 
 
   “You and the word ‘fair’ should never come in contact. And for the record, you’re a hybrid as well, Nizsm. You’re not a pure-blood African man. That makes you a hybrid. Surely your science background affords you the ability to discern the truth and sway away from petty insults that were intended to uplift you in vain. You can’t build a nation on polluted thoughts and rotten soil. Due to the fact that I know you down to your molecular core and you know me as well, save the bullshit for another day. You can’t play a player, man.” Saint pressed his fingertips together. “Anyway, let’s wrap this shit up.” He looked down at his watch. “We’ve been having telepathic conversations since I first landed here. You keep shootin’ your energy at me, trying to find out what I can and can’t do and trying to figure out if you can take me or not. Well, come on, cowboy.  If you’re scared, then say you’re scared.”
 
   “That’s what I love about you, Saint. You’re earthy, down to earth, as they say.  As soon as we started sending messages to each other back and forth, you brought your humor right away ... your threats, your disrespect. That’s funny. You have this urban American street vibe. That’s enchanting.  It will also be your downfall with a man like me though. This isn’t the Wild Wild West. You’re an easy target. This will be simpler than I thought.”
 
   Saint shrugged, yawned and looked around the room. “If you say so.” Using his tongue, he worked a piece of food out from between his teeth from his meal earlier in the day.
 
   “Here is something that may come as a surprise to you. I decided to read some of your books. We have the same passions.” He pointed to an oil painting hanging high on the wall of all of his African wives. “I agree with your principles, Saint. You’re a very wise man. My wives are my passion, my affinity. I always wondered why we were like this, you and I. Our love for darkness is, well, magnificent.” Nizsm’s eyes glossed over with a sexual haze when he stared at the picture.
 
   “I don’t know about that, Nizsm. I love black women—African American, Sudanese, Kenyan, Ethiopian, Jamaican, French Canadian, you name it. I had to have them on a daily basis. I treated them like my air and food. Now, I just need the one. You don’t love anyone but yourself. You have no love for black women, or any woman for that matter—you have lust for them and what they can do for you. On the surface, it may look similar. That is the only thing we have remotely in common, Nizsm. You never grew up in that department. It’s a pity, actually.”
 
   A brief pause.
 
   “Saint.” Agitation seeped from Nizsm’s voice. “I see that you will continue to be uncooperative. I’m doing my part. You need to do yours; it is in your interest... ”
 
    “You’re cursed, man. At this point, there is no getting out of this for you. You will repent to me for this. Because you have had the audacity to speak to my father about such a grotesque act, and you have invited me here to all but spit in my face and insult me with complete and utter bullshit. Your goose is cooked. I’m coming for you when you least expect it.”
 
   Nizsm stood angrily and hurled his glass across the room.
 
   “Let’s just go straight to the point, Saint. Kill your daughter or leave it up to me. You have two choices and those are it. She is a threat to my empire. I will lose everything and I refuse to lose at anything, ever!”
 
   “Oh, you’ve lost before, Nizsm. That’s why I’m here—because you lost.”
 
   At that moment, the tension in the room built at an exponential rate.
 
   “Watching you is like watching a baby trying to teach itself to swim. It’s tragicomic and never ends well.” Nizsm slowly sat back down.
 
   “Oh, I know enough, Nizsm.” Saint stood and shoved his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels while smiling complacently. “I know you and I are not the same. You’re the opposite of everything I believe in. You came into the world and created havoc. I was born into the world to create meaningful change. You drew your first breath and almost snuffed another out, your own mother. I dare say it was on purpose. I drew my first birth and gave another life.”
 
   “So I see that you’ve done a little homework,” Nizsm scorned. He folded his hands over his groin. “There is a way of life that only a person of my position can administer. There are promises and agreements that must be upheld.”
 
   “Well, not all agreements need to be kept.” Saint thought about his promise to his mother to never harm someone except in self-defense. If there was ever a cause for such an action, this was it.
 
   They shared a long silence. Saint sat back down, but was anxious to leave. He needed this wrapped up before he reached over and punched Nizsm clean in the face.
 
   “Hassani, Dakarai and Xenia will die soon. I’ll take your sons as well, as a token. It’s a shame about Xenia though, really.” Nizsm looked at him smugly. “I got to see her ... study her. She is a fine specimen.” He sighed as he scanned Xenia’s body pervertedly with his thoughts, allowing them to be on display for Saint.
 
   Saint hissed through clenched teeth. “If you ever … and I mean ever … violate my wife like that again, we will tussle, right here, right now. You won’t win if you fight fair. You’re afraid of a good old fashioned beat down. You know I’d fuck you up so bad, your own children wouldn’t recognize you.” 
 
   “That may be true, Saint. I’m sure that due to your recent leanings toward violence, you’d succeed in that, but psychically, you’re no match whatsoever because you are completely out of tune and hysterically scattered. You can thank your father for your family’s death. He should have told you long ago, trained you and cultivated your gifts. Now,” Nizsm smiled and shrugged, “you’re at a horrible disadvantage and it will cost you everything.”
 
   Saint seethed, but coaxed himself back from speaking just yet.
 
   “Back to Xenia though... ” He tapped his finger along his chin. “Please forgive me, but I would love to taste her forbidden fruits. Maybe I will, right before I kill her.”
 
   Saint shot out of his chair and barreled toward his nemesis, causing the man to fall back smacking into the ground. Nzsim’s eyes bulged when Saint’s hand squeezed tightly at his throat, cutting the air supply. Their gazes locked. Nizsm’s wives rushed over from nowhere and surrounded Saint, along with several of his children. Saint could feel the piercing psychic waves from Nizsm’s broods. They began to descend upon him, screaming and shrieking until Saint looked up toward them and pushed them back with such intensity, they were slowed to a mere crawl. He glared back down at Nizsm, but didn’t dare release the man until he’d had his fill. After a few moments, he slowly freed him.
 
   “That’s your weakness,” Nizsm choked out. He rubbed his reddened throat and got to his feet. “Saint, you have no control over yourself as it pertains to that woman. She will get you killed.” He narrowed his eyes upon Saint. “I could blow on you right now, Saint, and demolish you.”
 
   “Why? Because you need some mints? What the fuck have you been eating, man? You got breath like you’ve been licking a thousand camel asses.”
 
   “More jokes.”
 
   “Ain’t a damn thing funny.”
 
   “Because of your wife’s desire to have a girl-child, and the subsequent result of that, you now will have to go against me, and you will lose. I will be the victor. It’s a shame, really,” Nizsm said nonchalantly as he shook his head. “I know you worked so hard to find that woman and keep her. Yes, that’s right, Saint. I know all about you. ”
 
   “You never found your soulmate, Nizsm. If you did, you’d understand why I’d literally walk through Hell and back to get her all over again and keep her. Since you don’t know what love is, and I’m not even sure you know what like is, you have no idea what drives me and why. Love is a foreign language to you, and you don’t even know its alphabet.”
 
   “This has nothing to do with love, so that is irrelevant. What is relevant is the fact that I need you to ensure that the pregnancy is terminated. Now, I understand things got a little out of hand, but, take some time to think about what I’ve said. Upon your return to America, I expect you to do as requested or you and your entire family will be annihilated. You know that you don’t want to go against me, Saint. You are far from stupid. This is not negotiable.”
 
   Saint put his hands on his hips, scratched his forehead and surrendered to laughter. “You’re bat shit crazy if you think I’m going to ask my wife to terminate this pregnancy. Nothing has changed. This was just meant to be. Accept it, man. Neither you nor anyone else you employ will be able to do a damn thing about it.” He pointed to Nizsm’s sons, the strongest of the group seemingly frozen in time. Saint crossed his arms over his chest and took a battle stance before shooting the crowd around them an ominous glare.
 
   “You’re right about one thing you stated to my father,” he said to Nizsm.
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
    “It is business and my Goddess, my princes and my-soon-to-be-born princess are all my business—they are under my cover. Regardless of my crash course, cliff note learning, psychic 101 for dummies, you still are no match for me and deep down, you know it.”
 
   Nizsm cackled. “You’re delusional. I don’t have this swag you urban Americans speak of. I don’t have your same level of charisma, I will give you that, but one thing I do possess, that you don’t , is the killer instinct. You’re afraid to kill and hate it when you have to. That’s what we do, Saint! We give life, and we kill. You don’t even know who the hell you are! You want to forever be a ‘good guy’ and you’ll have nothing to show for it.”
 
    “Your original purpose, our original purpose, was to help our fellow man and instead, you alienate and destroy. We are still human, Nizsm, and that means we can die and our souls can perish forever. You’re afraid to go to Hell, because you know what’s waiting for you. Enjoy your small piece of heaven on Earth because once you come after my family, Hell will look like a vacation.” Saint’s tone brooked no argument.
 
   “Yes, maybe that was it.” Nizsm nodded, his face twisted as he seemed to be going into a series of distorted daydreams. His eyes went wild, like those of a lunatic, as he jumped topics. “No one gave us the recipe on how to create a Princess of Life. It doesn’t exist. There is no map or set of instructions, yet, you’ve done it with a commoner. In any case, Xenia must be special. I’d like to find out what it is about her that...”
 
   “Yes, I know she is and I don’t need you to remind me. She’s mine and if you touch her, try to hurt her, then I will—”
 
   “You didn’t let me finish, jealous one,” Nizsm sneered. “She is entirely too much trouble for a man like me to want to put up with. She’s mouthy and overly-opinionated. Trust me, after a romp in the hay with your soul mate, I’d discard her. It’s mere curiosity. I do, however, want to take the woman that made the great Saint Aknaten lose his mind.”
 
   Saint kept his cool. “Nizsm, this isn’t a video game. You just tried to push me over the edge with an old trick. You know that the angrier I get, the more tired I am and I can’t concentrate. That won’t happen again. I already felt your throat; I could feel the weakness inside of you. You’re no one to bow down to. This isn’t ancient Egypt, either. You’re no ruler. That is in our family’s history, pharaohs, but you’re not one!”
 
   “My blood is from kings and queens. Your Asian ancestry has diluted you. You’re inferior.”
 
   “The heat has gotten to you. You’ve made yourself into a king. Calling yourself something does not make it so, simply because you claimed it. Kings aren’t self-proclaimed, they’re born. I have the Princess of Life, Nizsm, because I’m the proper father for such a soul. She came from me, from my soul, my body, my essence. My wife and I gave her life—she was made from love, which makes her even more beautiful. She is coming, with or without your consent. YOU don’t decide if she is born or not. You’re not God. I would die for her.”
 
   “Glad you stated that—since you’ve made your choice, that’s your destiny.”
 
   “You wouldn’t die for anyone, Nizsm; therefore, a king you are not. I’m a warrior. You don’t want to go up against me. You’ll have to resort to tricks and illusions because you know you could never fight fair with me and win. You’re not even a real man. A real man, a real ruler, works for the people who appoint him, not from stepping on the backs of others to climb to the top. So, do what you must, Nizsm.” Saint waved his hand. “You will never get my sons, my daughter, or my wife. What you will get is death. You’re not my first go ’round at this. I’ve done this shit before.” And with that, Saint turned his back in preparation to walk out.
 
   “You know that I will not hesitate. My advantage over you is that you are sloppily developed and I also have my sons and daughters to help me carry out my needs. I started procreating at the age of sixteen, to create the Princess of Life,” he yelled as Saint sustained his trek across the vast room. “I needed to secure my family. I was diligent in my efforts! What do you have? Nothing! A meek friend—his intelligence won’t help him or you, a father who is obsessed with a dead Korean woman, an incapable wife who needs her big mouth sewn closed, one son who gets bullied on the playground and takes it, and another who still wets the bed.” He laughed. “What can they possibly do?! This is almost too easy!”
 
   Saint looked over his shoulder, his heart like steel. “I have an army within myself, and should I need a little assistance, it will be more than you bargained for. Now, you have a good night, Nizsm.” 
 
   “Saint, you’re making a grave mistake. You must reconsider!” 
 
   Saint raised his hand in a good-bye gesture and left the house, leaving the enemy behind. “Sleep tight ... don’t let my residual swag bite. Bitch-made mothafucka. I will make you bleed profusely before this is over...”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
    Later that evening…
 
   Nizsm pushed his fist through the large bedroom window. It shattered, joining the disjointed, sharp remains of two other windows that lay a broken mess from his venting. He turned toward the Oracle as he paced about in a maddening rage.
 
   “I could feel her energy! That baby is clear across the world, and I could feel her, taunting me. She cannot be born! Whatever children she bears will have the blood of the Gods in them. The last Princess of Life in my blood line was born 257 years ago. She was the only one on the entire planet at that time. There are no more, and for years I’ve tried in vain to create her,” Nizsm said angrily. “I worked hard to bring her forward. I’ve had several concubines from all over Africa, my wives, and even the occasional prostitute, in hopes that from one of them, the life would spring forward. It was promised to me, by my birthright!”
 
   “It was never promised to you, Nizsm,” the Oracle said quietly. “It’s never promised to anyone. She simply appears under the circumstances she sees fit. It is possible that…” The Oracle hesitated.
 
   “That what? Speak!”
 
   “That due to your karmic debt, it may have impeded the possibility of such a conception.”
 
   Nizsm squinted as if sun were blinding him. “I owe no karma, I AM karma. If Saint doesn’t follow my demands, I will destroy him from the inside out... ”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   His steps were quick and confident, though a trickle of sweat ran down the side of his face. Saint quickly wiped it away, looking to and fro in the airline terminal. It was a hot Egyptian night, and all he wanted to do was sleep during the long sixteen hour flight he was gearing up for.
 
   I just need to get home... 
 
   He negotiated the crowd, pulling his luggage and carrying a small bag from a gift shop with trinkets for his boys, Queen, and a little something to read for himself. Finally, he got to his gate.
 
   Cairo to LAX. 
 
   As he neared it, he felt a presence around him. Saint slowed his steps, concentrating as he looked from side to side.
 
   Someone is around me, in my personal space.
 
    He swallowed. Perspiration built around his hairline as anticipation mounted.
 
   Am I really going to have to hurt someone right now? He wants me to get home and change my mind ... Why? Who is it?
 
   Dark spirals of purple smoke escaped from between his slightly parted lips. Prepared for battle, he exhaled once again. 
 
   Someone is going to make me tear this whole fuckin’ airport up!
 
   He swiftly turned around and stopped in his tracks. The small, elderly woman was wrapped head to toe in a black hijab. She looked up at Saint and smiled pleasantly, her light gray sunken eyes sparkling. Saint could hear her heart beating rapidly, as a mixture of trepidation, admiration and worship poured from her being toward him. He softened, realizing she wasn’t a threat.
 
   “Do you know English?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes, I speak it fluently, most of the time.” She extended her arms and lowered her head, bowing. Then she got on her knees, praising him. Shocked, Saint looked anxiously around the airport, then gently lifted her back to her feet by her arm.
 
   “Please don’t do that. I’m no one to bow to. What can I help you with?” Saint asked in Arabic, simply out of respect.
 
   “My name is—” She gripped his arm and looked deeply into his eyes.
 
   “I know your name now, Beset.” 
 
   “I was not supposed to look at your eyes, but I wanted to behold your greatness. I offer my apologies.” She bowed her head again. 
 
   After checking the time, Saint took her by the hand and walked over to the small café close to his departing gate. He pulled out a chair for her. “Please, sit,” he said, sitting across from her at the uneven white table.
 
    “Beset, I’m going to speak to you now.” He looked her over before proceeding. “I’ve read your sincerity. You’re very open. I can see everything. You are also a very wise woman and rather revered amongst your peers, though you live in fear. Am I correct?”
 
   She nodded, her eyes immediately brimming with tears. “This is true, I’m afraid every day. Nizsm has made our lives unbearable. We have nothing, and he has everything. There is nothing in my power I can do about it, but I finally know what my true purpose is. It is to look after your family. Your wife, she is pregnant with the Princess of Life and you—”
 
   “How do you know that?” Saint leaned in closer to her. “Are you a member of the family, Beset?”
 
   “Most certainly not.” Beset looked around nervously. “I will be killed if they know I even spoke to you.”
 
   “Who is they?”
 
   “Nizsm and his family. I am a healer, Dr. Aknaten.”
 
   “Please call me Saint.”
 
   “Your wife is in grave danger. This is an evil that neither of you are accustomed to. Nizsm is treacherous. He will stop at nothing to get what he wants.”
 
   Saint nodded. “I agree that he will pursue me and my family if I do not comply with his request. The problem is, Beset, that I don’t understand how you believe you can help me. Time is ticking and I need you to tell me what you expect me to do. Outside of this hocus pocus bullshit, excuse my language, I have a real life that I enjoy. This shit is not what I signed up for.”
 
   “You did, eh, sign up for it,” Beset said in her thick accent, her twinkling eyes framed in crow’s feet. “When the Angel of Mercy and the Angel of Death came to you and touched and kissed you, you became an open vessel for them. You are highly favored,” she whispered.  “The archangel Gabriel has taken a special interest in you, since your conception.”
 
   Saint stared at her in confusion.
 
   “Flight A27 is now boarding all first class,” blared over the speakers.
 
   Saint cleared his throat. “You’re Muslim, Beset. Why would you believe in archangels?” 
 
   Beset laughed lightly. “Saint, archangels are universal. We just call them different things.” She paused briefly and placed her wrinkled hand on his wrist. “The dream you had last night, Saint, the one of you being violently ill, was no dream…”
 
   Saint’s heart skipped a beat. Saint’s dreams were always private unless he invited someone inside and the only person he ever shared his dreams with was Xenia.
 
   Saint stood abruptly and grabbed his bag. “So, you’re one of the psychic healers that my friend Lawrence told me about.  Are you an Oracle?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “So, you can read dreams and feelings. Interesting. Beset, I need to speak to you further. By the small bag in your hand, can I safely assume you are wishing to travel somewhere?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And I take it that is with me?” He already knew. He knew when he’d laid eyes on her and she bowed at his feet, exactly what she wanted.
 
   “Yes. I’ve already bought my ticket with all the money I ever had.” She held up the stub and smiled weakly. “I bought a passport a year ago only for this purpose. I have dreamed of you almost every night, until the morning you arrived.” Now the tears flowed freely down her sallow face. “That is how I knew you were finally here. You are going to save us. You are going to save the Angel Children of Egypt.” Her voice quaked with emotion.
 
   Saint sighed and exhaled a breath. He took Beset by her age spot covered hand and escorted her to the first class line. After removing the ticket from her grasp, he spoke to the attendant.
 
   “Excuse me, I’m in first class. My name is Saint Aknaten. Are there any other first class seats still available?”
 
   The woman quickly looked at the computerized seating chart map.
 
   “Yes, Dr. Aknaten, there are two.”
 
   “I need to sit with this woman standing next to me. Is there a way we can switch with someone who is sitting solo, so that we may sit together? It is a long flight back home, and she is elderly, and I want her to be comfortable. Please let me upgrade her seat immediately.”
 
   Saint looked her up and down. “Beset, if I hadn’t agreed for you to come with me, what would you have done?”
 
   She paused. “Stayed as close as I could to you. I have to. It is not a choice any longer. ”
 
   Seventeen minutes later, Saint was sitting in first class by the window with Beset at his side. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint looked straight ahead at the back of the seat in front of him. He had a lot of explaining to do once he arrived back in L.A. and the conversation would be one of the oddest he’d ever had with his wife, in their entire marriage. Beset turned to Saint and looked at the necklace wrapped around his neck.
 
   “Where did you get such a trinket?” she asked with a puzzled expression.
 
   Saint looked down at his collar bone. “From a man that was like my father. It was a gift.”
 
   “It’s beautiful,” Beset said in an awed whisper. She leaned toward him to study it more closely.
 
   “Thank you,” Saint said as he got more comfortable in his seat, stretching out his long legs and closing his eyes.
 
   Beset coughed. “You are beautiful. I’m sorry for staring. I cannot believe I’m sitting next to you.”
 
   Saint opened his eyes and looked at Beset. He sat up straighter and waved at the attendant. The stewardess walked briskly toward him.
 
   “Yes, sir? We are scheduled for take-off in fifteen minutes.”
 
   Saint shook his head. “I’m not calling you over about the delay. I need to know if I can get a drink right now, this second?” Panic gripped him. He needed something strong to drink and fast. 
 
   This is going to be a long ass trip and I know, whatever Beset is going to lay on me, I’m going to need something to cool me down before the fire even gets lit.
 
   “Well, sir, we will start serving soon, if you can just hold on for a few more moments.” The flight attendant smiled a little uncomfortably. 
 
   “No, you see, I think it’s best I get it right now. I really need to calm down, and I need it right this second.” Saint insisted, his stomach turning in knots. He bit his tongue, trying desperately to refrain from cursing. His anxiety mounted.
 
   Give me something to fucking drink!
 
   “Sir, I—”
 
   Beset looked around in confusion. “I cannot understand. What is going on?” she asked in Arabic to Saint. 
 
   Saint looked at her and hesitated.
 
   “Beset, I drink,” Saint responded matter-of-factly in her language. “I’m sure you don’t approve but if I don’t get something, I’m going to go ape shit in here. My body is in knots, my head feels like it is about to explode and I’m exhausted, completely exhausted.”
 
   Beset smiled. “He drained you. His evil is exhausting for those of you not used to it. Saint, tell her to leave. I can help you. You don’t need a drink.”
 
   Saint looked back up uncertainly at the flight attendant. “I’ll wait but please remember me.” He pleaded to the flight attendant as he waved her away and flopped back down into his seat angrily. 
 
   “Now,” Beset said with a satisfied smile as she dug into her bag, “I want you to drink this.”
 
   Saint scowled. “The last time I drank something I wasn’t supposed to, I was almost headed to divorce court.”
 
   Beset laughed. “No, this is different and if you wish to know, your old lover has never been quite the same.” 
 
   Saint sat up again, befuddled and intrigued with Beset’s abilities. He’d left parts of his world open for her to see—to test her. He knew now that she was the real deal.
 
   “I need some clarification, Beset. I thought you were just psychic, not necessarily an Angel Child. Are you … are you like me?” he asked in Arabic, tilting his head slightly to the side. “You don’t smell like us, though.” Saint inhaled deeply, checking to make sure his assessment was correct.
 
   “You are right.” She patted his knee. “I do have a strong sixth sense though. My job right now is simply to heal with herbs and medicines and help protect. That is my only ability. I cannot read you, except for information directly pertaining to my purpose in your life...”
 
   “But Payton, my ex, has nothing to do with healing me or helping my daughter.”
 
   “Yes, she does. If she’d succeeded in splitting your marriage apart, the Princess of Life would not exist...”
 
   A brief pause as Saint took it all in.
 
   “Now, drink it.” 
 
   She handed the small bottle to Saint. It looked like a miniature unmarked water bottle.
 
   “How did you get this past security?” he whispered in her ear.
 
   “It’s like water,” she smiled slyly.
 
   Saint took the cap off and sniffed it. “It doesn’t have a smell. I know this is some sort of potion. What is it going to do to me, Beset? I don’t know you, yet, in my heart, I can feel that you’re supposed to come home with me. I’m still having a hard time fully trusting you, but you know so much about me. I feel so at ease ... damn it, I’m confused. I don’t like feeling this way.”
 
   “You are tired, as you said, and you need to sleep. You are confused because of psychic exhaustion.”
 
   Saint leaned back in his seat. “Don’t try any funny business, Beset. If I have to, I will lay an old lady out.”
 
   Beset chuckled. “I know, and I would never do anything to cross you, Saint.”
 
   Saint gazed at her from the corner of his eye. He needed to be totally sure, certain without a shadow of a doubt that he could trust her. He refused to take a chance—too much was at risk. 
 
   I should’ve done this before I let your ass on this plane with me ... but everything was happening too fast. It still isn’t too late, though. Come here!
 
   He abruptly reached over and put his hand over her heart. Beset gasped at his intrusive physical touch and closed her eyes tightly as she felt him reading her. He flew through her entire childhood, up until modern day, within seconds. 
 
   The plane began to slowly move, taxing up the runway. The wheels rolled against the ground, steadily picking up speed. Saint pressed harder into her chest. She reared back, twisting with discomfort, her eyes bulging. Airline announcements came and went as Beset went weak in her seat, her eyes closed while Saint moved around inside of her spirit, reading her life’s files now in detail, at rapid speed. He found what he needed and snatched it, causing her eyes to fly open as she gasped for air. Saint saw distorted images of Beset mixing brews, reading spells and chanting in her modest home. He watched her draw circles in blood but the most disturbing image was watching her cry and fall apart as her daughter was snatched from her home, at Nizsm’s orders, and beheaded for speaking out against him. As he released the image from his mind, he saw tears fall from her eyes. She knew what he had seen—and in that glimmer of time, she’d relived it, feeling all the same emotions that had once taken her to the brink of insanity. 
 
   “I couldn’t protect her,” she murmured as the plane merged into the air. “He spared my life because he said he wanted me to suffer by letting me live with my great loss. He believed it was justice.”
 
   Saint looked at the small blue bottle with the clear, seemingly innocent liquid inside of it. He sloshed it around, studying it from various angles as the filtered moonlight broke through the uncovered window in the otherwise dark cabin. The plane ascended higher into the air. Saint slowly opened his mouth to allow a few of the drops to drip onto his tongue. It was flavorless. Making up his mind, he tilted his head back and downed the contents. Settling back into his chair, he gripped the sides and prepared for the worse. 
 
   “Okay.” He licked his lips and cleared his throat. “Lay it on me, Beset.”
 
   Beset clasped her hands together. “You will feel relaxed in less than ten minutes,” she assured.
 
   Saint closed his eyes and began to feel slight tingling from his head to his toes.
 
   “I’d like to tell you a bit more about Nizsm, if that is okay? I believe it will assist you. The more we know about our enemies, the better off we are.”
 
   Saint groggily nodded, yawned and turned slightly toward her.
 
   “You are frightened because your daughter is in danger and despite your abilities, you’re human. Too much is happening too soon. You are on overload right now. You are Nizsm’s polar opposite. You have something he has wanted his entire life. At this point, he doesn’t care about the karma, his karmic debt. He’s so set in his ways, there is no way he can pay it all back.”
 
   Saint was now completely relaxed, feeling as if he were floating, yet fully aware of his mind and body. This was better than any weed he’d smoked in the past and any alcohol he could get his hands on. He didn’t know what Beset put in the water, and it didn’t matter at this point to him. He was simply grateful.
 
   “Because you’ve created another life, and she is who she is, you are even stronger than you were before her conception. That scares Nizsm.”
 
   Saint listened to her and his steady, calming breaths.
 
   “Saint.” His eyelids fluttered. He heard her voice, but could not look at her. He was peacefully drifting away. She gently tapped his hand. “Once we get to your home, I have something to start helping you immediately. It is an honor to be with you. I’m forever grateful.” 
 
   Saint could feel her moving, swaying her hands softly around him. He heard her slowly chanting his wife’s name, over and over. He wasn’t alarmed; the peace filled him up and spread. 
 
   “Saint,” she whispered in his ear. “Tell me about a happy day in your life...”
 
   He began to dream, and in that dream, he narrated to her... 
 
   When I was a little boy, there was a block party that I remember vividly. Everybody was dancing, young, old, black, white, ’Rican, Jewish ... and me ... Mama ... everybody. A D.J. was there, spinning records. When, Anita Ward’s, ‘Ring My Bell’ came on, the street came alive. I was a little skinny six-year-old boy who badly needed a haircut, but I didn’t care. Running around screaming and laughing—that was my only job. 
 
   We had the fire hydrant on, and all of us little kids ran around, jumping in that cold water, our bellies full from food that everyone had chipped in, bought and cooked. Life was good.  Hardly anyone was fighting and I actually saw my father laugh. That was one of the happiest days of my life. It was a hot summer day in the South Bronx. Buildings were being burnt down left and right, the smoke still thick in the air, we didn’t have shit, none of us did, but we had each other ... yes, we had each other... 
 
   And with that, she too closed her eyes and fell asleep. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: eleven]CHAPTER 11 
 
    
 
   “Thank you listening audience for tuning into the Xenia Show! I will see you at the same place, same time, tomorrow morning. Peace and blessings!”  Xenia snatched her headset off and groaned with the fresh wave of nausea that hit her. 
 
   Why am I still getting queasy? Come on, baby girl. Don’t do this to Mama... 
 
   She grunted as she rose from her seat and tossed her light green pregnancy pillow, that she carted around to the studio, onto the floor. Still commuting to and from the studio, she became more anxious to have the one built on their property completed soon. The discomfort wouldn’t ebb. Finding her purse, she hoisted it over her shoulder and started to leave but before she could fully reach it, a sense of warmth surrounded her. She looked around. Nothing. She enjoyed the feeling, as if some imaginary being had draped a warm blanket over her body. The sensation reminded her of her deceased grandmother—the one who had given her the yellow teddy bear. 
 
   The wellbeing was so overwhelming and relaxing. She smiled and rubbed her arm as she exited. The cramping had ceased and she sprinted toward her car, on the verge of doing a cartwheel for old time’s sake. Zapped with an influx of energy, she slammed her door shut, put the key in the ignition and headed toward the highway, fantasizing about all of the cookies she’d bake, calls she’d make and talk show topics she’d explore for future shows. She hadn’t felt this good in weeks, and she sure wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.
 
   She bobbed up and down in her seat as she radio surfed, trying to find a song to drive home to. In her new upbeat mood, she landed right upon the ideal one, a 1970s jam she hadn’t heard in ages—‘Everybody Dance’ by Chic. Xenia began to sing the lyrics—“Everybody dance! Toodalooho clap your hands, clap-your-hands!” She swayed happily to the beat, feeling the rhythm vibrate through her body. She felt like a kid again. Then, as the song ended, Anita Ward’s, ‘Ring My Bell’ began to play. 
 
   “Oh my God!” She laughed hysterically. “They are jammin’ today!”
 
    She could see herself running up the sidewalk, her little light blue jelly shoes slamming against the concrete as she and her sister played hopscotch, their ponytails bouncing under the California sun. She knew nothing about heartbreak, disappointment, gang-related murders or being racially profiled. Life was party-filled with blaring ice-cream trucks, fried burgers with cheddar cheese, her mother’s loving touch, cigarette smoke and the first black Barbie dolls. Xenia was becoming intoxicated off of the nostalgic euphoria. She laughed loudly in the car, not caring who stared at her as she snapped her fingers and swayed from side to side to the music. Life was good, life was damn good... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “So, is this okay?” Saint pulled out a couple dresser drawers in the guest room, ensuring they were empty.
 
   “Saint.” the old woman covered her lips with her trembling hands. “This room is more than enough. It’s beautiful. I have plenty of space. Thank you so much.”
 
   “No, thank you, Beset.” He hugged her. “There is a bathroom that we rarely use right down the hall here. The boys use a different one, closer by. Tomorrow, I’ll go to the store and get you anything you need.”
 
   “That shall not be necessary, Saint. I have all that I need. I’d like to cook for you and your family though sometimes, if you don’t mind.”
 
   He wasn’t sure exactly what to say. He knew for a fact that he was stalling, and he wanted a bit more peace before the flood came.
 
   “Saint,” Beset called out.
 
   “Yes?” He shoved his hands in his pockets.
 
   “It’s an honor to be able to serve you.”
 
   Saint smiled. “You’re not the hired help, Beset. I’m grateful, so speaking that way is unnecessary and even if you were the hired help, that still wouldn’t be how our relationship would flow.” He paused, contemplating and stalling a bit longer. “Well, I’m going to go wake up Xenia, let her know I’m home and explain that you’re here. Wish me luck.” He grinned before he closed the guest room door and headed to Hassani’s room. 
 
   He peered in at the sleeping child. He then went a bit farther down the hall and slowly opened Dakarai’s door, careful to not make the squeaky door creek. He’d been meaning to put some DW-40 on it, but had repeatedly forgotten. He looked in and covered his mouth, stifling a laugh, when he spotted his son’s butt in the air, and him huddled in the middle of his bed, atop a mound of balled up sheets and his stuffed green dinosaur. Saint sighed, closed the door and headed back up the hall to his bedroom. 
 
   He opened the door and found her, naked from head to toe with the covers loosely covering some parts of her body. Xenia was fast asleep, with a huge smile on her face.
 
   Saint closed the door behind him and locked it. He slid his shoes off and quietly approached his sleeping beauty. Leaning down near her, he brushed his lips softly against hers, causing her to turn to and fro, in a daze. She roused and blinked a few times, until she could focus.
 
   “Saint.” She grinned. “You’re home.” She sat up and yawned, stretching her legs. She gathered the sheets around her unclothed body. “How was your trip? Everything okay now?” She yawned again and she sat up against the headboard.
 
   “Not yet, but it will be, baby. How are you doing?” he asked softly as he scooted closer, reaching over and placing his hand close to her hip before giving her another quick peck.
 
   “I’m good. I had a really good day. I just felt, hell, like I wasn’t even pregnant.” She chuckled. “I felt like a little girl, hard to explain. She gathered his hands into hers. “Why do you look so tired, baby? The flight?”
 
   “Yeah, it was long but I got a little rest. I’m glad you were able to sleep.” He rubbed her stomach lightly. “You know, maybe it’s my imagination, but you seem to be showing a bit more since I left.” He grinned.
 
   “I think so, too. I didn’t show this fast with Hassani or Dakarai.” She looked down and watched his hand move over her abdomen. “She’s a little pistol. She had me sick again, but then just like that, it all went away.” She flexed her toes. 
 
   Saint nodded. “Hey baby, I have something important to tell you and ... it’s pretty serious.”
 
   Xenia’s face immediately registered anxiety as a frown crossed her previously peaceful expression.
 
   “Now baby, calm down. You haven’t even heard anything yet. All I want to do is to tell you what you wanted to know before I left, and a little bit more, too.”
 
   Xenia swallowed. Hard. 
 
   Saint rubbed her shoulder and started from the beginning, not stopping until he reached the part about Beset being in their guest room. Twenty minutes later, he was met with a stunned face, and an expression he’d never seen his Queen wear before. She sucked her teeth and wrung her hands impatiently.
 
   “So, let me get this straight.” Ice was in her tone, sharp edginess and insurmountable anger that Saint could feel, as if the emotions were his very own. It blasted him like cold air, wrecking any semblance of peace. “You have some crazy ass Egyptian relative that wants me to get an abortion so he can still feel like the head mothafucka in charge. You and your father had a confrontation with him and he has threatened that if I don’t get an abortion, he will kill all of us. You’ve now brought a strange woman from Egypt into our house, around our children, to add insult to injury. I don’t know her, yet she is asleep in our guest room right now and is supposed to be our new nanny for the time being. And I’m just supposed to swallow this bullcrap, hook, line and sinker?!” 
 
   Xenia flung the sheets violently off her body, jumped out of the bed and stormed off into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. He looked at the closed door for several seconds, sighed, and fell back onto the bed. 
 
   Uh-huh, that went well. 
 
   “So I guess this means no sex tonight?” 
 
   There was no response.He knew she wouldn’t understand. He knew that no matter how close they were, Xenia dealt with facts and figures and this simply didn’t compute. She didn’t recognize how he knew the things he did, or the feelings he got—which confirmed the actions he was taking, regardless of how it appeared. He was more right than wrong, but all she knew—and he understood it—was that her baby was in jeopardy. He didn’t know if she trusted him to do what he promised, take care of the situation once and for all. He had help, he had understanding, and his dreams continued to fuel him with much needed information. Just as his father had told him.
 
   Everything you need to know, you will know in time ... 
 
   And he was right. 
 
   Saint waited for his Goddess to calm down.
 
   He slowly sat up and removed his clothing until he was down to his boxers. He sat back on the bed, turned the television on and leaned back against the headboard, flipping through the channels, looking for something, anything, that would distract him from the fact that shit was about to get real... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   A few hours later... 
 
   “Mrs. Aknaten, this is all that I brought,” Beset explained as she opened her bag further, offering full disclosure for Xenia’s observations. “I want nothing from you.” She removed her hijab from her head, exposing long silver waves with strands of black throughout. “But, I want you to be comfortable with me. I wish to do no harm.”
 
   “Beset.” Xenia put her hand on her hip. “You could be sweeter than sugar, I have no idea, but I’m very protective of my children. Saint is as well, but I’m sorry, he is not their mother and he sometimes thinks everyone is as good and caring as he is.”
 
   “I understand. Ask me all of the questions you wish. I’m here for you and I am also a midwife.”
 
   “But I don’t know you. Yet I’ve been given a line that you are here to help protect me and my child from this Nizsm person. My life revolves around my family. I use a little time for my career, which is also important to me, but... ”
 
   “I know that you do. I know much about you. You are the mistress of the house and you are a very good mother and wife. What can I do to help you trust me?” she said in a stilted accent.
 
   “A background check would be nice!” Xenia hissed. “Saint!” she called out, turning briefly away from Beset as she leaned against the door frame. He was downstairs, fixing the boys breakfast. She’d had a night of no sleep, tossing and turning and keeping an eye on the boy’s cameras in their rooms. She went as far as to lock them inside, just in case. 
 
   Xenia stormed out the guestroom and stood at the top of the steps, her hand on her hip. “Saint! Can you come up here, please?” She tried to take the edginess out of her tone but was certain she’d failed.
 
   “Yeah, baby, give me a second,” he hollered back. She heard the refrigerator door close.
 
   Xenia returned to the guest room and stood by the door, staring at Beset, who sat meekly on the bed, slumped forward, her hands clasped together and back bent. A few moments later, Saint came up the stairs and stood behind Xenia. He wrapped his arms around her waist. She wriggled out of his grasp and turned toward him, her finger in his face. 
 
   “Beset and I have been talking for a while now, and I’m still not sure about this. It feels strange to me. You are enough strangeness for me to have to deal with. Now this,” she said between clenched teeth, not caring that she’d taken a jab at him for the sake of argument.
 
   “Xenia, if you want our lives to be back the way they were, then this is what’s necessary. You should know that I’d never bring someone into our home to live with us and be around you and our children, if I didn’t trust them.”
 
   “You trusted Payton at one point in time, too,” she said under her breath. “And look what she tried to do to us.”
 
   “Now that was just a low blow.” Saint looked down at Beset who appeared to be unwilling to make eye-contact. “Anyway, she wasn’t brought to our house, to be around our children. There’s no comparison. You wanna fight, Xenia? Is that it? We have a serious problem here, and you want to bring up Payton’s ass?”
 
   She rolled her eyes.
 
   “Do you want to stand here, wasting time and arguing, or get down to business?” His eyebrows furrowed. Xenia looked away over her shoulder at Beset then back at her glaring husband. She threw up her hands and crossed her arms over her breasts.
 
   “Saint, I’m sorry. I’m just a little shocked right now, okay? I don’t like people I don’t know around the children for extended periods of time. Couldn’t she stay at a hotel? What do we do now?”
 
   “Maybe I should go,” Beset said, embarrassment on her face.
 
   Saint looked at the old woman with a grim expression.
 
   “Mommy!!! Can we go outside?” Hassani called out. “We finished eatin’!”
 
   “No!” Saint responded before Xenia had a chance to reply. “Wait until I come back down, Hassani.” Then he addressed his wife. “Xenia, she needs to be with you. So, that won’t work.”
 
   “I have something that will help you, so you can rest easy until the baby is born.” Beset turned and reached into her bag. She removed a small satchel. I made this right before I headed to the airport, for you, Mrs. Aknaten.”
 
   Xenia hesitated. “What ... what is it?”
 
   Beset shot a look at Saint.
 
   “Tell her,” he encouraged as he took Xenia by the hand.
 
   “Mrs. Aknaten, if Nizsm wants Isis dead, then dead is what we will give him.”
 
   Xenia gasped and snatched her hand away from Saint. “I won’t! I won’t do it!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, making her way across the room as fast as her feet could carry her. She stood in the corner like a trapped animal ready to strike. Saint raced toward her and grabbed her flailing arms, but not before being struck repeatedly in the face. His cheek burned but he was more concerned about the shocking, ferocious display right before his very eyes.
 
   “Xenia! Baby, no!” 
 
   He blocked her repeated attempts to strike his face and body. She was in an uncontrollable violent rage and she knew it took more strength than he’d anticipated to hold her in place. She knew deep down she was no match for him, but she had to fight with all that was in her.
 
    “It’s not like that! I will put the powder in your drink but the baby will be fine! I’d never ... Xenia!” He blocked another attempted blow. “I’d never try to hurt our child!”
 
   Xenia began to slowly calm down, but she was afraid to completely let down her guard. She kept her fighting stance ... just in case.
 
    “It makes it seem as if the baby’s heartbeat has stopped, okay? The baby will still be alive and healthy, but it masks the heartbeat for Nizsm—so that he will believe that she is dead and that we did what he asked. That way, you can be left alone during the pregnancy, and she can be born with no interjections. Now calm down, it’s okay.” 
 
   He held her tightly, hugging her to his chest with determination. Xenia couldn’t stop trembling.  She could feel his rapid heartbeat and smell his skin, his cologne. The calm returned. At that moment, her love for her unborn child tripled. The thought of possibly being tricked, cornered by her husband and this strange woman, sent her over the edge and she’d climb the walls to get away from them if she had to. She ceased shaking and hugged him back with all of her might.  
 
   “Look.” He pulled away from her, gripping her shoulders as the tears continued to flow down her cheeks. “I know it’s scary, baby, but we are in this together. You know me better than that!” Xenia detected anger in his voice, but she knew he could sympathize with her reaction, so he’d let it go.
 
   “I would never ask you to do some shit like that. Whether we were married or not, had other kids or not, only a penny to our name ... I would never ask you to end a pregnancy. That’s my baby, too! That’s my seed; we made this baby! Nobody, and I mean, nobody, goddamn it,” He forced her gaze up to his. “Nobody, is going to take this baby away from us, do you hear me?” His eyes narrowed as he spoke, seriousness in each syllable he uttered.
 
   Xenia nodded, then lowered her head again and hugged him so tight, she thought she may break him in half. After a few moments, she regained her composure. She looked around Saint’s body, at the old lady, but didn’t let him go. He affectionately kissed the side of her face and gently stroked her hair. 
 
   “Okay, Beset. I give up. Fear no longer has any room in this situation,” Xenia choked out. “What is the plan?”
 
   Saint rubbed her back in appreciation. 
 
   “Mrs. Aknaten, all you need to do is to continue to grow the baby and enjoy your life. Be happy so Isis knows that her mother is okay. She is very connected with you. She lives for you,” she looked at Saint, “and her father. She knows you well. She chose you to be her parents. Just, uh … what is that word? Rejoice, yes. Rejoice in that and I will take care of other things.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Xenia sat in Saint’s office alone, with only the glow from his laptop illuminating the room. She tried to busy herself with work related tasks, only to be completely derailed time and again. Her brain was a runaway train and there was no end of the line. This was Saint’s private sanctuary, but he allowed her in without a word. He always knew when she needed time alone, and this was one of those times.
 
   She picked up her warm glass of water and took the final sip, then turned on the desk lamp and swiveled around to look at her husband’s extensive library—alphabetized pornography, novels, tapes for shows and DVDs for sex techniques. It still always made her laugh but this time, she was barely able to muster a smile. 
 
   What if Saint is wrong? What if this Beset person really wants to kill our child? I know that he trusts her. I can see that, but, I just don’t know.
 
   She turned back toward the computer and slumped down in her seat. 
 
   We’re in a world of a mess. I fell in love with him; there was really no way to escape that. But now, look. I never expected this. I love the man he is, not this—but that’s not fair. This is who he is, and I accepted it. He showed me who he was early on. I was afraid then, and I’m still afraid. When in the hell will I stop being scared? I told them both I’d do what was necessary, but I don’t think I want to do this. Can I change my mind? We’ve been together seven years. I trust him. But not with this. Do I? Oh my God, what am I going to do?
 
   She reached down to her stomach and slowly rubbed her tummy, refusing to cry again. Just then, a soft knock sounded at the door.
 
   “Come in.” Xenia looked up and rubbed her eyes.
 
   Beset peeked her head inside. “Saint said you were in here. Do you mind if we talk for a little while?”
 
   The woman’s smile was warm. Xenia couldn’t deny it—she looked completely innocent but she knew, from experience, that looks could be deceiving. 
 
   If this woman was able to get out of Egypt, convince Saint she was there to help and make a concoction to hide a baby’s heartbeat, the old lady was far from stupid and way past naïve.
 
   “Sure,” Xenia said begrudgingly. 
 
   Beset walked in and sat down across from her, the desk being their divide. Xenia felt suddenly warm all over, as if Beset had brought an invisible ray of sunshine upon her entrance. 
 
   “Xenia, I would like to tell you more about myself.” She clasped her hands tightly on her lap. “I am going to tell you some things I haven’t discussed in a very long time because it was too...”
 
   “Upsetting?” Xenia offered.
 
   “Yes, upsetting for me. I told your husband already that Nizsm killed my daughter. Well, actually he read me, but I confirmed it. However, I didn’t get into the other details. Like you, despite my abilities, I’m considered a commoner. I am not an Angel Child. I have the gift of intuition, but that is all. Thanks to that intuition, however, I’ve had dreams about your husband for a long time. I knew he was coming, so I watched and waited. My husband, Xenia, was an Angel Child, just like Saint. I was in your shoes. The life of an Angel Child’s wife isn’t always easy, especially if your spouse is as gifted as Saint.”
 
   Xenia nodded in agreement.
 
   Beset rubbed her hands together. “My husband, Ishaq, died soon after our daughter was murdered. He wasn’t home at the time and couldn’t get past the guilt. It was so painful for him, that it ate him alive.” She paused, her tired eyes filled with tears. “He just couldn’t go on. Ishaq was a good man, but he was a protector and like your husband, he believed that if he couldn’t protect me and his only child, then he was useless. Angel Children, especially the men, take that very seriously—the loss of a child. So, I believe he died of a broken heart. One day, he just never woke up.” A tear cascaded down her face. She quickly wiped it away.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Beset,” Xenia offered, truly touched and horrified by the account. She knew the woman was sincere. No one could fake that sort of pain—mothers recognized it in other mothers. It was unmistakable. 
 
   Beset nodded. “So you see.” She looked up at Xenia, her eyes now full of hope. “You are my second chance. Not only will your daughter’s birth help stop Nizsm, but I get an opportunity to avenge my daughter’s death.” Her eyes narrowed. “I want Nizsm stopped, Xenia. I need him to be stopped. I’m just an old woman that people seek to find out if their lover will come back or get a cure for a rash that keeps returning.” She smiled sadly. “This is so much bigger than that, and I know my Ishaq will finally be able to rest in peace. I know that deep down you trust your husband, but your mother’s instinct is causing conflict. You know that if you trust me and I do something to harm you or your child, it wouldn’t be reversible, and you’d blame yourself.”
 
   “Exactly.” Xenia crossed her arms protectively over her breasts, feeling a sudden chill. 
 
   Beset reached across the desk and grasped Xenia’s hand, much to her surprise. The old lady’s voice shook with emotion. “I would never harm your baby, Mrs. Aknaten. I know it’s terrifying, but if you trust me, you will make it through this. Otherwise, Nizsm may come here and try to settle the matter for himself and then your entire family’s safety would be at stake. He is a selfish, evil man. He never knew what love was and there is no reasoning with him. This is the only way.”
 
   Xenia continued to hold her hand. She gently circled the thin flesh on the old woman’s hand with her thumb.
 
   “Thank you for speaking with me, Beset. Just give me a little while to think this over. I’ll be out soon.” Xenia pulled away, swimming in her own thoughts once more. Beset smiled and stood. She quickly made her exit and closed the door softly behind her.
 
   Xenia, come on. Now is not the type to play chicken. Do you really want that man to come here? Hell no!
 
   She took a deep breath, picked up her cellphone and dialed her husband. 
 
   “Hello,” he responded, smacking away.
 
   “Are you eating, Saint? Oh my God. How can you eat at a time like this?!”
 
   “I’m starving. I haven’t eaten all day! It’s a sandwich. And I prefer the plain peanut butter. This has nuts in it. Why’d you get this one? You know I like the smooth kind. Was it on sale or something? The jam you got is good though. This is even better than Smuckers.” He continued to smack loudly into the phone.
 
   Xenia listened to the disgusting sounds of Saint working the peanut butter and strawberry jam sandwich around in his mouth, in stereo for her hearing displeasure. She rolled her eyes and shook her head but couldn’t help a smile. This was her husband, calm and collected, doing what he did best.
 
   “Alright,” she said in resignation. “Let’s do this. I’ll be up in a couple of minutes to discuss it further with you.”
 
   “Thank you, baby. See you here in a sec,” he said around a mouthful, then disconnected the call. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   A couple days later...
 
   Xenia lay across her bed and stared up at the ceiling. Saint looked down at her while Beset stirred the powder into the orange juice.
 
   “Now Saint, you need to give it to her, as I told you. The father of the child is the one who must administer it; it’s more guaranteed to work that way. Xenia, I’ve done this many times for different reasons. It works, and there will be no harm to you or the baby. I promise.”
 
   Saint took the small tan ceramic cup from Beset. “Sit up a little, baby,” he said quietly as he propped her head up with his arm.
 
   Xenia lifted her head, closed her eyes then hesitated and pushed the mug away.
 
   “Baby, I know in my gut you will be fine, and the baby, too. I’m not wrong!” he assured, his eyes intense. He could see in her eyes that everything was riding on this. If perhaps, by some off chance, he was mistaken, and Beset was an emissary for Nizsm, she’d never forgive him for as long as they lived. He knew this emphatically. His soul screamed it to him, flashing warning signs throughout his being, but he had to trust his instinct. It had not led him astray. 
 
   Relenting, Xenia timidly took the cup to sip from it cautiously until the juice was completely gone. 
 
   “How do you feel?” he asked after a few moments, tenderly moving the curls away from her face.
 
   “I ... am fine. Nothing feels any different.”
 
   “Right.” Beset smiled. “Because it’s not. It’s only smoke and mirrors, as they say. This will also stop any psychic impulses she may have and no one will be able to read you, except Saint.”
 
   “What do you mean by psychic impulses?” Xenia asked.
 
   “She has no control over them. She is too young—so when another Angel Child talks to her spirit, she may respond. Angel Children are like that, Xenia. The spirit can communicate, even when their minds cannot. This way, there is a barrier and no evidence of life to those trying to telepathically communicate with her. She will be fine—and you, Xenia, will still know she is growing.”
 
   “What about me?” Saint asked, worry in his voice. “I’ve been talking to her on a daily basis.”
 
   “I am not surprised.” Beset smiled sympathetically at him. “She will not be able to speak to you anymore, Saint. Now, this is like a normal pregnancy for a father ... you’re normal for the duration of her journey until she is born.”
 
   Saint nodded, though he was disappointed. He loved speaking to Isis; it was something that had been an ongoing routine. He hadn’t told Xenia and her surprised face at that moment said it all. Instead of resentment, she smiled at him and gripped his hand. 
 
   “Is she totally blocked? Can I say one last thing to her?” His eyes watered. He didn’t know what was happening to him. Though he knew she was fine, alive and alert, just the thought of her being removed from him in any capacity upset him in a way he hadn’t imagined. He’d spoken to all of his children while they were in their mother’s womb. It was a special tradition. He’d be concentrating on Xenia’s pain and worry the entire time, not considering his own.
 
   “Yes, but hurry.” Beset encouraged as she turned her back, and placed some items back into her bag.
 
   Saint hovered over Xenia, then placed his hand affectionately on her stomach. His lips didn’t move—he spoke telepathically to his little angel:
 
   Isis, this is Daddy. I will still be here, but I won’t be talking to you for a little while. Just because you don’t hear from me, don’t think that I’m not here. I am. I’ll always be. I will touch you, and talk to you, but you won’t be able to hear or feel me the same way you could previously, until you’re born. I love you, your mother and brothers so much. Be good to mommy, okay? I will see you soon... 
 
   He cradled Xenia’s stomach with both hands, then pressed his lips to her navel over the thin fabric of her gown, lingering there.
 
   “Okay,” Beset whispered. “It has taken effect now. She heard you though.”
 
   “I know.” Saint quickly wiped his eyes. “I could feel it.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Two weeks later... 
 
   Jagger crossed his arms over his burly chest and paced back and forth in the conference room. It was ten o’clock in the evening. Saint scratched his head and marched back and forth like a soldier, while Lawrence flipped through several stacks of papers.
 
   “So, Mr. Brooks, I need to ask you again, how you were screened?” Lawrence asked for a third time.
 
   “But I’ve already answered this.” The man looked over at Saint and then at Jagger with an earnest expression, as if trying to plead his case nonverbally. He rubbed his hands nervously over his thighs.
 
   Saint walked toward him and leaned against the table to his right. He crossed his ankles and rubbed his hands together. Then, he flashed his award winning grin—cracked it like a beer can, lavishing that foamy first taste, before he took him down, swallowing him whole.
 
   “Now look, Brooks, we know who you are, okay? We can do this the easy way or the hard way, but I promise you, there is no chance of you walking out that door,” Saint pointed to the exit, “the same way you walked in here.”
 
   “But Saint, I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Brooks slapped the table in angst.
 
   “Brooks, turn the theatrics off. This isn’t Masterpiece Theater, man. Broadway is not your calling.” Saint glared at him. “I didn’t let you in here. I didn’t give you a referral. You just showed up, from an invitation. Now, Thomas is a good guy, yet he probably didn’t know any better. He had permission to invite someone and you wiggled in that way, right under the radar. That was sloppy, and now I have to clean up the mess. You got in good with him, you know.” 
 
   Saint noisily shoved his gum to the other side of his mouth. “Pretended to be his friend, pretended you wanted to be a Rainbeau ... all that good shit. You’re a fuckin’ spy, Brooks.”
 
   “What? That’s preposterous!”  
 
   Saint scowled at him, observing Brook’s disheveled blond hair, porcelain skin and beady blue eyes. 
 
   “Well, we have some of your records here from your personal computer...” Lawrence started.
 
   “What! That’s an invasion of privacy! How did you get my—”
 
   “We’re asking the questions, Brooks. You’re busted.” Saint threw up his hands, straightened and popped his gum, devilishly smiling as he rounded the table. He pulled out the chair near Lawrence and sat in it, then slammed his fists on the desk, startling the mole. 
 
   Jagger kept his silence, his sunglasses atop his buzz cut hair, his signature five-o-clock shadow and his intimidating stance doing their job. He stood like a Marine—once a Marine, always a Marine. He was no longer active, but still behaved like one. Saint shot his partner a look, then glanced back at Brooks.
 
   “You see Jagger here?”
 
   Brooks looked at the large man, visibly shaken as Saint continued to speak.
 
   “I stated when Jagger was brought into the group that, by trade, he is an investigator. He is a former Marine, too; he worked in intelligence. He snoops for a living. He is a walking weapon of mass destruction. He takes a small piece of information and he builds on it, just as if he were creating a work of art. Isn’t that neat?” Saint smiled widely, chewing enthusiastically on his gum as he sat back leisurely in the chair. 
 
   Brooks remained quiet. 
 
   “As soon as I was introduced to you, I knew there was something fishy about you, but I was busy. We had three conferences at that time, back to back. James had just passed, I had my own shit goin’ on. I had no time to concentrate on you.” Saint rubbed the back of his neck. “Lawrence here is an employee, a Rainbeau, and my friend, as you know.” Saint rubbed his hands together. “Both of these men agree with me, Brooks. They agree with the decision I’ve made on what to do to you, as well.”
 
   “What are you talking about? Do with me?” Brooks’ eyes traveled over the three men. He looked like cornered prey.
 
   “I’ll get more into that in a second. Let me give you a run-down of what we know.” Saint started to enumerate. “One, we know that you’re a plant, an informant for a small government agency in Michigan. They’ve been suspicious of James’s activities with the civil rights movement since the 1950s, and of other minority causes he was involved with. So as soon as word got out that he was sick, you jumped on it. Your organization tried to take him down in the ’70s—1976 to be exact—but you aborted the mission, probably because things got too hot. Now, you want your hands on me, thinking I may be an easier target. Nothing could’ve been further from the truth.” 
 
   Saint shot him a threatening look. 
 
   “Two, we know who your contacts are and who you’ve been speaking to, every single person. Three, you are affiliated with several racial supremacy agencies. Four, your mission is to expose and dismantle the Rainbeau Knights of the Round Table and lastly, we know that you volunteered for this mission. This isn’t the first time a cat like you has tried to take me down, but to come into the Rainbeau Knights and do it? Wow!” Saint laughed. “Now that was just fucking dumb! You never walk into the shark’s mouth and beg him not to bite you, man.” He shrugged. “For you? It’s a wrap!”
 
   Brooks’ eyes bucked. He looked around the room again and gripped his chair. “Fuck you!” he blurted, fear all over his reddened face. 
 
   Saint burst out laughing, causing Jagger and Lawrence to chime in.
 
   “Fuck me, Brooks? That’s all you have to say for yourself?” Saint smiled and sighed, then shrugged his shoulders. “Nah Brooks, you fucked yourself. ” His eyes narrowed. “You fucked yourself so mothafuckin’ good, I hope you at least took yourself out to eat first, goddamn! That is some serious screwin’!” Still laughing, Saint slapped the table to drive the point home. “Your time is up,” he finished in a low voice, his smile faded.
 
   The room became eerily quiet. 
 
   “I—I want to tell you, Saint, that as I’ve gotten to know you, I do respect you, ya know?” Brooks’s eye’s blurred. He offered a forced grin. “I just don’t agree with your philosophies is all.” Brooks pulled at his collar, as if he were burning up.
 
   “I don’t give a shit about you not agreeing with my philosophies!” Saint stood and leaned across the table, his arms wide, and palms flat on the surface, knowing how that stance would intimidate Brooks. “I know what type of boy you are ... you’re a punk! A pussy! A fucking loser! Scared by what the fuck another man is doing. It is none of your damn business who these Rainbeaus love, are screwing and dating! You make me fucking sick.”
 
   “Saint, look.” Brooks ran his shaking hand across his forehead. “I’m not a racist, okay? I just want all of us to live separately. My purpose here wasn’t about you, it was about the organization and yeah, James being gone was a good opportunity so we could see what was going on. We had no intentions of harming you.”
 
    “Harming me?” Saint laughed and pointed at his chest. “You think I’m worried about you harming me? You are playing a horrible game of bluff—sitting there looking like you are going shit on yourself, but trying to keep a brave face. You aren’t fooling anyone. Cancel my subscription, man. I’m so sick of mothafuckas like you and your issues.”
 
   “Our organization is designed to—”
 
   “Guys like you don’t have enough to do, apparently. You have no life or you wouldn’t have time to create these silly ass, fucked up assemblies that harass people like me and my kind. Only this time, you thought you were walking into a birthday party for six-year-olds, when in fact, you are in a motherfucking lion’s den.” Saint laughed mirthlessly. 
 
   Jagger stepped forward. “Brooks, you’ve been doing some pretty shady things.” He scratched his nose. “You’ve disturbed the operation. You have heard personal information, been to meetings, seen private encounters .There will be consequences.”
 
   “Look! We can just agree to disagree. I’ll just walk out of here, and you’ll never see me again.”
 
   “Oh boy!” Lawrence clucked his tongue and leaned back in his chair. “You really can’t believe that that is how this is going down. Brooks, you violated the brotherhood, the trust. James, George and Saint have spent years getting things just as they are, and with one bad word, you and your comrades could jeopardize everything.”
 
   “I saw all that bullshit you wrote about black people, about African Americans, Brooks. I read what you wrote about a few of our Jewish and Muslim members as well.”
 
   Brooks shrugged and turned away. “Don’t take it personally you guys. Especially you, Saint. You’re not black, Jewish or Muslim.” 
 
   “My father is Muslim and he is no goddamn terrorist! We’re from New York! He lost friends in 9/11! My woman is black! My sons are half black! Don’t you tell me to not take the shit personally! You have been in here, breakin’ bread with me and these men and all the other knights, laughing in our damned faces when all the while, you wrote that we were disgusting and shameful to God! What do you know about God, Brooks?” Saint lunged across the table again, this time, pointing directly in his face.  “You don’t know shit about God! About creation. If you did, you’d know that you come from a black woman. It’s in your DNA, it’s in all of our DNA, you ignorant son of a bitch!”
 
   Jagger pulled Saint’s arm in an attempt to calm him. Saint shook free and moved swiftly around the table toward Brooks. 
 
   Brooks shuffled his feet in his chair. “If you harm one hair on my head, you will be arrested!”
 
   Saint roughly grabbed his chair and got in his personal space. Brooks looked up at him, clearly trying in vain to keep a cool face. Saint could smell his fear; it would have been intoxicating if he was into that sort of thing.  
 
   “Brooks, let’s have a quick little discussion, just out of curiosity, ’kay?”
 
   “...Okay...”
 
   “So, in some of that shit you wrote, you said blacks are freeloaders. They want shit for free all the time—handouts. You said none of them ever contributed to society. All they do is commit crimes, make a bunch of babies they can’t take care of and are intellectually inferior to all other races, but especially the white race. You mentioned some other shit, too, but I’m going to stay focused on that right now. That’s plenty, don’t you think?” Saint used all of his will power to keep from popping Brooks in the face with a ferocious left hook. “People like you really intrigue me.  I’ve seen people like you before, but I had to pay admission! You fucking freak show.”
 
   Lawrence and Jagger burst out laughing, then quickly got control of themselves.
 
    “So, can you humor me for a moment, and explain to a dumb mothafucka like me who obviously doesn’t get it,” he rolled his eyes, “what the fuck you’re talking about? Shit, maybe I really am the stupid one. Help me out here.” He looked over at Jagger and they exchanged smirks. “Help me understand what the fuck you’re talking about, man ... come on, break it down for me.”
 
   “Saint, be reasonable. I believe that deep down, you know that African Americans are inferior. Sure, I’ve heard everything you’ve had to say, and some of it, well, was interesting but I could tell you are a very smart man, you’re just warped. Because of your attraction to black women, you’ve tried to rationalize it,” Brooks stated matter-of-factly as sweat ran down his face. “Your attraction is a disorder, kind of like being gay. It’s an abomination and unnatural.”
 
   Lawrence and Saint shot each other a glance and burst out laughing.
 
   “Oh, really? Wow. It all makes sense now.” Saint smiled. “How are black people inferior though ?”
 
   “Well, for starters, their intellect, as stated. Even their brains, on average, are smaller than yours, mine and those of all other races of people. You’ve basically been practicing bestiality, Saint. Those people are only a few notches higher than a gorilla. We are way more advanced than blacks, even your race is, the Chinese side of you.”
 
   “Korean, Brooks.” Saint sighed. “You haven’t listened to anything I’ve said about my own personal story, yet you are supposedly gathering information.” He shook his head. “My father is Muslim and Egyptian. My mother was Buddist and Korean. I have that in all of my books. I mention it before most of my lectures and conferences, and it is even printed in my bio online! How can you talk about anyone being inferior when you can’t even remember the basics?!”
 
   “It was an honest mistake.”
 
   “I bet your father said that to your mother right after he busted off in her...”
 
   Lawrence and Jagger burst out laughing again, causing Brooks to turn red with anger.
 
   “I can give you more information about this, Saint.”
 
   “Uh huh, I see.”
 
   “They have the highest dependency on government subsidies. They are sucking the life right out of our economy!”
 
   “And how do we obtain growth, as a nation, Brooks? How do we fix this?”
 
   “Well, through self-sufficiency.”
 
   “And how does one become self-sufficient?”
 
   “From income and sustainability.”
 
   “And how does one get income and sustainability?” Saint pressed on, still gripping Brooks’ chair as he glowered at him.
 
   “From their own business or a job with an established company.”
 
   “Bingo!” Saint stood straight and clapped loudly. “You can take care of yourself, from a job or running your own company. What people, for the longest damn time, Brooks, were getting loans for small businesses?”
 
   “Saint, everyone was offered the same opp—”
 
   “Bullshit! And you know it’s bullshit! Blacks were not getting bank loans nearly as much as whites and the whites that were getting the loans, sometimes their credit was jacked up, but they got the loan anyway! This is documented! It’s in our history and is still happening to this day. You expect a person to pull themselves up by the bootstraps when they have no damn shoes!” 
 
   “No, I—”
 
   “Just stop!” Saint put his hand up. “You had your chance, now it’s my turn. My grandparents were Korean immigrants. Neither one of them could speak a lick of English. They moved to New York, from Korea, and started a business. They only had about fifty dollars between the two of ’em. This was back in the ’50s. They didn’t have good or bad credit. They had no credit! Their store was very successful.”
 
   “Well, that is because they were hard workers. Most black people in this country, the African Americans, are not.”
 
    “Where are your clown shoes? You must be kidding me.” Saint’s nostrils flared as he looked at Brooks with disgust. “I will tell you why: Because they had support from banks and other Koreans around the area. Not only that, they treated their customers well, so that gave them an advantage. Now, my mother-in-law is off the damn chain, Brooks. You’ve heard me speak of her in a couple meetings before. Despite her attitude at times, I love her to death. I love her, because she is the mother of my wife—she brought that woman that I adore so much into the world. That black woman, who bore my children, is my best friend. She is my heart and soul.”
 
   “I understand that you love your wife, but she is still—”
 
    “Shut up. I’m not finished speaking and I swear to God,” Saint seethed and spat through clenched teeth, “if you say one shady thing about my ol’ lady I will fuck your face up so bad it will look like a damn Picasso painting when I’m finished—rearranged like a mothafucka dot org!”
 
   Brooks reared back in his seat, his eyes round as saucers.
 
    “Anyway” Saint regained his composure. “My mother-in-law can say some ignorant shit. She really can—but book-smarts, she got that on lock, and so does my wife. She could run rings around you and almost everyone else I know, in a college classroom, on her worst day.”
 
   “And let me guess? It’s the white man’s fault that she is a failure?”
 
   “She was set up to fail financially, and you and I both know it. She was discriminated against; she didn’t get the loan she needed back in the ’80s, to start her own natural hair care salon. She got the idea after her black daughter, my wife, told her she didn’t want any more relaxers in her hair. Having your hair natural wasn’t in style at that time. The ’70s were over, the ’80s had brought the jheri curl. She just woke up one morning and told her mother, ‘I don’t want another perm.’ 
 
   “So, my mother-in-law got the idea to start a shop for women who felt the exact same way as her little girl at the time. She was light-years before her time, trying to be innovative and cater to women of color—African, African American, Caribbean, some Dominican and Puerto Rican women—all the ones with kinky hair that wanted to have nice hairstyles and maintenance for it. She could do all the perms, jheri curls and all that other stuff, too. She was going to offer it all, but natural hair was going to be her calling card, before anyone else was doing it. Her credit was good, contrary to the stereotypes you’ve thrown out. She had established credit, paid her bills on time and worked two jobs supporting her three children. People like her get no credit though! She didn’t freeload, shit!”
 
   Brooks squirmed in his chair, his knuckles dead white on the armrests.
 
    “You see her comin’ and think, ‘Just another lazy ass black woman, making babies and living off of hard working people.’ All of her children have the same father, Brooks. She has a cosmetology license. She didn’t get welfare, Brooks! She is not the exception; there are many more stories like hers. Hell, who knows?! By now she could’ve been a celebrity stylist!”
 
   “Saint, what do you want from me?” Brooks grimaced, obviously exhausted from the verbal beat-down. “Okay fine, you know who I am. You still believe black people are top notch.” He shrugged. “Honestly, your group shouldn’t be in existence because James was a government official. That was a conflict of interest. His obsessions colored his decision making process. My own personal feelings aside, this is just wrong.”
 
   “If you think I’m going to allow you to drag James’ name in the mud, you are sorely mistaken, Brooks. You want to keep the races separate, do your thing, but you fucked up when you crossed the line, under the guise of being a Rainbeau. The Knights ... and I ... do ...  not ...  play. We are a brotherhood. We are cult-like without the brain washing; we are like gang members that clean up well. We will fuck you up in a heartbeat. I don’t hire pussies. Believe that without a shadow of a doubt, because your ass would’ve never got past me. That is for damn sure, fucking weasel. ”
 
   There was a brief silence.
 
   “I don’t have any punk asses in this group and the people I’ve personally screened are no new jacks to this interracial thing we call love. No one here is afraid to dismantle a person like you, either. If I got on the phone right now and asked a few to come back down here, explained the situation, you’d be dead.”
 
   “Are you threatening me, Dr. Aknaten?” 
 
   “Of course not.” Saint got right in his face, forcing Brooks to veer back. “I’d never threaten you, Brooks.” Saint grabbed Brooks’ collar and straightened it, along with his crooked black tie. “I don’t make veiled threats. I hand-deliver promises.” 
 
   He let his voice trail away, and the room seemed to get colder.
 
   “Now, before we get going with phase II, you know, before you get into—”
 
   “Phase two? Saint, can’t we just talk about this?”
 
   “No, I’m finished talking to you, Brooks. Talking to you was as much fun as the notion of a game of leapfrog with unicorns.” Saint waved at Jagger, urging him to come closer. “Now, as I was saying, before you get into your car after all of this is over and hit a red light—know that a black man invented that. I just thought you should know that a black man invented the traffic light.” Saint waved. “You know, the lazy, shiftless black people you despise, that want shit for free, tiny brains ’nd all.”
 
   “And once you get home and open the refrigerator to get something to eat, remember, a black man helped you keep that shit cold so all of your food wouldn’t spoil. Yeah, that nice new refrigerator you just bought, that basic technology was invented by a black man. I don’t see any gorrillas getting any patents, Brooks. Once you drop the cheesecake on the floor and make a big mess, you’ll have to grab your mop—a black man invented that as well. And when you get on your computer and tell everyone that you are unemployed and don’t recall certain aspects of your life in recent months, you can thank Dr. Mark Dean, a black man, for his IBM inventions, which helped make it possible for you to type out that email.” Saint folded his arms across his chest and looked down at Brooks in revulsion. 
 
   “What are you talking about? Don’t recall? What are you going to do?!”
 
   “Yo, Jag, let’s get started.” Saint took a seat while Jagger rounded the table. 
 
   Grabbing Brooks’ arms, Jagger handcuffed his wrists to the armchair. Brooks twisted and turned, struggling and cursing one moment and pleading with them another.
 
   “Let’s say you had an opportunity to right a wrong.” Jagger grabbed his ankles and began to tie them together. “Let’s say, you could be forgiven for everything bad you had done, just by forgetting all about it and everyone you’d told about anything that could harm others, their memory of the incidents vanished just like your own.”
 
   “What are you talking about?!” Brooks pulled at his restraints, almost falling over in his chair. His eyes wild and jumpy, he looked about the room, then focused Saint. “You all are crazy! You’re absolutely insane!”
 
   Saint chuckled and rested his elbows on the table. Cupping his chin, he said nothing.
 
   “We’re going to make sure you right this wrong, Brooks,” Jagger continued. “Now, Lawrence read through all of your emails. You were building a case, but couldn’t close out. You haven’t said anything about the organization, besides your own opinion, as of yet. Nevertheless, we are a secret group for a reason—and it needs to stay that way. So, here is how this is going to go. I’m going to erase your memory, and the information you shared with others about us will also vanish from their minds. It’s like a domino effect and I’m quite good at it. It took years to perfect, but now, I have it down pat. After that, I will implant false memories to fill in the majority of the gaps for you, okay?”
 
   Brooks stopped struggling and looked into Jagger’s eyes, then burst out laughing. “This can’t be really happening? Saint, you and this spectacle you’ve got going can’t—”
 
   Jagger grabbed Brooks by the back of the neck and pressed his hand firmly on the top of his head. Brooks struggled violently then, after a few moments, he fell limp, as if a tranquilizer dart had shot straight through his heart. Saint watched eagerly, paying attention to Jagger’s every utterance and move. 
 
   “Mmmm, hmmm ... erasing almost complete,” Jagger said after several minutes passed. “I’ll stop right before he was told about the group.” Jagger closed his eyes, his lids dancing about as he watched in fast motion Brook’s entire life history for the past several years. 
 
   Saint grabbed his nearby water bottle, took a long gulp and continued to watch. Jagger’s body shook as if he were being electrocuted. The lights in the room flickered on and off. Finally, Brooks slumped down to the floor, as if dead. But he wasn’t; he was very much alive. Jagger went into trance. He made his thoughts visible, causing Saint and Lawrence to snicker—images of pink horses, Leprechauns and other strange imagery filled the memorial cavities. Jagger began to relax and smile. He was enjoying the twisted event, the contagious pleasure almost euphoric, like a contact high. 
 
   “Hey Jagger.” Saint sported a mischievous grin. “A, put a memory in there where he is in love with black chicks ...  only! Program his ass. Yeah, do it man. He can’t even get hard anymore unless the woman is black. Put that shit in there!” Saint was psyched. “Then have him go and declare that to his bigot friends in Michigan.” Lawrence and Saint looked at each other and burst out laughing. “Yeah, that would be some sweet ass justice.”
 
   “Sure thing.” Jagger laughed as he finished the job. 
 
   “Oh, and one more thing before we send Mr. Brooks on his way.” Saint stood and walked over to the two men. “Let him get a sample, a taste, of what it felt like to be an African slave in America. I want him to feel what it may have been like to see your family sold, the love of your life hauled away and your children bought right in front of your eyes, as if they were no better or worse than a bag of flour. I want him to have hallucinations about this shit. Make him have nightmares about it for an entire year—the duration of time he has been in this organization, lying and scheming. Make the shit vivid. He needs a wake up call. No one infiltrates the Knights without retribution, and the time will always fit the crime. Jagger, proceed.”
 
   “Yes indeed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: twelve]CHAPTER 12 
 
    
 
   Nizsm sat on the side of his bed, peering across his darkened, cool bedroom. The night air blew inside, swaying the sheer navy curtains and providing erotic fragrance from the blue lotuses right outside the open balcony window. He gripped the side of the bed as a feeling of euphoria rushed over his bare chest. He rose and leisurely went to the balcony doors. Standing under the luminous full moon, a tiny smile cracked across his face, until it blossomed into a full-grown, toothy grin. 
 
   “Saint, good boy,” he whispered aloud, his voice carried away by the blustering breeze that tickled his ebony pajama pants, causing them to flap in the late evening wind. 
 
   For three days, he’d tried in vain to reach the Princess of Life. It excited him, made his blood flow ten times faster than normal. He almost passed out from exhilaration. The icing on the cake was in a dream played out in stereo for his listening pleasure, this very evening.  He saw her still as a mannequin—no signs of life; she was gone. Now, once and for all, he was certain and could call off his plans to pay a home visit. He didn’t have to go to America, to California. He had no idea what Saint may have planned should he step on the soil. Yes, this way was much better. No heartbeat, the child is dead. No child, his position was secure and all was well with the world... 
 
   Nizsm walked back into his bedroom, closing the balcony doors behind him. He picked up his phone and called Ali.
 
   “Ali, you were right. She has no heartbeat. Either Saint has carried out my wishes or his wife has had a miscarriage. Either way, it works out beautifully.”
 
   “Yes, I feel that that is true as well. No energy, no heartbeat, you can rest assured now.”
 
   “This is wonderful news.” Nizsm sat on his bed, beaming, filled to the brim with excitement.
 
   “I still can’t read Saint. He appears to be blocking himself and everyone else, for that matter. Regardless, your problem is taken care of. Have a good evening, Nizsm.”
 
   “I shall.” 
 
   Nizsm hung up the phone and looked over at his sleeping first wife. This was cause for celebration. He grazed her skin with his fingertips and lowered himself over her, after removing his pants and casting them aside. Her eyes fluttered open as they made visual contact. Without hesitation, he crudely spread her legs apart and entered her, thrusting deeply, celebrating the death of a child with vehement, carnal pleasure, all throughout the night... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “This will do.” Saint looked over the shirt.
 
   “I don’t know if I can reach it.” 
 
   “Reach what, baby?” Saint asked as he exited the closet, his naked body glistening from freshly applied spearmint scented oil. 
 
   He heard a creaking noise and a slight grunt, then a whimper. 
 
   “Xenia, what are you doing?” he asked gruffly as he made a mad dash into their master suite bathroom. “Xenia!” She strained as she teetered on the toilet seat, trying to reach the blown light bulb above it.
 
   He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her off the toilet seat. Although she pushed at his arms, she was no match for the hold he had on her.
 
   “I was trying to change the bulb. It’s blown.  I don’t need any help. Put me down, will you?!”
 
   “Why were you up there? I’ve told you several times to please not do things like that.” He placed her down on her feet. “Just ask me to take care of it.”
 
   “Saint, I’ve about had enough of you being over protective lately. This is getting out of hand. You are acting like some he-man orangutan! Planet of the Apes mess.” She aggressively brushed past him and entered the bedroom.
 
   Saint charged after her and playfully tackled her to the bed.
 
   “Saint!” she screamed, giggling as he made loud monkey noises and pinned her down. “Stop it!” She writhed underneath him, her gown bunching up around her waist as she kicked her legs and flailed her arms.
 
   “Ooh Ooh Ahh Ahh!” He playfully bared his teeth and shook his head as if he were an enraged primate.
 
   “Oh Jesus, you’re a nut!” She laughed so hard, she began to cough.
 
   Saint slowly released her and sat up on his knees. He looked down at her as if she were a meal prepared especially for him.
 
   “Oh no.” Her tinkling laugher was music to his ears. “Not the look!” She ran her hand over her stomach and sat up. He slid off the bed and went to the bathroom. When he returned, he had a clear bowl of water, a towel, soap and essential oils. He made eye contact with his wife, enjoying the bewilderment that crept across her face. 
 
   After he set the items down beside him, he sat cross legged before her and placed her feet flat on his lap. He blew her a kiss, then took one foot and brought it up to his mouth. He kissed the top of her feet softly, sweetly, as he stared into her eyes, making her sigh. He picked up the other, and lavished it with the same affection. Saint then dipped his hands into the warm water and rubbed the liquid warmth all over her feet, taking his time as he massaged each one, slowly moving his thumbs and fingers along her heels, ankles, the balls and finally, her toes. 
 
   Rubbing the soap between his hands until both were covered in soft, white, frothy suds, he cleaned her feet just as carefully as he had while massaging them—pushing his fingers between her toes and working over every inch of flesh from her ankle downward. Xenia flexed her toes, obviously enjoying his manual movements as slow sighs kept escaping her lips. 
 
   After he was satisfied, he adjusted one of her feet above the bowl, cupped some water and let it run over her skin back into the basin. He rinsed repeatedly, until all the suds were gone. Flaunting a crooked grin, he then opened up a bottle of caramel apple scented oil—one of Xenia’s favorite scents. He poured a dime-sized droplet into his palm, rubbed his hands together, then massaged her feet once again, coating them in a thin layer of the silky, delicious scent. When he’d finished, he kissed her feet all over, sucking her toes lightly and enjoying her soft, sensual whimpers. After a few moments, he released her feet, and placed them back on his lap. 
 
   Their gazes locked.
 
   “That was nice, honey. Thank you,” she said softly.
 
   “It’s a way of honoring you. Of telling you how much I love and appreciate you. To wash someone’s feet and kiss them means you adore that person—that they mean the world to you. I’m your student and teacher.” His love for her caught in his throat. “I’m in awe of you and don’t ever think I’m too good to kneel before you. It means, I humble myself to you. I love you so much, baby.” 
 
   The apple of Xenia’s cheeks turned several shades of crimson. She reached downward and stroked the top of his head, his black, silky tresses slinking through her fingers. Saint pushed his hands roughly up her legs, pressing hard into her skin, lifting her gown further along the way. He kissed her knees, then made his way up between her thighs. Xenia shuddered when he burrowed his face snuggly between her legs. 
 
   “All I need is your legs spread and my head buried between them,” he murmured.
 
   He worked his tongue back and forth over her creases, tantalizing her clit. Then, he took her all in. He gently sucked her labia, bringing the soft, feminine folds gently into his mouth. She began to moan louder and scoot up the bed. He caught her, pinned her down and flicked the tip of his tongue all of her pussy. 
 
   “Ahhh, ohh, Saint!” Xenia fell flat on the bed, shaking her head back and forth.
 
   Enjoying the show and feeling turned on, he didn’t slow down. He didn’t dare slow down. He grabbed her ass, bringing her fully to his lips, not leaving a slither of space unattended as he drove his tongue in and out of her. And she rained into his mouth, screaming out his name as she twisted and contorted in the tangle of sheets. 
 
   “Mmmm ... mmmm, baby,” he murmured as he swallowed her juices. “Your pussy tastes so damn good...” 
 
   He held her trembling body until she came down her high, then prepared for a second assault. 
 
   “Oh, no,” she gasped. “Not again...”
 
   Lights out.
 
   When she awakened some time later, he kissed her inner thighs and tasted the last of her pussy liquor for old time’s sake. He stood and gently rubbed the tip of his erection, removing the pre-cum with his thumb—but he pushed his needs aside. Tonight, he wanted it to be all about her. It was a daunting task, but he managed to take it slow and easy as he walked around the bed. Xenia immediately got comfortable, the want clearly defined in her eyes. Sliding under the sheets, he nestled her close to him and kissed her forehead.
 
   “I love you, baby.” He squeezed her as she ran her fingers down his heaving chest. 
 
   Xenia flung the covers off of her. “No way, Jose. What do you think you’re doing?” she said in mock horror.
 
   Saint shrugged. “I was just doing something for you. I wasn’t sure, you know, that you’d want that. I know sometimes you, well, with the pregnancy and all, I just thought... ”
 
   “Boy, stop playin’. You better give me that damn thing!” 
 
   Before he could respond, he watched her gaze at his thick dick and maneuver over his legs. He opened his thighs, letting them fall lazily wide, to match the size of his eyes as she put her hot mouth on his cock. 
 
   “Uhh! Baby, fuck!” Saint gripped the pillow next to him. She was sucking his dick so deliciously, so nastily, he was sure those jaws could remove dried paint from a concrete wall. “Goddamn it!” He flung his head back on the headboard when she twirled her long tongue around the head then took him deep in her mouth, playing with her breasts in the process. “Shit!” 
 
   “You know ... just how ... I like it,” he said breathlessly as his eyes rolled back. He gripped the back of her head and gently thrust in and out of her mouth. “Xenia, damn! You’re trying to drive me crazy!”
 
   She continued on, gripping the base of his rod. The wet, slurping noises were pushing him over the edge. Finally, she pulled off with a popping noise. A slim trail of saliva and pre-cum hung like a cityscape clothes line from the bottom of her lip to the tip of his cock. The nastiness of that sight turned him on even more. He balled her hair in his fist and waited for her next move...
 
   “Come on, baby, don’t stop! Keep sucking my damn dick! Don’t tease me, Goddess.” he panted, knowing she was working him up. 
 
   With the smile she was giving him, she had him by the balls. He was completely at her sexual mercy. There were a few things Saint didn’t play about. Food, cars, his family, fucking, giving his Queen head, and getting dome. He was serious as a heart attack about it—and a master of the oral game. He had a black belt from ‘Eat Rite’ University and he was proud to have been her Professor. She went from a C student to straight As and cum laude, and boy did she make him cum loudly.  Because of her, he now craved dome more than ever in his entire, extensive sexual history. She was a quick study, and it didn’t hurt that she loved every damn throat gagging moment of it. 
 
   Finally she stopped teasing and swept him in her mouth, up and down. Down and up. She popped it out of her mouth, flicking her tongue over the tip and running her tongue along the thick, rigid veins. 
 
   “Fuck baby ... fuck!”
 
   She sucked the head like a crawfish, causing him to groan throaty and loud. “Ahhh! Don’t make ... don’t make me... ” He slid further down the bed, completely losing control. “Don’t make me ... cum ... ahhh! I’m going to ... bust! Xenia, shit!” 
 
   She gently stroked his balls, trying to get that creaminess right out of him. Instead, he snatched his cock out of her mouth, held his dick and rolled her on her side with his free hand. Lifting her leg, he dove deep inside of her, burying his dick in her pussy until his pelvis was flush with her soft ass cheeks, making her scream out to the angels, sun and moon. He rode her body as if his life depended on it. 
 
   “Fuck! Fuck! Fuuuck!” 
 
   He thrust into her repeatedly, driving them both mad. He was close; there was no turning back. He could see the finish line and he knew—it would soon be covered in snow... 
 
   “I’m cummin’ again, baby. Saint!” 
 
   She jerked, her ass pushing back against his groin as he continued to pound her from the side. Saint dropped his head on her shoulder, humping her diligently, his pelvis smacking into her ass and his hand on her breast. 
 
   “Uhh! Xenia! Here I cum ... Here I cum, baby!” he roared as he exploded inside of her, warm semen leaving his body and flowing into hers. His balls tightened and his abdomen contracted with each lunge. It felt so good; he wished he could bottle the sensations and rewind time whenever she wasn’t around...  
 
   “Ahhh, shit ... woman.” 
 
   Gently, he kissed her shoulder and pulled away. He sat up, his inner ears ringing, then fell back onto the bed, dazed but definitely not confused. “Whew ... shit.”
 
   Xenia laughed lightly and sat up, grasping part of the sheet and holding it to her warm body. 
 
   “Your head game ... woman, goddamn!” He laughed as he ran his fingers up and down her arm. “You’ve gotten so good at that ... make a man ... go crazy,” he gasped. 
 
   He closed his eyes briefly, trying desperately to catch his breath. “Whew, I almost didn’t make it. It caught me by surprise.” 
 
   He smiled lazily at her. Xenia grinned at him, showing a slight blush then rose from the bed, disappearing into the bathroom. Saint could see her through a slither of the partially opened door. He watched as she ran water in the sink basin, feeling like a peeping Tom, and it turned him on. It was her customary way and he enjoyed it immensely. Sometimes she’d look over her shoulder and wink at him, and sometimes he’d tease her, saying that he put a quarter in the slot, and expected her to bend over and let him see her candy. 
 
   He liked watching her run a fresh washcloth under the water and clean her pussy from top to bottom.  She stopped allowing him to do it as much—clean her up. He’d run the warm cloth along her, gaze into her eyes, do it again and then before long, he would be back inside of her. It always led to more sex. Therefore, he was fired from pussy clean-up detail due to bad behavior. He smiled at the thought and stared back at her while she opened her labia and worked the cloth over his favorite meal, knowing it would be good and ready for his tongue again a little while later, and she’d pretend to resist. There was no such thing as one time; he had to have her again and again... 
 
   He pulled his fixated eyes away from her and let his thoughts drift. Pushing the incredible sex aside, he focused on his daughter, what had happened with Brooks, and his father’s woes and deceit. At times he felt overwhelmed, but not for long. He didn’t have time to drift in self-pity, and it wasn’t his thing. He was proactive; there was no sense in getting upset about things he couldn’t change, and the things he could, he made sure he tackled them like a linebacker. 
 
   He looked back at the bathroom, where Xenia was now playing with her hair. That woman was his whole world. Saint understood that he was fanatical about her—she was his manic obsession, but he didn’t care. His heart thumped loudly in his chest at the sight of her. He felt his tightfisted, possessive nature over her increase, rise to the top of his lungs like cream in soup. He could barely focus when he was inside of her, around her, or in the same room. 
 
   Xenia, you belong to me, baby. You aren’t going anywhere, ever again. My daughter and my sons belong to me. I’m a daddy and a husband, provider and lover; and no one, I mean no one, is going to jeopardize what we have. Nizsm isn’t done. I know he isn’t. Once he finds out he’s been duped, he is coming after me and our baby—and I’ll be ready. This is one blood bath I will enjoy immensely... 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Three weeks later... 
 
   “Keep tickin' and tockin', work it all around the clock! Everybody keep rockin' and clockin' ...  and shockin' and rockin'!”
 
   Saint continued to rap and dance to the music, shuffling his feet to the beat in the large, sleek finished basement. He was listening to the favorites in his classic hip hop collection for the third time that evening. Xenia was upstairs drying the boys off from their bath, and he’d decided he wanted some alone time with his mistress, Rap music. It had been a long day and he was eager to be home and unwind. He kept moving, until he thought he heard someone calling him from the top of the basement stairs.
 
   “Saiiiiint!”
 
   The music continued to blare.
 
   “Saint!” She came to the bottom of the steps, her hand on her hip and her other hand gripping his cell phone. He walked to his computer and shut off the music. “I’ve been calling your name for a while, baby. Beset is tucking the boys in. I wish she didn’t feel the need to do that every night. Anyway, I even paged you down here on the intercom. You must be zoned out and the music was so loud, you’d think we had Afrika Bambaataa here in the flesh. I see you’re in an old school mood.” She handed him the phone with a smirk on her face. 
 
   He reached for it and kissed her cheek. “Thanks, baby.”
 
   “Hello?” He craned his neck, watching as she made her way back up the steps, his focus tight on her rear end until he could no longer see it sway from side to side.
 
   “Saint, it’s Lawrence.”
 
   “Hey, man! You didn’t get enough of me today, huh?”
 
   Lawrence laughed on the other end of the phone. “Actually, I did. I’m not sure why you felt the need to get into such detail about the female orgasm during a meeting about the recent jump in interracial marriages since year 2008. Your explanation was rather graphic.”
 
   Saint burst out laughing. “I made it pertinent. Weren’t you paying attention?” he teased.
 
   “Of course ... of course I was,” Lawrence said shyly. “You gave some good information. Uh, but that isn’t the reason I’m calling.”
 
   Saint leaned against the leather sectional sofa. “What’s up?”
 
   “Xenia is what? Like five months pregnant now?”
 
   “Almost six.”
 
   “I’m surprised Nizsm hasn’t tried anything, I’m worried for you guys. He must know that Xenia is still pregnant. This could get dangerous.”
 
   Saint had deliberated several times on whether he should tell Lawrence about the heartbeat spell, but had talked himself out of it at each and every turn. Xenia was protected. Beset had explained in great detail that the thoughts of the woman he had entered, and gotten pregnant, would be blocked for all but him until the birth. It was a convenient side effect of the spell and it worked like a charm—but only for an Angel Child’s soulmate ... and that’s what she was. He had had Lawrence ‘test her’ some time ago, with no explanation as to why. Lawrence confirmed it, saying her energy was like Fort Knox. 
 
   Regardless of all of this, Lawrence may not be so lucky. He surely wasn’t a soulmate, and his level of energy wasn’t up to par to fight a long haul with the likes of Nizsm. It was just too risky. One false move and the entire plan could unravel. The less he knew about the new developments, the better.
 
   “Well, let’s just say I have some surprises up my sleeve, and I’ll be ready.” Saint walked back over to his computer and turned the music back on, but kept it at a low volume. 
 
   “Okay, I’m sure you do. If you want to discuss it or run anything past me, please do. Anyway, I won’t hold you, just looking out for you, Saint. I looked into the man’s eyes. He is pure evil. And besides, I feel ... I feel like we are really close now, you and I, and I’d hate for something to happen to you or Xenia.” Saint could hear the deep trepidation in Lawrence’s voice.
 
   “And I appreciate that, Lawrence, I really do. I also will take you up on your offer if need be and I promise to be careful. Get some sleep. We have a big day tomorrow.”
 
   “I will. Talk to ya soon.”
 
   Saint ended the call and tossed his phone onto the couch. He paced, running his hands up and down his face. So many things ran through his mind, worries that he tried to push aside. He’d been having bad dreams again, and he knew they were nothing to ignore.
 
   Time to get everyone in gear. Only a few months to go before Isis is born.
 
   He cracked his knuckles. After a few moments, he headed to his wet bar and poured himself a drink, filling the glass with Crown Royal to the rim. 
 
   “No more spirited water from Beset. She’s all out. This will have to do!” He placed the glass to his lips. “Cheers! It’s about to go down...”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Three weeks later... 
 
   “Please, you must not do anything out of the ordinary.” Beset poured the cup of coffee, holding the black and silver carafe steady.
 
   “But I can’t leave her here, Beset.” Saint cleared his throat as he adjusted in his seat at the breakfast bar in his kitchen. He looked around, trying to keep his voice down.
 
   “Yes, you must. This conference you speak of was planned in advance, yes?”
 
   “Yeah, but...”
 
   “Then it’s settled. I will watch over her and the children. Besides, it is not for a while, but I know you plan these things well in advance. Even your wife demanded you go, Saint.”
 
   “Of course she’d say that, Beset. Xenia acts like Mrs. Fearless sometimes but I’m not buying it. I know her heart. She is scared out of her mind sometimes. I just don’t feel comfortable with you being the only person here. No offense.” He took the mug from her hands and sipped it. “Thank you. I don’t like coffee though.”
 
   The old lady grinned. “I know, but you need it this morning. You have two radio interviews ... and the final finishing touches to make for your conference.”
 
   “No conference ... no, no!” He shook his finger and took another sip, grimacing as it went down his throat. 
 
   “You are going, too.” Xenia came up behind him and kissed his ear as she slid into a seat next to him. “Good morning, Beset.” She rubbed her belly, crossed her legs and scratched her scarf covered head as a yawn escaped her mouth.
 
   “Good morning, Mrs. Aknaten. How did you rest? Better, yes?”
 
   “I did. Thank you so much for that tea. It’s hard getting comfortable now in the bed. I’m a belly sleeper and now that’s impossible. I shouldn’t be doing it anyway, but old habits die hard.”
 
   “You’re supposed to be on your side,” Saint chimed in as he masked a smirk on his face.
 
   Xenia rolled her eyes. “Always bossing me around.” She accepted the mug of coffee from Beset and took a sip. “Mmmm, this is good, Beset. Thank you.”
 
   “Yes. I will make you both breakfast, and the children.” She turned and walked toward the stove.
 
   Xenia abruptly turned toward Saint and yanked the sleeve of his shirt, almost causing him to spill his drink.
 
   “What’d you do that for?” His eyebrows bunched in annoyance as he placed it down on the counter. 
 
   “Saint, now look—it is really important that you do what we agreed to. We said at the beginning of this, we’d behave as normal but you have not been doing that, not by a long shot.”
 
   “Xenia, my first priority is your and our family’s well-being. I can’t stick to a plan if I don’t think it is in your best interest.”
 
   “Saint, that’s just the thing, it is in my best interest. Look, my mom can come by every now and again and she can...”
 
   “Xenia, what the hell is Mama Pam going to do if Nizsm comes here?! Curse him out to death?! Death by ‘motherfucker’?  Like a million ‘fuck-yous’ will remedy the problem, huh? Blow cigarette smoke on him so much that he keels over from instant lung cancer. Come on now!” Saint turned away from her, staring at his coffee mug. 
 
   “Saint, you have two Rainbeau Knights escorting me to work now. They are obviously oblivious as to why and then at night, you have Lawrence doing a couple drive-bys every damn evening.”
 
   Saint looked at her, feigning surprise.
 
   “Don’t give me that look. That’s right! I know all about it.” She pointed her finger in his face. “I’ve seen his car circling our house for a while now. This is just getting ridiculous! You told me that I needed to stay happy and peaceful, but I am anything but! When is this going to end, huh?”
 
   “After he’s dead.”
 
   He stared at his wife, his face serious and his body relaxed. He took another sip of his coffee. The words themselves were a reprieve. Just to say them, gave him a small moment of peace. It unnerved him that he was delighting in this, the thought of gutting the man from head to toe like a fish, and he played it out quite happily in his mind. He’d never wanted to kill anyone so badly in all his life. Even Stanley didn’t scratch the surface of this new found hatred he was gorging on for breakfast, lunch and dinner, on a daily basis. Yet, he was never full. He needed the real thing—so that the people he loved could be at peace.
 
   Xenia turned away, grimacing. He picked up a small brown book off the counter that had caught his interest at the airport bookstore in Egypt while he waited for the plane. He was shocked that it lined up with what Beset later told him about regarding the angel, Gabriel. He flipped through it casually. His hands landed on a page that depicted seven Archangels: Gabriel, Michael, Raphael, Uriel, Selaphiel, Jegudiel, and Barachiel. He became transfixed on the illustrations—the clouds, the larger than life wings and the intensity of their faces. 
 
   Beset was right. The archangels are identified in Islam.
 
   He had no idea why such a thing would be in an Egyptian airport bookstore that was chock full of overpriced touristy merchandise. It was strange the way it had just lain there ... yet this book was there, the only one of its kind sitting on the shelf all by its lonesome. Three of the angels drew him in, their faces full of angst. He was surprised at how angry they looked, holding weapons, not harps. They were fighting. Their legs were muscular. They looked like grown men who lived in ancient gyms—with their curly locks, beards, Gladiator sandals and a ‘fuck with me if you dare’ aura. Saint saw a bit of himself in the depictions of the old oil paintings. They seemed alive, however. He imagined his mind was playing tricks on him as he believed he saw their eyes staring at him, as much as he was staring down at them. Just then, Xenia’s voice cut through his fixated thoughts. 
 
   “You told me you need to see your father, run back to New York for a few things, but you’re afraid to leave me. You told me we need to go the firing range; you want to teach me how to shoot a gun! Saint, Lord Jesus.” She shook her head and turned away from him. “I already know how to shoot a gun,” she whispered before taking another sip of her coffee.
 
   “Yeah, but you’re rusty and you never had any defense training. It’s overdue ... and watch your coffee intake. That’s not decaf.”
 
   Xenia let out a long-suffering sigh while Beset piled yellow, fluffy scrambled eggs onto four plates, along with crispy hash browns and home-made waffles topped with fresh, thinly sliced strawberries with powdered sugar.
 
   “Beset, this is really nice, but you didn’t have to do all of this.”
 
   “No no, I want you to have all the comforts of home without you having to do all of the work. I’ve been using your cookbook.” She pointed to the red and white Betty Crocker staple conveniently placed in the corner next to the stove. “Little Isis is growing and also Hassani and Dakarai. You all need the food, Mrs. Aknaten.”
 
   Xenia slumped in her seat as she took one of the plates from the old woman’s hand. “Beset, please call me Xenia. Sometimes you do, sometimes you don’t, but I want you to feel comfortable ... all the time. And besides, I don’t like an elder calling me that—it seems disrespectful. You insisted I call you by your first name when you first got here, and I insist the same.” She smiled pleasantly at the old woman.
 
   “I understand.” She handed Saint his plate and turned back toward the stove. 
 
   Just then there was a knock at the door.
 
   Saint’s eyebrow shot up. “Are you expecting anyone?”
 
   “You need to calm down,” Xenia chided. “We have people drop by all the time.”
 
   “I’m not answering it,” he grumbled before taking a forkful of eggs, quickly shoving them into his mouth. “Mmmm,” he moaned in delight.
 
   “Why don’t you respond to my eggs like that?”
 
   “I do ... I just prefer to impregnate yours!” He laughed raucously. The doorbell rang again. Xenia punched him playfully on the shoulder as she slid out of her chair.
 
   “I’ll get the door.”
 
   “No, I’ll get it!” Saint slammed his fork down and gently pushed her back. “See?” He shook his finger at her. “That is exactly what I’m talking about.” He made his way out of the kitchen through the family room and grand entrance way. He looked out the peephole, took a deep breath and after bracing himself, opened the door wide open.
 
   “Hi Mama Pam,” he grinned, certain that his stressful morning would hit the skids. He looked her up and down, his eyes searching to find something humorous about her get-up to grant him a temporary escape from his woes, and there it was—an orange bouncy feather on each of her green shoes ... just sitting there atop them as if it had been super-glued. And it probably had. He smiled and crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   “Hey, Saint.” She brushed him aside and entered the house, adjusting her white bra strap and removing her large red Coach bag from around her shoulder. 
 
   “Now look.” She squinted her eyes and pointed at him. “Those roofers have tore my damn house up! I can’t stay in there with half the roof gone. It looks like I’m outside campin’! I can look up and see the damn stars ’nd shit. I ain’t no damn girlscout ... ain’t no marshmallow on a stick and I don’t have any damn cookies! You’d think I was a damn astrologer ... moons and Venus ’nd shit. Scorpio with Virgo risin’!”
 
   Saint shook his head and grinned. It took all of him to keep from laughing. He knew better; she was serious, evident from the scowl on her face.
 
    “Porshe and my grandbaby is stayin’ with a friend that lives close to her job, but I need to stay here for a week or two. That’s how long they said it would take. Xenia! Xeeeenia!” She called through the house, her bright green sling back kitten heels clacked against the marble floor, the feather waving around frantically with each hard step toward the kitchen. 
 
   Saint closed his eyes, and took another deep breath.
 
   What did I do to deserve this, God?
 
   He closed the front door and locked it, joining his mother-in-law and wife back in the kitchen. 
 
   “And who the hell is this?” Pam slammed her purse on the corner kitchen table and removed a pack of cigarettes.
 
   “Uh, Mama, you can’t smoke in the kitchen, remember?” Xenia whispered to her.
 
   “Oh hell! That’s right, you don’t want me smokin’ ’round the kids and you being pregnant ’nd all. I need to stay in the guest house then. I can’t live this way.” She plopped down into a chair and stared holes into Beset. “Y’all gotta a new cook or somethin’? Hey, can she cook pork chops and greens? I need someone to cook for me sometimes, too.”
 
   “Mama, this is Beset. Remember I told you we had some help here now? She is ... our nanny, just for a short while until I give birth.”
 
   “Nanny? Beset, huh? Beset, are you some kin to Saint, here? I see you dressed like a big ass doily. You a Muslim too, huh?”
 
   “Mama, Saint isn’t Muslim, you know that.” Xenia grimaced.
 
   “His damn daddy is. That’s good enough for me. She got on that stuff the Muslim women wear, all you can usually see are their eyes. I see she showin’ her full face. Usually I bet she wrapped tight like a mummy, like she a damn newborn bein’ swaddled for the winter ... baby Jesus in a manger.”
 
   “Hello,” Beset made her way toward Pam and extended her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   Pam looked at Beset’s hand then shook it lightly, examining it as if it were covered in flesh eating parasites. Saint cleared his throat and sat back down as Beset made her way back to the stove.
 
   “So, Mama Pam, you’ll be with us for a week or two, you said?”
 
   “Yeah, I got my shit in the car. Back to you, Beset. Xenia tol’ me she had someone helping her around, here and there, but she ain’t say nothing about you being a foreigner. I can tell by your accent, you ain’t from here. So y’all couldn’t hire an American?!” she adverted her eyes toward Saint. “All these Americans outta work, and you done went to Timbuktu and found you a walking curtain with matching valance to scoot her ass around yo’ kitchen, sweepin’ your floor with her hem.” Pam shook her head. “Like a big ass feather duster, huh?! That’s a damn shame!”
 
   “Saint met her in Egypt, Mama. She’s a ... friend of the family.”
 
   “You coulda paid me! Hell, I’m here now.” She looked at their plates. “I know how to make eggs ’nd shit. If you want me to cover everythang but my eyes, I will do that too, if it makes you feel more comfortable.”
 
   “Mama, stop. Come on, now.” Xenia shook her head and took a bite of her food. “Do you want something to eat?”
 
   “I don’t eat stranger’s cookin’.”
 
   Xenia rolled her eyes. “Every time you go to a restaurant, Mama, you eat a stranger’s cooking.” She turned back around to her plate.
 
   “Saint, my bags in tha car, go get ’em for me.” Pam stood, threw her car keys on the table and marched out the back patio door toward the guest house without another word. 
 
   “See?” Xenia smiled sweetly as she poured more syrup on her waffles.
 
   “See what?” Saint pushed his half empty coffee cup aside and grabbed a glass of water.
 
   “My mother is here; it was meant to be. That means you can go ahead and do your conference and visit your father.”
 
   Saint grimaced. “I like how your mother didn’t ask. She just barged right on in. Anyway, nothing has changed regarding the plans.”
 
   It got so quiet, one could hear a pin drop.
 
   “Why don’t you just tell Lawrence what’s going on? He can babysit me,” Xenia finally said.
 
   Her sarcastic tone wasn’t missed. Saint sucked his bottom lip. Some nights, he was so angry about the tribulations, he’d contemplated contacting Raphael and blurting out all of his woes. He hadn’t spoken to him in over a week, trying desperately to avoid the topic. He did need someone to help watch Xenia, help protect her, and Lawrence was the only person he knew that could assist ... but there was also Jagger... 
 
   Saint mulled over his thoughts, turning them like hay with a pitchfork as he devised a plan and golden road map in his mind. He was satisfied to skip his duties in Texas and hold off on the visit to New York, but Xenia wasn’t and she was beginning to resent him for it. Every other day, dust was kicked up regarding his protective nature, but he couldn’t help it now, could he? Maybe he’d be able to relax more if he took this chance. Was there any way at all to prevent Lawrence and Jagger from being readable by Nizsm? He was so desperate that at that moment, he, too, wished he had an Oracle.... 
 
   “I tell you what. Let me think this over, baby. I’m not giving any promises. I will see what I can do but one thing is for damn sure, I’m not leaving you here alone with just Mama Pam and Beset.” 
 
   He took one more bite of his eggs, kissed her goodbye and sauntered out the door. He passed the two Rainbeau Knights’ cars parked in front of his house, gave a faux carefree wave, and removed the luggage from Mama Pam’s car. Then he returned to the back of the house, left out the luggage, jumped in his silver Lamborghini and headed off to the office.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A few days later... 
 
   Saint sat in the kitchen with a large cup of hot tea and a half eaten home-made sugar cookie. Sweat beads seeped sideways across his face from his evening workout. The house was unnaturally quiet, but he welcomed the reprieve. 
 
   I shouldn’t be eating this cookie. ... Oh, well.
 
   He took another bite, rolling the tasty morsels around in his mouth. A shuffling noise to his left had him hop up and flick on the kitchen light, certain he’d need to lay into Hassani for sneaking down after bedtime to steal a sugary snack. Instead, his mother-in-law was the one to break from the hallway darkness into the illuminated area. He slumped back down in his seat. She rubbed the side of her face, bags under her eyes, oblivious to Saint’s annoyed presence.
 
   “Huh? What you doin’ in here?” she asked once she caught him there.
 
   “I live here.” 
 
   He shook his head, too tired to spar with her. She’d had all but caused him to check himself into a mental hospital during her brief stay. Saint, being the slight germ-o-phobe that he was, would find himself scratching at his skin while watching her muck up the guest house. He had to let the cleaning service crew inside, and was flabbergasted at what he’d discovered. What had once been a rather lavish retreat for friends and family was now decked out in faux coconut ashtrays, marijuana paraphernalia, cotton ‘big mama’ panties hanging on the tub counter to dry, and an assortment of potted meats in the kitchen, all lined up according to expiration date with reams of Saltines placed nearby. He never took himself as much of a snob, until that moment.
 
   “Would you like a cookie?” he offered, pointing to the jar stowed away on the counter.
 
   “Nuh uh. I fixed myself some neckbones earlier and brought Xenia ova some. She reminded me she don’t eat ’em no more so I’m just gonna warm ’em up, put a little of this potato salad wit’ it and get me a snack to go.” 
 
   At her satisfied expression, apparently the thought of that dish warmed her heart as much as the devouring of the meal would. Her threadbare bright red robe swayed and her pink sponge curlers bounced about as she moved to the microwave to get her dinner ready. Saint took a sip of tea. 
 
   Pam slid in the chair across from him. “I was upstairs with Xenia, talkin’ with her.” 
 
   He’d figured it out, but was glad she explained her sudden appearance out of thin air.
 
   “Yeah, I was in my office working, then I worked out in the gym. I’ll be going upstairs in a bit.” He yawned.
 
   “She seems awfully preoccupied, like something is bothering her, but she wouldn’t say what it was. I’m her mama. I worry,” Pam probed and waited. 
 
   Even if he spilled the beans, Pam wouldn’t believe him and declare them both insane. Saint had discussed several times with Xenia about the amped security, though it was wearing on his wife’s nerves. She complained that she felt like a prisoner in her own home, but there was nothing Saint could do to make those feelings go away—they were hers to have and handle. He simply needed to do what he needed to do, and sometimes protection could be stifling. 
 
   “It’s a culmination of things but I know she’ll be okay. Nothing for you to worry about, Mama Pam,” he offered. “So, how is the roof progress coming along?”
 
   When the hell are you getting out of my damn house? It’s the guest house, but it’s still too close because you’re always over here.
 
   “Them fools done made more of a mess than it was before. They say it will be straightened out in a few days.” 
 
   The microwave beeped. She got up, and after a shuffle around in the silverware drawer, pulled out a fork then brought her hot plate over to the table. She took a noisy bite of potato salad. 
 
   “I like my potato salad warm. You want some?” she asked, smiling proudly at her culinary creation.
 
   “No, thank you, Mama Pam. It looks good though,” he said sincerely. The scent of the garlic, cayenne pepper and cumin was delightfully enticing. Yet as tempting as it was, he couldn’t stomach it, not right now.
 
   “You know what, Saint?” Pam smiled, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “I really love you. You know that? I barely get to see my own son. He still in Afghanistan so that make me cling on to you even more. You’re a good daddy and husband, and a good son-in-law, too.” She took another bite.
 
   Saint smiled inside and out. For in that moment, all the hassle she’d brought those past few days seemed worth it. He was a sucker for a compliment, especially if it sounded genuine. 
 
   “I love you, too, Mama Pam.”
 
   “Good, because I need to stay here another week.” She cut the meager, tender meat away from the bone and worked it over with brute force, causing the plate to clank against the table as she manhandled the poor nub.
 
   Saint froze. “But you just said they’d be done in a few days!” It was taking all of him to not scream at the top of his lungs. Instead, he settled for his tone of ‘alarm’, faux concern for her well-being. 
 
   “They will, but I want to spend a few more days with Xenia while you at work. I need to make sure my baby okay.” She looked up at him with pitiful eyes and an all-knowing smile.
 
   Saint swallowed harshly. 
 
   I’ve been had. I’ve been hustled. I’ve been bamboozled, hoodwinked and led astray. Damn you, old woman!
 
   He knew that carelessly chosen words could be his undoing. He had a love-hate relationship with his mother-in-law, mostly love, but living with her was testing him to the limit. All the requests to be driven to the seedy swap meets—most of which were filled with stolen or illegal items—when she was completely capable of driving her own self to and fro, for instance. Instead, she wanted to be chauffeured around in his Lamborghini, Lexus or Escalade and meet up with all her friends.
 
   “Yeah, Chile! Dis here my son-in-law, Xenia’s husband, girl!” she’d declare as soon as he opened her passenger side door. She’d step out the vehicle as if she were Miss America in her pink sequence tops with tight jeans and feet stuffed into shoes that were entirely too small. Saint would roll his eyes and give a tight smile, while burning inside with intense anger. His irritation, though, never lasted long. Pam was too likeable, much to his chagrin, although she continued to push the limits.
 
   To make matters worse, her stay also rendered him prisoner to horror stories he’d never be able to clean away from his mind. Saint was subjected to hearing about all of her ailments from morning until night, like that one time... 
 
   “Saint, I got dis here bruise that won’t go away. Must of got it while workin’ hard in the garden, and a tooth that I think is abscessed.” 
 
   “Well then, you need to go to the doctor and dentist,” he offered, not making eye contact—and wishing to not have any conversations with Pam that dealt with the human body in any form or capacity. 
 
   “I thought you was a doctor?! What good is ya?” 
 
   “Mama Pam, I am a doctor but dental care is not my specialty. I deal with emotional and mental issues as in connection with sexual and intimacy difficulties—that is my field of expertise. I’m a therapist by trade. You need to go to a dentist if you are having gum pain or issues with your molars.”
 
   “What if I lied and I really got the mouth pain from somethin’ sexual? Like a B.J.? Could ya help me then?”
 
   And so it would go... 
 
   And then the worst of all—bursting into their bedroom unannounced to discuss the play by play of ‘Real Housewives of Atlanta’ that she’d purchased on DVD, and the lecturing to Saint about his eating habits. Tonight was no exception. She’d cornered him and decided to reconvene the topic.
 
   “So, have you ever had pork?” A silly grin broke across her face as she placed her fork down.
 
   Here we go. “Yes, when I was younger and didn’t have the knowledge I have now regarding dietary issues. I don’t tell other people what to do, Mama Pam. I just know that for me,” he folded his hands on the table. “I have no use for it. It isn’t based on religion for me; it’s based on health, but spiritually, there is a tie as well since I believe in taking care of our temples for a number of reasons—the spiritual aspect being one.”
 
   “So that cookie you just damn near demolished, is that spiritual, too? Was it good for ya soul? You may as well be blue wit’ googly eyes livin’ on Sesame Street, Mista Cookie Monster, with the way you tore that damn thing up. Where is the crime scene tape?”
 
   Saint laughed lightly and leaned back. He felt himself become sleepy but didn’t want to be rude and up and leave abruptly.
 
   “Saint, God made a pig,” she continued pleading her case. “A pig is good for ya. You got my baby turning her nose up at my cookin’ now. The damn Muslims started this shit. You don’t see folks all over the world braggin’ ’bout Muslim food, now do ya? Ain’t nobody breaking doors down talkin’ about, ‘I just gotta get me some damn Muslim food!’ or, ‘Doctuh said ‘Lay off tha Muslim food!’’ But they do about soul food! The heart of soul food is the pig.”
 
   Saint laughed again. If this continued, it would be an even longer evening than he’d anticipated. “Mama Pam, we don’t digest red meat well. Our bodies have a hard time breaking it down. That’s my main reason. I’m not arguing against its tastiness or desirability from a pallet stand-point, but just because something tastes good doesn’t mean it is good for us. A perfect example is how I felt after eating it. It made me tired and I didn’t function at full capacity. I no longer have a need or desire for it. Just swear off of it for thirty days and mark my words, you will feel better, too.”
 
   Pam tossed him a look as if he’d confessed to stealing money from her purse. “How long you been off of it?”
 
   “Off of it is right as it’s like a drug. For half of my life. I stopped in my early twenties.”
 
   “So that’s when everything went downhill for ya, huh? I bet if you ate some of my honey ham, hog maws, smothered porkchops, maple bacon or chittlins, you’d change your damn mind.”
 
   “Chitterlings? Naw, I’ll pass. I never liked those.” He grinned. “And I’m sure all the rest of those dishes are delicious,” he patted her hand patronizingly, “but I don’t want any.”
 
   Eyes dancing with humor, she stabbed her potato salad with her fork, looking up at him intermittently as he sipped his tea. 
 
   “Well, Mama Pam.” Saint yawned, trying to bring the conversation full circle. “I’m going to head upstairs and go to sleep.” He slowly pulled away from the table, placed his mug in the sink and proceeded to make his way out the kitchen.
 
   “I’mma check on tha boys before I go,” she stated as she stood and helped herself to some of Xenia’s famous lemonade. 
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about that. I plan to look in on them right after I get up there.”
 
   “No.” She waved him off as she took a big gulp of the lemonade and belched. “I wanna see ’em for myself. I ain’t seen my grandbabies in almost two whole days ’cause Xenia got ’em in every activity under the sun lately. She take Hassani to that karate class. She take Dakarai to all these different playdates. What’s a three year old need all them playdates for?! And why do you have a bodyguard with her all the time? I had no idea her career had blown up like that. My baby done got Wendy Williams famous!” She grinned from ear to ear.
 
   Saint resolved to get out of this pronto. “Ah, yes. Well, I understand wanting to peek in on the boys then. I’ll see you later.” 
 
   Suppressing his annoyance, he double backed and kissed her on her forehead before heading upstairs. He checked in on the boys, who were sound asleep, Dakarai seeming to be in a deep dream. He then knocked softly on Beset’s door. Hearing her murmur, he entered. A few moments later, he came out holding an electric drill and Phillips head screwdriver. He gently closed the door back and entered his own bedroom. Xenia was barely visible under the layers of cream comforters, duvets and matching sheets. 
 
   He set the tools on the floor, removed his clothing and headed into the bathroom to shower. Various thoughts raced through his mind. He came out of the bathroom soaking wet, naked and aroused. He stood at the foot of the bed, slowly drying himself as he looked at her.
 
   I won’t bother her tonight. My baby is exhausted, he conceded though his throbbing dick was sorely disappointed. 
 
   He donned a pair of teal boxers he’d pulled from the four drawer chifforobe, got into the bed, and pulled Xenia to him in a spooning embrace. She sighed and pressed her body against his.  The light, floral scent of her skin, the peppermint oil permeating through the fibers of her black silk scarf and the way her small diamond earrings sparkled in the dim room filled him with love and wonder. He gently kissed the back of her neck, and enjoyed the warmth of her soft body against his as he joined her in slumber.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Pam took the last gulp of lemonade and placed the glass in the sink.
 
   She got that recipe from me. Damn I declare it to her, but she makes it better than I do. She must’ve tweaked the recipe. 
 
   Gathering her robe and pulling it tighter at the chest and neck, she slowly negotiated the winding staircase. She cleared her throat and paused at the last step, feeling winded by the time she reached the top.
 
   They need a damn escalator, elevator, a boat with a levee, a shootin’ canyon—somethin’ up in this bitch! Got me breathin’ like I done ran a damn marathon or stole somethin’. This don’t make no goddamn sense ... like eighty damn steps to get to the second floor. It ain’t like they leadin’ up to heaven! What is the damn purpose?
 
   She continued to complain in her mind as she huffed and puffed past Saint and Xenia’s bedroom, down to Hassani’s. Quietly, she opened the door to look upon her beloved eldest grandson, smiling with admiration and affection.
 
   He is so handsome. 
 
   “Goodnight, baby,” she whispered, giving him a soft peck on the cheek. 
 
   She then made her way down to Dakarai’s room.
 
   Dakarai is gonna be the strong, silent type. What a beautiful little boy, handsome like his daddy. Xenia sure is blessed to have these children. 
 
   She kissed him on his neck. He was turned in such an awkward way, it was the only skin she could get to without rousing him. 
 
   After exiting Dakarai’s room, Pam retraced her steps in the hall to leave and go back to the guesthouse but then she paused and eye-balled Beset’s closed guestroom door. 
 
   They done brought this ol’ crusty saran wrapped lookin’ mothafucka up in this house. If they needed help, why didn’t they ask me?! I thought I earned that right. I’m a good grandmamma. Hurt my feelins with that mess right there... 
 
   She drew closer to the door and placed her ear up against it. 
 
   She must be asleep. I wonder what she got in there? Always sneakin’ around and grinnin’, acting all nice ’nd shit. Ain’t nobody that goddamn sweet.
 
   Carefully, Pam surrounded the brassy knob with her palm and slowly turned it, hoping the door was unlocked.
 
   Eureka.
 
   Smiling with satisfaction, she peered inside of the dark, smoky interior. That smile soon faded.
 
   What in the flyin’ fuck?!
 
   In the corner of the room appeared to be a black smoldering bowl. Pam’s eyes darted, trying to see through the incense and candle haze. She stepped inside through a maze of stacked, printed papers.
 
   Smells like burnt licorice in here. What the hell is goin’ on? This old lady is probably into some damn voodoo. ’Prolly got a Church’s Chicken bone necklace around her neck, right this second. Conjurin’ up zombies ’nd shit.  I hope she conjure up a dead fashion designer to help her with her damn clothes, that’s fuh damn sure!
 
   Her eyes focused on the old woman’s worn leather-bound Koran, neatly placed in the middle of a small oak desk. 
 
   Pam tiptoed over to it, shooting the sleeping woman a look before she opened a small bag next to the Koran. Out billowed a fine watery mist—warm, almost hot to the touch—causing her face to become instantly damp.
 
   “Oh Lord Jesus!” Pam yelled, dropping the black velvet bag, then tripping on the floor as she attempted to get the hell out of there.  
 
   “Shit! Lord have mercy! Oh, Father in heaven!” she struggled. Panic had taken full effect. “Alpha and Omega! Lord baby Jesus on the main line I’m tellin’ you what I want!!! I’ve fallen! Help me Lord Jesus!” 
 
   She rubbed harshly at her face, trying in vain to get whatever that shit was off of her skin. 
 
   “Somethin’ was in the damn bag. Please don’t let it uh been nerve gas!”
 
   Fright struck within her. With a mouth full of carpet, she struggled clumsily to get to her feet. Just then, the door swung wide open. The crack she’d slid in was now no more. She stood there and stared at it. 
 
   Ain’t nobody out there! Lord Jesus!!! It just opened by itself! No weapon formed against me shall prosper! Amazing Grace, how sweet tha sound!
 
   She hesitated, weighing her options as she looked back over her shoulder at Beset was now snoring loudly. Then, as she psyched herself up, she gathered enough gumption to bolt out as swiftly as her body could cart her away.
 
   Pam huffed and puffed down the steps, her breasts almost giving her black eyes as they bounced wildly with her. Just in time, she stopped herself from tripping again, this time when she gripped the winding railing. She slid around the foyer and dashed through the kitchen, succeeding in falling again and becoming certain she’d discover a nasty bruise on her hip in a day or two. Dashing to the sliding doors, she left the house, out of breath and screaming obscenities. Her heart pounded and adrenaline rushed through her.
 
   “Damn weed! I knew Mervin sold me some bad shit. This the second time it’s happened. Got me having illusions and hallucinations ’nd shit! Damn you, Mervin! I ain’t neva buyin’ from you again and I don’t care that you tha cheapest and the best. I got a prescription. I’ll find someone else! Goddamn!” She worked a piece of chewy neckbone meat out the corner of her mouth with the tip of her tongue and kept on running with all of her might. Finally, she arrived covered in sweat and missing half of her curlers and her left slipper.
 
   She swung the guest house door open, slammed and locked it shut—just in case it wasn’t the weed after all... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint sat up in the bed, shaking violently. Xenia opened her eyes and looked over her shoulder at him. He could see the gleam of her smile in the darkness, which only made things worse.
 
   “You’ve been crackin’ up for the past five minutes, rocking the bed. What’s so funny?” She rubbed her eye and yawned.
 
   “Oh, nothing baby. I just had a dream and it was so funny, I accidentally woke up. Let’s go on back to sleep,” he offered as he hugged her close, visions of Pam screaming and racing through the backyard still vivid in his mind. 
 
   I opened the door for you so you could get out, dear-mother-in-law. Stop snooping around. Sweet dreams...
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: thirteen]CHAPTER 13 
 
    
 
   “Now, are you sure?” Saint clutched his cellphone tight to his ear as he made his way through J.F.K. airport. 
 
   “Saint, don’t call me again.” Jagger huffed on the other end.
 
   “I know I’m getting on your nerves, but I can’t help it! I don’t really want to be here. All I can think about is Xenia staying back at the house, all alone.”
 
   “Look, you told me that your father gave you some great advice once, that timing is everything, and right now is not the time for you to be worried. He’s right. Besides, Xenia said you being back in New York is really important at the moment. Everything is cool! Lawrence and I have this covered. His wife is still out of town visiting family, so he has more time to help. Please, just take care of your business.”
 
   “Jagger.” Saint paused and rubbed his chest as he stood outside the airport, waving down the next parked taxi. “I know you’re tired of me saying it, but I have to. Please man, please watch her like a hawk! She knows she isn’t to go to work, or leave the house without you. That was our deal. Xenia is stubborn though; she’ll try to break you down, too ... and she’s blocked.”
 
   Saint toyed with the idea once more, of blurting the truth to Jagger as to why Xenia was currently unreadable. Instead, he relied on the one time she was able to block him for a plausible explanation.
 
   Jagger laughed huskily. “Now, that’s a first. A civilian knowing how to block. Impressive.”
 
   “Actually, you can look the shit up online. Most people don’t believe in any of this, so they’d never have any use for such information. She found out how from one of my books I had lying around when I was trying to figure all this shit out, and she mastered it. I know my wife well. She is sneaky.” He laughed weakly. 
 
   “No problem. If I get a sense she is up to something, now that you’ve alerted me of the situation, I’ll get to the bottom of it. So far, she’s been very honest but yeah, I did notice she is blocking.”
 
   And I tell yet another lie to protect the ones I love. I hate this shit!
 
   “Okay, well, thank you.”
 
   “Stop thanking me; it’s no problem. It’s not like I have a wife to get home to or anything...”
 
   Loneliness laced Jagger’s voice, even though he tried to mask it with a half-hearted laugh. 
 
   I will have to do something about this when I return. It’s time for Jagger to start dating again. He needs a mate, badly. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Pops!” Saint called out as he banged on his father’s brownstone door. After a while, the door slowly swung open, revealing the older man wearing a placid smile and glasses.
 
   “Hi, son.” He stepped aside, letting Saint in. “Where’s your key?”
 
   “In the bottom of my luggage,” Saint replied with a laugh and walked inside, the familiar scent of recently burned incense stinging his nostrils. “Don’t ask me why. I packed in a hurry, not even thinking.” Saint set his bag down and slumped in one of the living room reclining chairs. It was autumn, and the house now had a noticeable chill. 
 
   “You really didn’t have to come,” his father stated, sitting across from him.
 
   “Yes I did.” Saint closed his eyes for a moment and rubbed his wrinkled forehead. “I could feel you. Now that ... now that I know we are the same, you’re more transparent. You’ve stopped blocking ... I can feel you now.”
 
   His father nodded. “There was no sense in it anymore. I take it Beset is still doing well with the whole family dynamic?” His father crossed his legs and ran his hands up and down the arms of his chair.
 
   “Yeah, Xenia has accepted her, and she’s great with the boys.”
 
   “That’s good.” Osaze cleared his throat. “I didn’t know her well, but I know who she is—a very nice woman with a lot of pain. Nizsm did a number on her.”
 
   Saint nodded in agreement. “I know. Xenia said the two had a nice talk.”
 
   His father’s coveted grandfather clock ticked, the only noise besides the occasional passing car. The room was blanketed with unsaid words. This time, no feeling of anger or anxiety materialized; it was merely a sense of, ‘how do we begin?’
 
   “I came here, because I was drawn to come back home. It’s been gnawing at me. You and something else ... not sure what.”
 
   Saint’s father smiled. “I’m fine.”
 
   “No you aren’t, Dad. But,” he shrugged, “it feels fine to you, because you’re so used to feeling lousy.”
 
   Neither man said another word for several minutes.
 
   “Would you like something to drink, son? I just fixed some tea.”
 
   “Yes, that would be nice. It’s getting kinda cold!” Saint rubbed his hands together and watched the older man stand from his seat and enter the small kitchen. 
 
   “It is!” his father called out. “The leaves are changing colors. It looks nice.”
 
   “That’s the strange thing about death sometimes ... it occasionally looks beautiful. It wears its best clothing, fixes its hair, puts on the finest jewelry and perfumes. Makes people crave apple cider and comfort food, while we all stand and watch it parade around in full dead glory.”
 
   Saint wasn’t sure why the thought had entered his mind, but he had his suspicions. He now regretted saying it. Regardless, it was time he addressed Mama with his father. The conversation was long overdue. Saint understood, now that he was able to put his contempt for his father aside, that this had to be done—the need to sit down like adults, like grown men, and discuss Min Jae. 
 
   His father returned and handed him a cup, then took his seat. Saint leaned back in his chair as rivulets of light streamed through the partially split Venetian blinds. Parallel rows of light highlighted the flickering sparkly dust, showcasing neatly stacked hard bound books and framed photos. 
 
   Saint took a sip of his hot tea, enjoying the way it trailed down his dry throat. His eyes met his mother’s—on Kodak. He placed his cup down on the table between them and walked over to the photo, picked it up, and traced the side of his mother’s face with his index finger. He knew his father was looking. He also knew that before he’d be able to turn around and stare at him, there would be no eye lock; his father would’ve already turned away. And just like that, the prediction came to pass. Saint stared at his father, who was now looking off into the distance, internally running away from his son, as quickly as possible. Saint reclaimed his seat, and crossed his ankles. More minutes passed, more tea sipped until it was completely gone.
 
   “Dad, can we talk about Mama please, without getting into an argument for a change?”
 
   He waited for his father to acknowledge him. After a few moments, he gave a faint nod and placed his empty cup down.
 
   “You and I, loved ... no, we love Mama a lot. We both handled her death in different ways. We grieve her differently. The day she died, I felt like a part of me died, too. We share that.”
 
   There was silence. Then, the older man cleared his throat.
 
   “Actually, it’s funny you mention this. I was going to visit her grave today.”
 
   Saint shifted in his seat. He knew where this was going. He avoided graveyards. A frightening situation had once happened to him as a child, when he’d tagged along with his father to visit his mom—and the dead began to speak to him. He thought he was losing his childhood mind. 
 
   “Would you ... like to go with me?” his father offered; his sorrowful eyes bore holes into Saint’s heart.
 
   Saint swallowed. “Yeah, I’ll go.” His voice cracked. This time, it wasn’t marinated in fear, but based on the loudness that was deafening. It seemed that whenever he got around the dead, they’d bum rush him, yell at the top of their lungs, begging him to tell their loved ones they were sorry, that they missed them, and other sort of carrier pigeon messages that he wasn’t equipped to deal with. It also happened to him at hospitals. He avoided those places like the plague but they’d find him anyway when he visited a friend or two, or worse yet, when he was waiting for one of his children to be born. 
 
   “Why do you look so uncomfortable?” his father asked.
 
   “I’m not uncomfortable. Just let me freshen up and we can head out.” Saint stood.
 
   “You are uncomfortable. I know what it is. You hear the spirits, right?”
 
   Saint looked at his father and frowned. “If you knew, why’d you ask?”
 
   His father laughed. “I’ll have to teach you how to turn it off. When we get there, I’ll show you.”
 
   Saint nodded and headed into the restroom to splash copious amounts of cool water on his face. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The wind bustled past the two men’s faces, blowing their hair to and fro. It seemed to pick up when the chill in the air suddenly increased. Collections of russet and tan leaves cascaded in the prickling breeze, tickling the drab scenery of gray gravestones, shadowed, somber skies and splotches of muddy brown grass with bits of muted green pigment. Neither man said a word as they stared down at Min Jae Aknaten’s grave site.
 
   “Is it happening?” His father broke the quiet.
 
   “Yeah.” Saint shoved his hands in his pockets and grimaced.
 
   “I want you to concentrate on your mother, and tell them, telepathically, why you’re here. Tell them they have to respect your wishes to be left alone right now. Do it respectfully, but be firm.”
 
   Saint took a deep breath and went into trance. The muted voices became louder, screaming as he pushed against them internally. He felt the voices twirling around him, as if they were tangible. His stomach knotted, he became queasy but he perservered as he told them, 
 
   I need my time alone right now. I am here for my father and mother. I can not help you today.
 
   After a few minutes, Saint smiled and looked at him. “It worked. Thank you.”
 
   His father nodded, then bent down to place a bouquet of large pink roses on his wife’s grave. He removed a soiled tissue from his pocket and blew into it. As he sniffed, tears brimmed in his dull eyes. Smile lines the older man’s pursed lips, but they were not a sign of joy. The tall, handsome Egyptian elder had been stomped into the ground from a broken heart. It had wilted him so terribly that what he once had been was almost indistinguishable. 
 
   “You know, some days are okay,” the older man began as he rubbed his hands nervously together. “Some days, I can actually smile about a joke or not think about what transpired. Then, other days, it is like it is happening all over again. I can ... smell her.” He shifted his weight and blinked tears away. “She’s around me, but,” he vigorously shook his head, “it’s just not good enough. I need her flesh and blood!” His jaw tensed and he lowered his head, broken, resigned.
 
   “I know, Dad. I feel that way sometimes too. She visits me, she is always around ... just like with you. Sometimes, I want just one more hug from her, a kiss on the forehead, her comforting words. But you know what?” He grasped his father’s hand as the older man shook like one of the leaves around them in the wind, his body vibrating with unyielding grief that felt only hours old.  “You had her and she was the love of your life, and you were hers. Mama never did, and never will, love a man more than she loved you, Dad.” Saint’s voice quaked with each syllable.
 
   His father nodded in agreement, fat tears flowing down his face now.
 
   “I gotta start living, Saint. You were right when we had that fight, when you were in the hospital.”
 
   “No, Dad, I wasn’t. I—”
 
   “No, you were, damn it!” Osaze’s blood-shot eyes were wide and focused. “I have you here; I have grandkids ... beautiful boys they are. Your mother would be so disappointed in me if she ... well, she does know...” He shook his head. “That’s part of the reason why I came out there. I had the dreams about your daughter, but I needed to be around my family. I’m still the oldest, the chief. I’m supposed to be a leader. You needed me as a teen; I let the streets raise you. You were running around with damn gang members, even before she died, because I didn’t want to deal with your development so you found new father figures. You needed me!  And then, as a teen, you were hangin’ around drug addicts and getting into all sorts of trouble! I blamed you, instead of me!” Anguish riddled him, infused his tone. “It was a call for help! You were begging me for love!” Tears continued to stream down his face. Saint was startled, touched and crushed. “While I died inside my own little shell, feeling sorry for myself, my son was going through hell. I failed you!”
 
   Saint grabbed his father and hugged him tightly. He closed his eyes and rested his chin on his father’s head, rocking him as they both burst open with new understanding. He affectionately began to rub the back of his father’s salt and pepper hair, his caress loving and forgiving. 
 
   “It’s okay, Dad.” Saint whispered in his father’s ear. “It’s okay.”
 
   His father shook his head in disagreement, clutching tighter to his son with all of his might. The faint scent of Min Jae’s perfume waved past them and fallen leaves enveloped them, enclosing their tall forms in autumn delight. The chill seemed to dissipate, and brilliant warmth touched them as their bodies lit with a soft glow. And that was how they stayed for quite a while, holding on to one another as though one man’s salvation resided in the other man’s heart... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint got off the subway and stood at the electronic ‘Don’t Walk’ sign. He pulled the collar of his black leather jacket tighter around his neck, his fingers working hard to keep it in place.
 
   I’ve gotten spoiled. L.A. doesn’t treat me this way. It ain’t even winter yet, and it’s already getting too damn cold. Back in the day, we’d get ghost when it got cold out here in these streets. Then, as soon as it was warm again, we came to life, spilling out into the thoroughfares. The shop owners hated summertime, with all of us kids hanging out, going wild. They’d get no peace. All the stealing of their wine, chips and candy ... that’s what we’d do. Kids stealing wine—common as a man reading a paper on a Sunday afternoon.
 
   To his right, he spotted the remains of a building he used to hang out at. Evidence of a fire still remained. The South Bronx had changed drastically though. Very few signs of extreme poverty existed any more. Now, the property was at a premium. There were new schools, apartments and houses. And stores with nice displays and people milling about, not with the look he’d grown up seeing—scowls, cursing and fast feet. Now, people actually moseyed about. Pointing, looking and speaking to one another. 
 
   Saint was happy that the taste of despair no longer lingered in the air, but a small part of him felt nostalgic. This was not the same place he grew up in. The despair was gone, but so was the soul. The turf graffiti was at a minimum, covered in paint or destroyed altogether. Gone—the familiar gang tags of ‘Savage Skulls’, ‘Savage Nomads’, ‘The Bachelors’, ‘Young Immortals’, ‘The Dirty Ones’, ‘Seven Immortals’, ‘The Turbans’, ‘The Ghetto Brothers’, ‘The Black Spades’, ‘The Ching-a-lings’, ‘The Reapers’, and many more. 
 
   Saint didn’t see anyone flying cut sleeves and their colors. 
 
   He didn’t see anyone darting across the street, running from a rival gang that was out for blood. 
 
   Those had been daily occurrences and now, all he had were his memories. As bleak and violent as those recollections were, they were his, and he embraced them proudly. A crazy Puerto Rican motherfucker named ‘Bomb’ from the Savage Skulls had taken care of him—watched over him when his father wasn’t. 
 
   Bomb hadn’t been the best role model, but one thing was for damn sure, that kid kept Saint’s ass safe. Too many times he’d walked the streets unsupervised, and junkies approached him, as well as perverts and people more than willing to hurt a child. And seemingly out of the smoke, the thin damn air, Bomb would appear, sometimes alone, sometimes with his boys—but once he was there, the trouble would vanish and Saint was safe once again. 
 
   He drifted out of his memories, and focused on his surroundings, not even sure where he was going. His step was steady, regardless. His soul propelled him forward, but the destination? Unknown. The nagging notion to ‘get back home’ had come to a boil. He now realized it was to see his father but then there was also this.
 
   Looking around for previous evidence, tiny morsels from the late ’70s and ’80s, was a daunting task. He passed the old Yankee Stadium, and smiled. He looked up toward the sky. There used to be a building in that spot where he could look out and see the twin towers—now all three were gone. He’d give almost anything to run into some of the old gangstas that used to rub his head and call him, ‘Little Pharaoh’. They’d hand him a dollar if they had it, and tell him and Raphael to go get some candy but bring back their change, and they meant it. 
 
   The beige, tan, caramel and black faces with toothy grins were no longer there. No black leather jackets with the sleeves cut off and the all-too familiar skull on the back with the bandana wrapped tightly around its forehead. That reality was a faded day in time; back then, you’d have to try to not run into a Savage Skull. Now, trying to find one, just one, was like a scavenger hunt in these parts—but Saint only needed one. The man he called his big brother, the guy that adopted him. He didn’t know if he was still breathing or not, but something told him that he was. 
 
   He kept walking, occasionally looking into storefronts along the way. Children ran around, but it was almost dinner time so the street lights would soon be on and many of them would be called indoors. Saint peered at the setting sun, and then glanced over to his left, toward the street where he used to play stickball. He grinned to himself.
 
   Hot damn! Hunts Point, the most fucked up area, I swear ...  and I thought it was great. The pimps, the junkies, the prostitutes, all of it ... dismal beauty. It called to me. I didn’t know any better. 
 
   He’d spent many nights in Hunts Point against his parents’ wishes, hanging close to the gang members. He followed them everywhere, especially Bomb, and they’d led him into some dangerous areas—but again, he was protected.
 
   Saint kept on walking. He wanted to go across town, so he took a small taxi ride then jumped right back out and began to tread the streets again. He’d walked miles, but he didn’t feel it. The gritty reminiscence had become addictive, and riding around in a car wouldn’t have done his need to feed on the nostalgia any justice. He’d miss too much, and draw unwanted attention to himself. Being on foot felt much more comfortable. He turned onto the familiar Charlotte Street. The cool air now felt invigorating and lightened his heart. 
 
   It moved through his bloodstream and kissed his soul with its fragrant wistfulness. A familiar scent caught his attention, making him stop dead in his tracks. Ever so faint in the air, it wafted past. Fried, gooey, glazed donuts and strong Columbian coffee took a hold of him and rained down on his sense of smell. Only one diminutive store in all of South Bronx had that same aroma—‘Cerritos’, but that store was long gone. 
 
   Straight ahead was a sign saying, ‘Smitty’s’, on a plain white board. It swung in the wind in big, black, block letters. He entered the small dining area. The walls were sooty and the odor of cigarettes lingered in the air, giving evidence of laws being broken. It was practically empty. Six worn, red pleather bar stools lined up at the counter. A large illuminated menu gave illumination and a bit of warmth to the cold space. Several tables set up with sugar, salt and pepper were crammed against the thin walls. Gum covered mustard yellow chairs were inundated with ink pen scribbling and declarations of love for relationships that had long since expired.  A raspy voice came from the corner of the room, at the end of the counter. 
 
   “You raised ya damn prices again, Felipe! You said you wouldn’t. ¡Tu mentiroso bastardo! You think money grows on trees? Ain’t nobody livin’ high on the hog right now.”
 
   A skinny man in clothing two sizes too big for him and a black beret on his head was hunched down, grasping a cup of coffee. His tan, thin fingers gripped the Styrofoam cup while his other hand shakily hung on to a lit cigarette. Saint was drawn to him. He couldn’t see his face, but he could feel his energy and it was all too familiar. Saint wanted it; he needed it. He couldn’t stop himself if he wanted to. He drew closer until he was upon him. Taking a deep breath, he slid onto the chair next to the man. 
 
   A heavy-set Mexican fellow came out from the kitchen, his dirty apron pulled tautly over his rounded belly. He planted his short, meaty palms on the counter and glared at Saint, before a faint smile creased his face.
 
   “What can I get you?” he asked, his accent so thick, he was hard to understand.
 
   Saint glanced up at the overhead menu. “Let me get one of those fried glazed donuts.” He looked over at the man next to him. “Let me get two. I want to give this cat over here one, as well.”
 
   The man nodded and disappeared back into the kitchen. 
 
   Saint tried not to stare. He knew the argument that could come from that, but he couldn’t help himself. The man didn’t acknowledge his generous gesture. He just stared down into nothingness, his face partially shrouded by his pulled down hat and the haze of cigarette smoke drifting around him like the ghost of ‘bad luck’. 
 
   The man reached into his pocket and pulled out an old cellphone. He flipped it open and quickly dialed someone. Soon, the man started to curse and hiss in Spanish, and before the call ended, he yelled, “¡Que te jodan!”  
 
   Nice way to end a call, telling someone to fuck off.  
 
   Then, their eyes met. The man’s dark pupils, shrouded under long, almost poker straight lashes and blue black eyebrows against his pale skin, contrasted in an intriguing way. They held each other’s gaze. The man ran his tongue over his bottom lip, took another puff of his cigarette and continue the stare-a-thon.
 
   “I know you...” the man finally said with a slight laugh, pointing directly in Saint’s face. “I don’t know from where, but I know you. Where you from, man?”
 
   “Right here. I was born here. Lived on Charlotte, went over to East Tremont and kept jumping around.  Moved to Brooklyn after a while, then moved to Queens and New York City.”
 
   Felipe set the donuts down in front of them, each wrapped in parchment paper, the glaze dripping off of them like melting candle wax. Just as Saint remembered. 
 
   Greasy and delicious... 
 
   As a child, he craved these donuts and would eat them every chance he got. One time he’d gotten sick after finding a dollar and buying three of them. Instead of sharing, he greedily wolfed them all down, and his seven-year-old body writhed in pain soon after. He wanted to ask Felipe if he had Smitty’s old recipes, but before he could, the robust man was back through the double doors.
 
   “Yeah, so you been around 3rd avenue and such?” He took a drag from his cigarette.
 
   Saint nodded.
 
   “It’s bugging the fuck outta me. What is your name, man?” Saint could now see his face clearly as he’d removed his hat and placed it on the counter, exposing shoulder length, wavy jet black hair. It reminded Saint of the portraits of a Hispanic Jesus he’d seen exquisitely painted on brick walls as a child.
 
   “I’m Saint.”
 
   The man grinned and took a sloppy bite out of his donut. 
 
   “I never forget a face!” he said around a mouthful of sweet dough, still looking straight ahead. “Never. You was ’round when this mothafucka was burnin’ the hell down.”
 
   Saint pinched a piece of the carb induced delicious nightmare and popped it into his mouth.
 
   “Gimme a minute,” the man said. “You’re older now, but you look the damn same. Same face, taller, filled out some ... hold up...”
 
   Saint didn’t interrupt him; he knew this man felt it was important to claim what Saint now already knew.
 
   “Mothafuckin’ baby Pharaoh!!! Little Pharaoh, I mean!” He snapped his fingers excitedly. “Shit! You half Gook, half Egyptian son of a bitch!” The man laughed boisterously, exposing a missing tooth.  “I fucking loved you, man! My little brother...” 
 
   Saint didn’t miss the quick flash of sadness in his eyes and tone. He’d reached a pinnacle of excitement, then like a roller coaster, he fell to a low so fast, it was almost within a blink of an eye.
 
   Saint grinned and took another bite out of his donut. “Yup, it’s me in the flesh.”
 
   “Maaaaan! I was lookin’ for you back then. I didn’t know y’all moved.” The slight tinge of sorrow now layered on his raspy tone. “One day you were here, next you were gone. You were on your way, man. A little more time, I was going to put you in.” The man lifted up his jacket sleeve, exposing a home-made tattoo on his wrist that read, ‘Born a Savage, Die a Skull.’
 
   I know it. I would have been a Savage Skull in a matter of months ... in the youth core division. 
 
   “I didn’t know we were moving, either. They made sure not to tell me for fear I might run away. You have no idea how many times I thought about you over the years, Bomb.” 
 
   The man placed his donut down and looked at Saint in a peculiar way. “You actually remember my name? You were just a little kid. Wow...” His words trailed off and his eyes glossed over, as though he’d gone deep in a tunnel of memories.
 
   “Of course I remembered your name.” Saint turned toward him. “I wasn’t supposed to be doing the shit I was doing. I was rebelling a bit, wanting to be bad, wanting to be important. You were just cool naturally. I wasn’t. I wanted to be like you. You took me in and watched over me before I got into some shit I couldn’t get out of. Thank you for that.”
 
   Saint saw the change as Bomb suppressed any outward emotion. The shadow was there, but only for a brief moment before it was gone.
 
   “Yeah,” was all he offered after a few seconds of silence. “At first we thought you was Maria’s kid ... you know, Maria on East 165th street.”
 
   “Yeah, I vaguely remember her. I remember her son, Tony, though. We went to P.S. 154 together.”
 
   “Yeah, Tony! He’s clean, doing well. Lives over in Harlem now. Anyway, you looked like her kids, and you were hangin’ around there so we just assumed, you know.” He shrugged. “She had so many fuckin’ kids, and we looked after ’em but then we saw your real mama one day. I think she was the only Asian in all of the South Bronx back then.” He chuckled. “We still didn’t know what the fuck you were for a while. Didn’t matter though...”
 
   Saint nodded, “She probably was the first Asian there. Before we moved, a couple more moved in.”
 
   “She was fine as fuck ... no disrespect,” he said, taking another drag. “Your father was a mean mothafucka. I remember that guy. Tall Egyptian man with a deep ass voice—told us to stop hangin’ around his apartment and lettin’ you hang wit’ us.  Said he’d call the cops. I cussed him out one time and he slammed my ass against the wall so hard I thought my chest was gonna cave, man. Scared the living shit out of me.”
 
   Saint grinned at the imagery—the thought of his father manhandling anyone else but him as a youth was not something he recalled happening very often. He winced at the sudden influx of memories of the arguments he and his father had when he was a teenager, some of them turning violent. How horrible that time was. He quickly pushed the thoughts aside, remembering that right now, he was healing—not going back to the burn.
 
   “Your mama didn’t take no shit, either. She gave me some money one time though, I think.” He tapped his temple as he deliberated. “I really needed it. ... Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was her. I had to go to see my homeboy in the hospital but didn’t have any money for the train. She saw me asking some old man for change and gave it to me. I remember being thankful for that. My boy didn’t make it, but I got to see him before he passed. It was Chi-Chi. ’Member Chi Chi, man?”
 
   Saint raced through his memory bank. “Wait, little short guy with like a streak of gray in his hair?”
 
   “Yup,” Bomb laughed, taking a draw from his cigarette. “He was eight years old wit’ a damn skunk stripe in his head. Tough little dude. Got shot at seventeen and died; it’s a fucked up world…”
 
   Saint nodded. The entire conversation was killing his resolve. 
 
   “Does she still work at that little grocery store? It’s called something else now though. ” Bomb broke through the uncomfortable silence.
 
   Saint frowned and shook his head. “Mama? No. She died and someone bought the grocery store after my grandparents passed away.”
 
   “Mea Culpa.” (My bad.)
 
   Saint waved him off. “No, it’s cool. You’d have no way of knowing ... It was a long time ago, I was thirteen going on fourteen when my mother passed away.”
 
   “You still look young man ... same exact face. That’s fuckin’ wild, man. It’s like time froze for you. What you into now?”
 
   “I’m a therapist and an author, actually. I am also a motivational speaker.”
 
   “No shit, man! What type of therapist? I could use some therapy,” he joked.
 
   “A sex therapist.” Saint grinned, waiting for Bomb to wipe the filthy floor with his Latin bravado.
 
   “Oh hell, fuck that, man. I don’t need no help in that department. I got these hoes in check!” He snapped his fingers and laughed. “I can handle mine.”
 
   A flash of Bomb as a fit teenager having sex with his young girlfriend on the mattress right in front of the little child, in that old, abandoned building flooded Saint’s mind once more. He’d seen that that building was gone as well, when he walked past the spot earlier in the day, and it broke his heart.
 
   “I bet.” Saint grinned as he licked his fingers. “So, what about you? I looked for you a long time ago, when I was like sixteen. Nobody knew where you were and the ones that did weren’t talking.”
 
   “Shiiiit, man.” Bomb took another bite of his donut. “Probably at Sing-Sing again.”
 
   Sing-Sing—gangbanger and drug dealer prison. 
 
   “What happened?” It was obvious that Bomb had spent more than his fair share of time in and out of the joint. He had that look—and it was never one of rehabilitation; it was a revolving door of sorrow, hatred and regret.
 
   “What the fuck didn’t happen, man?” Bomb laughed mirthlessly. 
 
   Saint took a closer look at him. The once handsome, albeit rough around the edges looking man still showed a glimmer of his old self but time, heartache, and other adversities had taken their toll. The streets gave birth to him and raised him as a single parent. They had no choice. His mother was mentally ill and his father had left when he was only five. He and his three siblings went outside one day, and never returned home.
 
    He used to always say, “The Bronx is my mother, getting high is my father and they take good ass care of me...” But Bomb was brilliant. If he’d been born in another space in time, with people around him that actually gave a damn, none of this would have happened. He had a photographic memory and a quick wit about him. He was charismatic and despite the devil spitting him out of his own ass, he was compassionate at times.  But that brain of his, that wonderful brain ... damn. You could show him something one time, and he could recite it back to you, verbatim. Now, after extensive drug use, rampant death of loved ones and emotional turmoil, he probably could barely remember what day it was... 
 
   “I got a murder one charge, man. The irony of this shit is that it was the one I actually didn’t do!” He laughed that laugh again—one devoid of all joy. There were bullet-holes in his merriment, the odor of fermented pain and the acceptance that his life was gift-wrapped in barbwire with a grenade bow and presented to him by God as some sort of present. He tried to throw it back, but it always blew up in his face. 
 
   “I’m glad you got out,” Bomb said in almost a whisper. His dark eyes met Saint’s hazel ones, and the two men shared a special understanding. “Some of my homeboys made it out, too. Now, they’re productive members of society ... got wives, family, jobs ’nd shit. The media never wants to talk about that though.” He winced but his frown softened upon looking at Saint closely. “You were a good kid, Saint.” Bomb tapped the sticky counter with his fingertips. 
 
   “There was something about you, man. You were real peaceful, like. You were special, Saint. You made me smile.” Bomb went inside himself once more, turning away as he reminisced. “I was high all the time.” He fisted the counter and started to laugh again. “One time,” he doubled over laughing, “One time, man, I was so high, that I thought I saw you floating off the damn floor!” His eyes squinted and tears welled in the corners.
 
   Saint shifted on his seat.
 
   “Man, you was asleep in our clubhouse, man,” Bomb continued with a big smile on his face. “It was like at night. I was supposed to walk you home, like I always did, but you fell asleep so,” Bomb shrugged, “I felt like, fuck it! I lay down, watchin’ a little T.V. ’nd shit and then I looked over a little while later and you were off the damn floor. I had let you lie down on my coat, man. You looked so peaceful, man...” Bomb’s eyes became glassy and the smile slowly faded from his face. Cigarette smoke swirled around him. “You was just floatin’ there.” He raised his hand in the air and waved it, as if he were flying a kite.  
 
   “I don’t remember what I took that night. It coulda been some weed, uppers, downers, who the fuck knows. Maybe glue and other shit. I have no idea. I think I was broke that night, didn’t have any money for dope and I wasn’t into heroine. Yeah, it had to be glue, maybe a little left over reefer, too ... little nub of a roach. Fuckin’ cheap ass high, can screw with your brain.” He rubbed the side of his face with rough hands. “So, where you stay at now, man?” Bomb looked Saint up and down, assessing him.
 
   “I live in L.A.”
 
   “Whaaat?” he exclaimed in disbelief. “L.A., huh? Movie stars ’nd shit.”
 
   “Yeah, I got married. Have a couple kids now and another one on the way.”
 
   “Awww man, I can dig it. Little Pharaoh gotta family now. I still see you as a little kid, man. That was a long time ago.” His eyes clouded, and Saint’s heart broke a little at the sight. “That’s what’s up. Good for you, man.”
 
   “What about you? Ever get married?” Saint pushed the rest of the donut across the sticky counter. He didn’t ask about children just yet. He recalled that Bomb probably had enough to repopulate a small village. His stomach started to feel as if cement were hardening inside of it as the sickeningly sweet dough began to settle. 
 
   “Naw man, I didn’t get married. I stayed in too much trouble. Had a lady for a while though, a good woman. We were together a long ass time,” he reflected. “Had a couple kids with her, Sonia and Braulio. They don’t talk to me.” Bomb retreated into his world for a few moments. “I know I have other kids, too ... I don’t know where the fuck they are,” Bomb added, seeming to read Saint’s unspoken words. “I was real irresponsible back then, lost contact with a lot of people. Lotta regrets.”
 
   A lengthy pause followed as the sadness from Bomb became palpable in the eatery.
 
   “What are you drinking?” Saint asked, changing the topic.
 
   “Somethin’ with some punch, hopefully.” Bomb smiled and winked.
 
   “I don’t think they sell that here.” Saint grinned.
 
   “Down the fuckin’ way they do, at the bodega. I got a little money. I can get you some, too.”
 
   “Let’s go,” Saint offered as he stood from his stool.
 
   “Yo’ Felipe!” Bomb called out. A few moments later, the big man returned, his hands covered in flour. Saint paid him and they walked out onto the street.
 
   “What you doin’ here, man?” Bomb asked as he shoved his hands into his faded, dark jeans pockets. 
 
   “I came to visit my father.”
 
   Bomb nodded. “How is he?”
 
   “He’s hangin’ in there.”
 
   Their steps were completely in line with one another. Saint towered over him. It was a strange feeling, especially since his last vivid memory of Bomb was quite the reverse. Instead of standing erect, Bomb was now hunched down and lurching forward as if he were suffering from a back injury. It was awkward to watch the man move about. Saint was certain it was due to some sort of ailment that caused the man’s spinal cord to sway. How it had happened, he didn’t know. 
 
   “You in some sort of trouble, man?” Bomb asked out of the blue, his dark, bushy eyebrow arched.
 
   Saint stopped walking and stared at him as they stood right outside the bodega. “What makes you ask me that?”
 
   “You in tha mothafuckin’ Bronx again, wandering the streets, lookin’ rich like you’re crazy. Only a newbie or someone from here who’d come back would do that thinkin’ they’d be all right. You walk like you got some important shit to do,” Bomb teased, causing Saint to smile.
 
   “You just look like something is bothering you. I told you I never forget a face. You make the same face now, as you did back then, when you were upset about something.” He gave him a knowing look. “I know I ain’t your real, blood big brother; we both were just kids back then ... and it ain’t really none of my business,” he shrugged, “but just because I fucked up my life, doesn’t mean I don’t give good advice.” He grinned, showing that missing tooth once more. 
 
   Saint smiled and opened the bodega door and Bomb burst inside, speaking Spanish to the shop owners as he made his way over to the ice-cold beer. Saint stood toward the front, looking around. Nothing was familiar there. Even the smell was all wrong. When he was growing up, bodegas smelled of cigar smoke, incense and cured meats—an intoxicating aroma. This environment was far too sterile. He simply felt out of place—like an episode of Sesame Street from eons ago, where the screen flashed, ‘One of these kids is doing his own thing’. Anxiety pulsed inside him. 
 
   Saint racked his brain, asking himself repeatedly what he was doing. A part of him wished he could grab Bomb and take him home with him, like some dusty trophy found in an attic. He wanted Bomb bundled tight with his luggage, without another word, but he knew that wouldn’t ever come to fruition. Bomb would never want to leave New York, even though he had a love-hate relationship with her. She still was his mother, and he was a Mama’s boy to his Big Apple core... 
 
   Saint also knew that Bomb had real issues that he wouldn’t address, at least not right now. He was still self-medicating with booze and pills. A lot of pain lurked underneath that tough exterior. The man had to battle practically every day of his life just to survive. There is no normalcy in that. Years of mental and emotional trauma had taken their toll. All that time fighting, prison time with hardened criminals and the gang life had taken hold of his will to live, like a live rag doll shaken to death. 
 
   Saint felt it, smelled it—he’d been suicidal a time or two, but stayed alive, just in case his kids changed their minds about him. All he wanted was a family that gave a fuck about him. That’s all he ever wanted, since he was a little boy. The Savage Skulls had done that for him and at least, he knew how to protect himself in dangerous situations and he wasn’t afraid of anyone. Bomb had no fear at all, even when he should have. Saint broke out of his daydream when Bomb bustled toward him holding two ice-cold forty ounces. 
 
   Saint smiled at him as he set them on the counter to get rang up. He contemplated offering to pay, but he knew Bomb wanted to do this—he wanted to be the ‘big brother’ just one more time, and he’d probably be insulted if Saint dared to go there. He loved the way Saint used to look up to him, it made him feel important—so he left well enough alone. Saint had hung onto his every word back then, and made Bomb feel like the smartest, wisest and coolest cat in all of New York. Saint was a one-man cheering squad, and Bomb needed that ... he needed it like the body needs blood. At the time, Saint always thought Bomb was doing him a favor by allowing him to stay close when in reality, Bomb needed Saint more than Saint ever needed Bomb. 
 
   They exited the store, each holding their beer. Bomb opened his; the brown crunching paper sack slid half way down the bottle as he expertly removed the cap. Then Bomb stood still for a moment, and poured a little out on the sidewalk for his dead compadres. 
 
   “Mio is gone. Loco is gone. Busy is gone. Serious is gone. Tom-Tom is gone. Xavier is gone. My man, my man Inky is gone,” Bomb whispered as he looked at the wet concrete, foamy with spent beer. “So many of the guys are dead, Little Pharaoh. I’d be naming them off for hours if I kept on it. Some are still in prison. But some ... some got out, Saint. Some made something of themselves.” He stared at his beer.
 
   “I’m not sayin’ this lifestyle was perfect or victimless, but my boys didn’t deserve that fate. We did good shit too, but no one wants to talk about that. All anyone talks about, when they hear about me and my homeboys, is the extortion. Yeah, I did some of that. I’ll come clean. I needed money … we needed money or we would’ve died and I was just a kid then. It was survival of the fittest.” His voice trailed away toward the end. He took a big gulp of beer. 
 
    “There was some bullshit though. The so-called rape parties and all that other bullshit. I’m not sayin’ we were angels. The media back then, man.” He pivoted on his heels and winced. “I ain’t sayin’ that no one got raped, shit, I got daughters, ya know?”
 
   Bomb struggled for acceptance and understanding. Saint hadn’t said a word, but he could tell Bomb felt arbitrated and needed to explain himself, to prove his worth, even though he didn’t think it was much... 
 
    “But I sure as fuck didn’t rape any females. I wasn’t into that shit. I could get all the pussy I wanted, didn’t have to ask or beg for the shit, and I didn’t kill anyone unless it was in self-defense. I even helped this hooker out—john was robbing and raping her, her pimp left her ass there. Fuckin’ shame. She was somebody’s mama, you know? I beat the living shit out of a lot of mothafuckas though, and I ain’t sorry about most of the shit I did to make it, to stay alive.”
 
   As they walked, Saint sensed Bomb wondering about how Saint was an adult now, and all that childhood adoration was in jeopardy, now that the rose colored glasses were removed. Bomb wanted to clear his name, but still remain honest. 
 
   “These mothafuckas want to judge us; they didn’t live our fucking life! You were here, you know. You at least had a mama...” Bomb’s eyes narrowed. “I know shit was fucked up at home for you wit’ your pops though. The only time I knew he cared about you was when he jumped on me, but it still didn’t stop you from bein’ around me.” He laughed. “I tried to keep my distance from you after that, but you came right back and…” He scratched his head. “I knew shit ain’t always what it seems. That was guilt; your father felt remorseful about some shit and took it out on me.”
 
   “Because I looked up to you, and not to him.”
 
   “Exactly, man. You were a little guy that had heart. You were hangin’ out wit’ us, but I would never let you get in too deep, you were too young, ya know? I didn’t want you hurt. That would’ve messed my head up, if something happened to you, on my watch.”
 
   Saint nodded. “Yeah, that was a different time. A part of me misses it, even though it was a cesspool.”
 
   “I know what you mean. It was fucking hell, but we had each other. Now, everyone is gone, man and out for their own. Either in jail or prison, dead or went straight—but don’t live here anymore. The ones that do, shit, is riders. A lot of ’em are a part of MCs now.”
 
   “Motorcycle Clubs?”
 
   “Yeah, they still fly their colors though, but they’ve matured, you know? You gotta grow up eventually and look around ... wake up and see all your sisters and brothers are dyin’, man. And for what? Some fuckin’ concrete—but that was a different time. It was about endurance. Fuck this shit!” Bomb blurted loudly, pushing Saint forcefully against a wall. 
 
   Saint looked down at him wild eyed. Bomb seem to lose himself. He cranked his neck and peered at him. He was strong—the type of strength that comes with being completely, one hundred percent crazy, emotionally stunted and fearless. 
 
   “I’m done fuckin’ around with you, Little Pharaoh!” And yet here it was—the reason he was called ‘Bomb’ reared its maniacal head. 
 
   Saint swallowed, gripping the neck of his beer tightly. He remained calm, but fully alert.
 
   Bomb balled up Saint’s coat collar in a tight grip; he bared his teeth, seething. “You think I’m gonna rob you, don’t you?!” he yelled, spit flying out of his mouth. “You think I’d rob my little bro? Huh?”
 
   Saint calmly shook his head.
 
   “Well, why are you lookin’ at me like that?! Huh?”
 
   “I’m not looking at you any kind of way, Bomb.” Saint spoke in a monotone voice, just as he used to with his wound up clients who’d gotten a tad bit too amped after an upsetting session on his therapy couch. 
 
   “Goddamn!” He released Saint from the wall. “You still got heart! No fear in your eyes. You can take the boy out the projects, but not the projects out the boy! You got on those fancy threads—that was stupid by the way.” Bomb cackled. “Expensive ass coat, the fuckin’ cow is still breathing, soft like butter. Comin’ over here dressed like that.  I don’t care that it’s jeans and a shirt. Your shoes are nice.” He looked down at Saint’s snow-white Nike sneakers. “Yeah, you tha same kid, same as back then. It’s still a fucked up place, but paradise compared to what you and I saw. I had to test you, see if you was still worthy of my damn time ... make sure you weren’t up to anything, actin’ all weird ’nd shit, man.”
 
   They got back on their walk. Bomb took a big swig of beer, said a few expletives in Spanish then glanced back at him out the corner of his eye. 
 
   “What type of trouble you in, man?” Bomb revisited the previous conversation, clearly insisting on answers.
 
   This time, Saint didn’t hesitate. “I needed to get my mind straight. I always get a clear mind when I come back home. It is therapy for the therapist, so to speak.”
 
   “I can dig it.”
 
   “I can’t think clearly in California, but when I come here, everything starts to make sense again. If I told you the truth, Bomb, you wouldn’t believe me. So, here is what I’m going to do. I’m going to tell you something really incredible and far-fetched, but the premise will be the truth. Is that cool?”
 
   Bomb shrugged. “If that’s what you want to do, man. I suppose that’s fine.”
 
   They continued to walk. 
 
   “I told you I had a baby on the way. Let’s say that baby is like the Virgin Mary, right?”
 
   Bomb nodded.
 
   “Well, better yet, let’s say she is like Jesus ... a female Jesus.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   “And remember how in the biblical story, when Jesus was born, King Herod wanted him killed? He was a threat.”
 
   “Yeah, I know the story. I’m Catholic.” Bomb nodded.
 
   “Well, I have a real-life King Herod on my hands.” Saint stopped walking, opened his beer and made Bomb watch him quickly down half of it as if it held magical powers for all of his woes.
 
   “Damn, hombre!” Bomb laughed, slapping his leg. “You put it away!”
 
   Saint wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then finished it off. He tossed the bottle in a trashcan in front of a store they passed. 
 
   Saint continued on, as if nothing had happened. He was certain his stomach was going to cramp up later, with now the mixture of syrupy donut sludge and malt liquor making a horrid stew in his intestines. “So, that’s what’s going on. A mothafucka wants my daughter dead and he won’t stop until he gets his wish.”
 
   “Okay, it’s like this.” Bomb smiled. “I don’t know what part of the story is true, and which part is fable, but there will be no killing of babies. These new gangbangers do that shit. We never did that shit. We don’t kill fuckin’ babies and if a mothafucka threatens to take your seed away, man, you gotta ice him! That’s mad disrespectful!” Bomb’s eyes narrowed and grew darker. Saint knew his response was coming from somewhere personal, a place he’d visited and never wished to go again.
 
   “Maybe it’s not that simple.” Saint put his hands in his pockets. “Let’s say, anything you could do to them, they could do to you, too. Let’s say they could draw a gun just as fast, if not faster than you. What then?”
 
   “That’s easy, man.” Bomb cleared his throat then coughed hoarsely. “You’re talking about all the things they can do the same as you, but what is it that you don’t do well, man? What is like your damn crutch, your jones? Whateva is your weakness, that’s their weakness, too. Use that shit. If the dude is like you, then you’d share that, too, right?”
 
   A broad smile spread across Saint’s face. “You are a smart mothafucka, Bomb. I have no idea why I didn’t think of that. ”
 
   “Because you’re too close to the damn situation. Anytime our heart is involved in some bullshit, we don’t think clearly.”
 
   I say the same thing to women about men... 
 
    “That’s why I can give everyone else good advice, but screwed my own life up so fuckin’ bad.” He laughed—and again, the laughter was filled with anti-climactic merriment.
 
   Saint pondered over what he said for a while. Bomb stopped walking and turned toward him, cocking his head to the side. “Lemme see yo’ ol’ lady and kids, man. I want to see what my little brother really been up to!” He smiled earnestly.
 
   Saint took out his cellphone, pulled up several photos of Xenia and his sons and showed him. Bomb smiled and nodded in approval.
 
   “She’s black,” he said, his eyebrow lifting.
 
   “So fucking what,” Saint bit out, attitude in his tone, though he knew Bomb really didn’t give a shit about things like that. It was just his knee jerk reaction.
 
   “Aye, shut up, man! I’m sayin’ it as an observation, cool out. You know I ain’t racist. You know me better than that.”
 
   Saint nodded.
 
   “And besides, I already know I have a half black son. It was a long time ago. Back then, the girl said he wasn’t mine. I knew better though. This was back in ’88. Her brother is a Black Spade. We had squashed some shit with them, but when it came to fuckin’ his little sister, all bets were off.” 
 
   Bomb cackled. “He tried to run up on me with a bat when he found out. A damn bat, man. She came up behind him, holdin’ him back. Good for him, I was prepared to fuck him up ... runnin’ up on me like he was fucking crazy. She told him it wasn’t mine, lying through her teeth. She told me the same thing but I knew better. She wasn’t that type of girl. We were dating for a while. She had the baby, I saw him.” He looked down at the ground. “He had my eyes ... I even told her he was mine but she still denied it. Then I got locked up and she moved on and out of the neighborhood. I ain’t seen my son since. I really liked her. We had a good thing goin’. Her name was Laura, my son’s name is David. He was born on a rainy Tuesday morning...”
 
   He knows the exact date, but he won’t say it.
 
   Saint felt the heaviness in Bomb’s voice. He used to admire Bomb for having such a way with women—fascinating, rough, tough, attractive, and smart and one of the best brawlers in his entire gang. No one willingly wanted to fuck with him unless they were pumped up on speed and spirits. He had a way of fighting forever, seemingly never getting tired and his blows would knock the wind out of mothafuckas. Man ... down!
 
   “How many children do you think you have, Bomb?”
 
   “At least twelve. Like I said, most of ’em, I have no idea where they are. I was young, out fucking way too much, too many girls. Got burnt a few times, too.  The clinic took care of that. By the grace of God I didn’t get HIV. I have no idea how I didn’t. All I did was fight, get high, and fuck for the longest, or as we said back in the day, ‘fight, fly and fuck!’ Now, I sit back and think about all my seeds, wandering around with no daddy, because of me. It makes me sick, man. Sometimes I fuckin’ hate myself.”
 
   And here they were. They arrived. The air was thick and the emotions were raw. There was no way to rewind the tape. It happened and was now being relived, live and in living color. Saint took note of Bomb calling his children seeds for now the second time. Though the conversation was beyond troublesome, it touched Saint somewhere deep inside. The man, though obviously neglectful and strayed by the streets, understood that those children were him—that his life lived in them, forever.
 
   “Look, Bomb.” Saint put his arm around his shoulder. “You might be able to find some of them, and more than likely, some of them know of each other now. I could—”
 
   “Don’t.” He waved Saint away, taking a step back. “Just drop it. They are better off without me.” Bomb looked at Saint’s phone again, obviously wishing to disconnect from the current conversation. “She’s real pretty, man. What’s her name?” His anger and sadness about the situation simmered down, ready to make the lid on the pot pop right the hell off.
 
   “Xenia ... that’s my Goddess.”
 
   “Like Xenia the warrior.” Bomb nodded, smiling at the photo as he slicked his tongue slowly across his bottom lip, apparent lust building inside of him. Normally, this would have warranted a beat-down, but Saint knew he didn’t mean any disrespect. So now, that made two men that Saint would excuse for inappropriate jokes and brief lustful exams of his wife—Raphael, who he knew had mad love for Xenia and would never do anything so abhorrent as to flirt with his wife; and Bomb, who turned toward every pretty face without a care. Bomb was still a ladies’ man, at least in his mind. 
 
   “She’s a stone cold fox. And your sons, they look a lot like you. Nice man, you gotta nice family. Don’t you let anyone fuck your family up, man. That’s what this life is all about. Family. That’s why I wanted to be a part of the Savage Skulls, to have a family, and that’s what they were ... they are. You got a piece of heaven right here, man.” Bomb continued to stare down at the photos. 
 
   “I know. They are my everything. Thanks for the advice, Bomb. You helped a lot.”
 
   “Cool.” He lit another cigarette and put it up to his lips. “Man, I gotta break out.” He grabbed Saint and gave him a hug. “I got shit to do but it was nice seeing you, man, spendin’ a little time with you.”
 
   “Likewise. Can I give you my number? Can we keep in touch?” Saint pleaded. He felt the tug again—he needed Bomb. Bomb was a ‘piece of home’ from the old wasteland, a golden relic. 
 
   “Yeah man. Ain’t no use in me giving you a number though. I tend to hop around a lot.”
 
   “Well, here’s my card.”
 
   Bomb took it and read it, then jammed it in his pocket. “Alright, I got it memorized now in case somethin’ happens to the damn card.”
 
   “Bomb, please promise me that you’ll keep in touch, man.”
 
   During a brief silence, Bomb looked aloofly across the street, squinting as if the sun were shining in his eyes. “I will, man.”  
 
   He turned back toward Saint, then proceeded to tell him his own number from the card, making Saint smile at his quick memorization. 
 
   Bomb grinned and shook his head. “I still can’t believe it. Little Pharaoh all grown up. I figured you’d be tall like your dad. Your face ain’t changed, that’s the crazy part—still got the face of a damn ten or eleven-year-old kid. That’s about how old you were when I last saw you. That fuckin’ hair!” The grin turned into a laugh.
 
   “What about my hair?” Saint quipped, running his fingers through the wind-blown tresses.
 
   “Nothing, it’s just distinguishable … and your eyes. Yeah, that strange gold color, like the gold stars we’d get in class for good attendance. They changed colors like mood stones.” Bomb grinned. “I’m glad you made somethin’ of yourself, Lil’ Pharaoh.” A sad smile spread across his face. “You ain’t so little no more, and I’m glad I didn’t take you down the same road with me.” He looked away, regret edged on his face.
 
   “Bomb, you weren’t perfect, but you were good to me, okay? I can’t speak on any other shit you did, the shit we’ve been talking about, but to me, you treated me like I really was your little brother.”
 
   Bomb nodded half-heartedly, unconvinced.
 
   “If you knew some serious shit was about to jump off, you made me stay away, just like you said. You never took me into those big brawls. I’d hear you guys screaming and cursing down a block or two, but you refused to have me there, no matter how much I begged. You were protective over me. Yeah, you let me sip your beer sometimes.” Saint shook his head and laughed. “And I blew trees with you once, but you didn’t know any better, you were just a kid yourself, man. That was your way of showin’ love, to share the things you enjoyed most.” 
 
   Bomb rewarded Saint with a proud smile.
 
   “Gave me money for candy ’nd shit when you had it. Made sure my boy Raphael and I didn’t get into any big time trouble .You even kept some of your boys away from me that tried to get me to do runs. You told them I was off limits. I remember all that shit, Bomb. I know you don’t think highly of yourself right now. I know you think you’re a loser, but to me, Bomb,” Saint pointed at his chest for emphasis, “To me you were the coolest mothafucka walkin’, and I still have mass respect for you, man. You survived, man!”
 
   “And I don’t know how.” 
 
   Saint felt like he’d been hit in the gut. He could taste this man’s emotions as if they were his own. Pent-up sentiments that were conceived in the past grew into full-grown nightmares right before his beating heart.
 
    “There is a reason. You still have work to do, soldier!” 
 
   He grabbed Bomb and hugged him tightly. In that embrace, they both became clouded and huddled in their ‘once was’. In Bomb’s thick and large clothing, deep inside, behind the worn, 1970s leather, double down cotton, was tired Puerto Rican flesh ...  there was a Savage Skull, hated or loved by many. No gray areas existed. He had once been a slender but muscular teenager, strong as an ox, who had forty-year-old men fearing for their lives if he’d cut his dark eyes their way. No one would ever get full confessions of his crimes—not even he could sleep with the horrendous violent concoctions he’d brewed with his comrades, for survival and at times, mere entertainment. He ran the streets with his gang, flying his colors proudly. And a little half Korean, half Egyptian boy with choppy pitch black hair, a missing front baby tooth and big, strange golden eyes chased him in the New York Winter landscape, nipping at Bomb’s heels every chance he got—wishing, hoping and praying that one day, he could be just like him... 
 
   Bomb trembled in his grip. Now, here was the second man, a seemingly emotionless entity, a stone-cold shell, falling apart in his arms like broken glass within the last two days. First his father, now Bomb. Two men who, he would have bet money on, would never shed a tear—and they’d shown just how human they were in the last forty-eight hours. 
 
   Bomb was not a monster. He’d bought into the hype. All the articles written by the media, some of which were true some of which were not, had been devastating as he matured. He was from a lost town that had been in ruins—a place no one cared about—and somehow, he’d come out alive, without ever leaving the place. He’d lived through more hardship than most, had seen people he loved to the depths of his soul gunned down, sentenced to three life sentences in prison, stabbed to death or found dead with a needle in their arm. Some had taken their own lives or fell victim to AIDS. No one even knew what the hell that was when it first burst onto the scene. People were just getting sick. Bomb dodged all of those bullets, and the reason why, to him, it still remained a mystery. Saint continued to stand there and read him, go through all of his thoughts, and it made him just want to curl into a ball and cry.
 
   He knew that Bomb sometimes felt that him being still alive was a slap in the face to his boys. That he believed they deserved to be alive, more than he did. He didn’t know how to be a father. He didn’t know how to be an employee, boyfriend or husband. All he knew how to do was survive and beat the streets, and he’d mastered it for several lifetimes. He had no idea that one of the reasons he was still here was to do what he was good at—to be a big brother and give Saint exactly what he needed, when he needed it. 
 
   Saint fought his own emotions as he continued to embrace him. He was worried about Bomb. He knew the man couldn’t last another stint in prison. He knew that he needed to get clean and more than anything, he needed counseling for all the horrors he’d seen as a young boy, teenager and adult. He needed to ask for forgiveness from others, and most importantly, to forgive his own self. This is what happens when little boys and girls raise themselves. This is what is created—a black abyss of confusion, swirling out of control until it crashes on some unsuspecting victim. 
 
   This is what happens, when no one loves you when you’re born and hates you because you lived. 
 
   But Saint also knew no one had told Bomb what to do. You couldn’t force him into anything, or he’d come back at you swinging. He just knew that whatever happened to Bomb, he hoped it was a step in a positive direction, because he needed this man. 
 
   He was, after all, the big brother Saint had never had...
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: fourteen]CHAPTER 14 
 
    
 
   Three Weeks later... 
 
   Saint sat on the panel and looked at the big flag above him in the auditorium. It read, ‘Houston, Texas Rainbeau Conference’. The entire hall seemed to be made of cherry wood, lustrous and glossy. It reminded him of his old high school in Brooklyn. 
 
   The audience was a sea of Rainbeaus, dressed in their Saturday night best, waiting impatiently for him to approach the podium. The host continued to rattle off acknowledgements. Saint tried desperately to shove Xenia out of his mind to no avail. She’d practically pushed him out the door, demanding that he attend the conference. Jagger and Lawrence continued to watch over her, and in his heart, he knew she was safe. Nizsm was still dancing with ignorant bliss, but the human side of him, the protector, refused to completely settle down. 
 
   He never wanted to be caught off guard—not with matters as dire as this. He could feel his Queen drawing him closer, and warning him to stay on his course. Even after he was shot, she warned him to not allow that vicious attack to stop him. She’d always been supportive and refused to allow him to not do what he was destined to do—and that was to continue the romantic nurturing of Queens and Rainbeaus. To be the superhero, the spokesperson and the cloak of comfort that they needed.
 
   “And without further ado, we welcome Dr. Saint Aknaten to the stage!” 
 
   The crowd thundered with applause. Saint stood, straightened his charcoal Valentino Newman suit jacket and took a sip of the water at the podium. He smiled and waited for the applause to simmer.
 
   “What’s up, mothafuckas!” he cracked, welcoming the laughter that burst forth at his greeting. He clicked his tongue against his teeth, grinning mischievously as he surveyed the audience. 
 
   “Some of you have heard me speak before. You must’ve because this is not the right conference to get an introduction about Saint, about me.” He put his hand over his chest. “Why? We are going to discuss the black Queen, spirituality and sex, addictions and manifestations.” He held onto the last syllable for an extended period of time as he gripped the sides of the podium. “So, let’s talk about the shit ... but if by chance, this is your first time hearing me speak, well, I hope you read a book or two beforehand because it’s going to be a bumpy ass ride.”
 
   Loud snickering and clapping followed the statement. Saint rested his chin on his hand, then looked contemplatively at the audience.
 
   “Let’s jump right in. You’ve already been warmed up for the night, so I won’t waste any additional time.” The spotlight caught him just right, making him look alone on a poorly lit road.
 
   “Racial attraction bleeds into our sexuality,” he said thoughtfully. “Our attraction to dark skin, does color, pardon the pun, our sexuality. Sexuality bleeds into our spirituality, because sexual encounters always have spiritual components. You can’t go inside of a woman without connecting to her core. It’s impossible. Even with condom use, you are still mixing DNA. Saliva, skin cells, hair, dragging your fingers up and down each other’s bodies ... your pubic bone bumping into her stomach, her pelvis, while you hump the shit out of her.”
 
   Bursts of laughter came through as he ended the sentence.
 
   “When we talk about love making, for us, as Rainbeaus, we have to talk about race and spirituality. We sometimes even have to discuss politics. We have complicated sexuality. Sexuality is complicated within itself, but we’ve added extra components that make it even more so. When you push your dick inside of her, you’re connecting worlds. You’re bringing your culture and hers together. This has nothing to do with procreation. I’m talking just the two of you, yoked as one.” 
 
   His voice slowly rose as he began to emphasize the seriousness of the discussion. 
 
   “Imagine one red bucket of paint and one blue bucket of paint. Let’s say, we, the Rainbeaus, are the blue buckets of paint. We spill a bit inside the red. Does the red paint stay exactly the same as it was before?”
 
   Several people shook their head while some verbally shouted, “No.”
 
   “No is the correct answer. It may have been just a drop, but it doesn’t matter, you’ve changed that red paint forever. Its color will never be completely the same. It may not be detectable with the naked eye, but it truly has changed and the female body and spirit will come and grab that tiny dot of paint, and mix it within her. Once it is mixed inside of her, it cannot be retrieved! That’s you—that is her spirit acknowledging your presence and the difference you’ve made in her life. Whether she acknowledged it verbally or on a knowing level is beside the point. You then gain admittance into a part of her that you previously had no access to.”
 
   He paused and let his words sink in. 
 
   “You are literally in her circuitry at that point. Men, you are head of her heart. You are the mothafuckin’ King. Kings rule. Kings destroy. Kings create. Kings annihilate. You have to make sure your dick game, head game and heart game are on point. You don’t want to destroy her as a person. You want to destroy the walls she has built around her. You want to destroy the past pain, the residual energy left from that shit. How you destroy it is bringing it to her attention, lovingly.  The black woman, the African American woman in particular, due to her history in this country and with her male counterpart, is more times than not going to have some residual energy. We just have to be real about this shit. All women are complicated,” He smiled at the audience’s animated reaction to that statement. “But the black woman, as far as how she sees herself, may have more complications, depending on what she personally endured in her lifetime due to racism and prejudice. Now, let me explain that last point.” 
 
   Saint let go of the podium and began to pace. He put his finger above his top lip as he deliberated, then resumed his speech. 
 
   “The black woman is told she is not beautiful more than any other woman on the planet, and this is purposeful, it is planned. Her own peers sometimes tell her this and when she steps outside of her race to date, she hears it more because now her actions are seen as threatening. She is the only kind of woman on the planet that is told in the media how ugly she is. Does that statement confuse you? It shouldn’t.” He sucked his teeth and paused. 
 
   “When she cracks open an everyday women’s magazine, she sees mostly white women even though some of the biggest consumers of make-up and hair products are in fact black women, which also points to a wish to look different … but we’ll talk more about that in a moment. Back on point here.” He began to pace again. “Unless she is reading a magazine geared toward her ethnic make-up, Essence and Ebony just to name a couple, she will not see herself represented equally. What that says, nonverbally, is, “You aren’t pretty enough to be in our magazine.” Women think about this shit and the marketers know it! The best way to get back at a woman, men, is to do what?”
 
   “Ignore her!” someone screamed.
 
   “That’s right! Pretend like her ass doesn’t even exist, like she isn’t even a thought in your mothafuckin’ mind! That is what the modeling world does to black women, who already, quite honestly, holistically, have self-esteem issues. This is how you control your woman—you control her goddamn mind! Media driven pimping. This is your first lesson, fellas, into the mind of a black woman. Why do you think pimping works so well? You dive deep into that woman’s circuitry, get inside of her, and re-wire her ass! Your dick changes her; these magazines fuck her brains out by showing her over a hundred images that she looks absolutely nothing like! Let’s spin off for just a second, excuse my ADHD.”
 
   Boisterous laughter exploded. Saint gave a lopsided smile. “I do this shit all the time. I will be talking about one thing and then jump somewhere else but I want to make a point here. How do you think she feels when she realizes that a black doll has to be made to join the other white dolls of a collection, versus the other way around? Have you ever thought about that? Those of you that have little girls, that have daughters that are biracial and multiracial, have you thought about how they go into the toy department, and instead of there being five black Barbie dolls from the same line—they have these categories now.” 
 
   Saint rolled his eyes as more people in the audience laughed. He’d been looking at dolls online and in the stores, collecting things for his precious Princess along the way. 
 
   “Yeah, they have like, surf Barbie and all this other shit, and most of them are white, and then you’ll see one or two black ones thrown in for good measure and prosperity. Why isn’t that reversed or better yet, equal? Why aren’t there many Asian Barbie dolls and Hispanic Barbie dolls? Those dolls exist, but they are oftentimes collector items. There are so goddamn few of them, they are actually collector models! Crazy! You know what’s fucked up?!” Saint pointed out at the audience. “Some of these dolls are being made in China and Taiwan! The plastic bitches look nothing like the people slavin’ around, making them!” He shook his head. 
 
    “Then the black mother walks her ass in the store, with her hard earned money, and is scrambling around trying to find her baby girl a damn toy for her birthday or Christmas, one that hopefully this time, looks at least a little like her daughter.  Now, I’ve gotten off track a bit, but that explains how this stuff starts because your Black Queen, men, started off just like that! She is that little girl, looking for herself, like it’s a damn scavenger hunt, on the toy shelves, under the damn Christmas tree, at her birthday party, and then in her teens and adulthood, in the fucking music videos, television shows, online and in magazines—the magazines filled with unrealistic sexual imagery! Photoshopped bullshit and eating disorder galleries galore! Then later, the toy shelf becomes your heart! She wants to see if she lives in you.”
 
   Thunderous applause exploded.
 
   “That is how she began, before your blue paint came and changed her—she was a little girl that grew into a woman. How different would she be if she saw herself everywhere and the white woman saw herself infrequently?! Imagine how this country would be, if just for one month, that experience flipped! I think there’d be a bit more understanding. In my practice as a sex therapist, I saw black women like this. They were frigid, or putting on excessive weight, subconsciously trying to make themselves unappealing because they already believed they were ugly and not worth shit. It’s hard for you and me to completely understand that because when we look at them, that’s not what we see. We see ... the epitome ... of Godiva sexiness.”
 
   Loud applause broke out, as well as some bawdy comments from the crowd.
 
   “But none of that shit matters if the object of your affection doesn’t believe it. Now look, this isn’t true of all black women. We can’t put an entire group of people into one area and call it a day. But it is true in many cases, and this is why you need to be aware of this epidemic. Because that’s what it is—a damn epidemic. When you brainwash one of the most perfectly designed creatures on the planet into believing she is hideous, well,” Saint clapped his hands, “job well done, emotional and spiritual pimps. Then, when someone like you or me wants to date these women, all hell breaks loose.” He grinned. “And the way we fix this is to blend with them, just like the paint.” He bit his bottom lip. “Blend with them mentally. A woman feels beautiful when you listen to her.”
 
   “When you give her sincere compliments, treat her with respect, show her that you don’t just want to fuck her, but genuinely get to know her. Don’t give her the consolation prize, the hastily made black version of the real McCoy, and then expect her to fall into your lap. She never wants to suspect that you are with her because the white Barbies were all sold out...” Saint looked down at the floor, and minced his words. “No one wants to feel like second best. Just as you don’t want to believe she is with you because she thinks white men will wine and dine her more. You want to believe she is with you because of genuine interest and likeability. 
 
   “And all of this goes back, men, to that spiritual connection. Once it is established, you can manifest the future you and she agreed upon together. That is, once you get past the insecurities, the caution signs, the nay-sayers, and you just follow your heart ... and your cock.”
 
   The audience detonated in handclapping and merriment.
 
   “It’s true. Tell the fucking truth.” Saint walked back to the podium and took a sip of his water. “It shouldn’t be your only motivation, but it damn sure is one of them. ‘Look Miss, I think you’re sexy, I want to fuck you. I want to get to know you as well, and this won’t be a one night stand, but I would love to stick my dick in your pussy as soon as possible. We can even get something to eat first but let’s make it fast.’ You’d love to be able to say that shit!”
 
   Saint grinned wickedly as he continued to work the stage and the audience. 
 
   “No, seriously, I’m just joking. You know better, but that is what we’re thinking. And there is nothing wrong with thinking that, but you just make sure you treat her with respect, that you are not there to just fuck. That’s what this journey is all about—you finding your Queen, not just some black pussy.” Saint sucked his bottom lip. “Pussy ... wet, juicy, black pussy ... tight, welcoming, grippin’ your cock so hard ... sweet black pussy ... goddamn!” He jumped up and down, shaking his fist in the air.
 
   Sporadic whistling and loud applause shot through the room.
 
   “The best shit on the planet,” Saint said under his breath as he adjusted his microphone, causing uproar in laughter. “It is, men. The shit is like Snapple—the pussy snaps back!”
 
   Laughter came again, so hard, he couldn’t hear himself at first. 
 
   “The first time I had some, I got turned out.  I did. That leads me to addictions. I’m not talking about just sexual addictions; I’m talking about addictions to our own egos and dicks. I never was a drug addict. Have I smoked weed? Hell, yes. Do I drink? Like my life depended on the shit.”
 
   Some men in the audience moved around, cheering and laughing.
 
   “But I’m not addicted to cigars, weed or alcohol. If someone told me that I could never have another cigar or drink again, I’d be sad, but I’d make it and be okay. If you came to me and told me I could never make love to my wife again, I’d go fucking insane, real talk,” he said to rows of men clapping enthusiastically, from the start to the end of the auditorium.
 
   “And I’m serious. I’d lose my goddamn mind ... because I’m addicted to her pussy. I’m addicted to her spirit. I’m addicted to who she is. And if by some tragedy, my soulmate was gone, that desire to fuck would still be in me—though it would never be as intense and satisfying as it is with her. This I know to be a fact, but I’d still want to fuck! Why? Because I’m a man with an aggressive sex drive and I love ... black ... women. I can’t not have them in my life. I need to see them, speak to them—though I only need one, and thank God I found her. Yet they are what drives me ... and the same for you or you wouldn’t be here! Your addiction brought you here!” Saint pointed to the floor as he yelled his words into the mic. “You’re in this room with me; you paid for a ticket to hear me and the rest of these respectable men behind me speak, because of your addiction to the black woman’s essence! 
 
   “Social media networks have only made it worse! Now, there are all these damn groups you can join—black women and white men, all sorts of different names. Some are just online bootycalls with no substance, but some are a true reflection and collection of what I’m professing. Separate the silliness from the reality, men. Your bootycall days are over, do you understand me? I said your booty calls are over! It’s time to jump into your addiction with both feet and we don’t want a cure! We want to drown in this shit, and get high off the black woman’s love, every goddamn day!”
 
   Deafening applause ran throughout the theater. 
 
   “Now, let me explain something to you that some of you aren’t going to like. Sex with a black woman versus a white woman, the vibration is different for many of us. That’s not the part you’ll take offense to. The part you may take offense to is the fact that we are wired to be on the winning end of this, so we must know how to fuck properly, to compensate for our lower vibration. Now let me explain what I’m saying. When you mate with a person of the same race as you, there is a different vibration from a spiritual standpoint, but you still have a similar frequency. You don’t have to work so hard for the spiritual connection, because all cultures have a spiritual identity. It is not all the same spiritual identity, but it is in the same fabric, cut from the same cloth; thus, it is not such a journey to arrive there. By arrive, I am not talking about your climax and her orgasm. I’m talking about your body’s natural course. It takes a journey and our spirits have a check list. When you make love to a black woman, Rainbeaus, it shocks your system. It doesn’t matter if it is the first black woman you’ve ever fucked, or the hundredth. As I’ve stated, she is the oldest, her vibration is deeper because we all come and cum from her. Do you understand me?”
 
   Saint saw the recognition on many men’s faces—like when an idea strikes home and starts to make sense. He loved moments like these. They fueled his motivation, his desire to make a difference.
 
   “So, she christens us. Something very powerful happens, something that you don’t even fully understand. You’ve become one with Mother Earth ... and that shit is addictive. You are not as close to earth. Melanin, in higher concentrations, is closer to earth—even the color of it. We are all in earth tones. The higher we get to the sky, the lighter things become—sun, clouds, stars and moon. 
 
   Dark skies are illusions, as long as the sun is still present, which we know it is. A black hole is an optical illusion but that’s another discussion for another day. But anyway, please don’t think I’m accusing you of being inferior. What I am saying is that we are different and we depend upon one another, but there is a variance and we can’t deny this. I don’t believe in sugar coatin’ shit. We were drawn from the Earth. Anything outside of that is not the original prototype. Again, this is not inferiority, it is just altered, and since you are different, acclimation is challenged. This is basic science, people!” His eyebrows furrowed as he delved deeper into his topic.
 
    “People say the shit I say is controversial. Bullshit! These are basic scientific principles and human beings are programmed to do what we lean toward instinctually, and that is to fuck our own kind! But then there are these exceptions. ... Like all of you in here, a bunch of fucking freaks.”
 
   This time laughter broke out as if it was one large locker room.
 
   “You are strange, but right! I am strange, but right! Since I was a little boy, I’ve had a thing for black chicks! Before I even knew what pubic hair was or looked like, I had sexual fantasies about little black girls! It is in me!” He pointed to his chest. “It only got worse as each year passed and I never made apologies for the shit! And you better not, either! Your family doesn’t like what you’re doing? Fuck them! They don’t have to live your life.”
 
   Several men jumped to their feet and applauded.
 
   “Don’t you dare sit around being unhappy and living for them. Your best friend thinks you’re disgusting, fuck him, too! You’ll get a new best friend, who doesn’t care about the color of your woman’s skin—he just wants you to be happy. People at your job acting funny when you bring your black girlfriend around, fuck them, too! Mind their fuckin’ business! Get back to your vibration! Fuck what the world says. My wife is the earth and the sea—she is ground level to the vibration. I’m her sun and her son – meaning, I come from her, from her people! A good example is Xerox. We are all pieces of paper, but there is only one original! When you go back to her, you are deviating from the norm, and that is what makes every man in here a freak of nature. But are you really a freak of nature?” Saint’s voice quieted.
 
   “It’s a natural progression you are following because some of us gravitate toward our origins, even when they initially feel unnatural. Some of us are in tune to our vibration ... that’s you!”
 
   Applause rang out.
 
   “When you grab hold to that vibration, your words, your seed, your semen, your spirit, your chakras, they manifest in her! You are gaining, you are winning! Don’t let these racists stop you from getting what you need, men! What do you want?! Huh?! You want to fuck the shit out ’er, because it feels good ... to your goddamn soul!” Saint hissed through clenched teeth. “You disappear, you go into your own tiny world, I know I fucking do! All you can think is, ‘Oh my God this is some good pussy! Pussy! Pussy! Pussy! More pussy please!’”
 
   Catcalls and “woo-hoo’s” ricocheted in the room. 
 
   He closed his eyes briefly, as if going into a trance and moved his hands around demonstratively “All ... you can fucking think about ... is how good she feels ... how good she fucking makes you feel. You know what I’m talking about! That feeling where you just finished, goddamn it!” More people laughed as he closed his eyes, showed an intense expression and balled his fist. “You just finished making love to her three times in a row, and then you’re on top of her again! What the fuck is your problem?!” 
 
   The audience was really animated now.
 
    “You should weigh only eighty pounds if you could fuck her as much as you wanted.” More laughter came. “I know I would! People would accuse me of being a crackhead I’d get so damn thin.” He smiled as more laughter burst forward. 
 
   “And that’s the addiction, gentlemen,” he said seriously, his tone calm as he exhaled. “It’s okay to be addicted to that one woman. I am. She knows it.” He smiled thoughtfully. “It’s a beautiful compulsion, a lovely obsession, a ravenous need that blossoms like a flower. You manifest ... and that’s what you want, to keep that spiritual connection tight and on lock.” The spotlight fell upon him, zooming in closer. He pointed out at the audience, scanning his finger from left to right. “All of you in here are in love with an idea, a principle, a theory. That all grew into a strong notion then graduated into the need to receive manifestation. It’s like your own conception and growth. Be on fire, for what is rightfully yours. The black woman is rightfully yours, gentlemen. She doesn’t belong to the black man, simply because he is black, too. 
 
   “Don’t believe that shit! No one belongs to anyone because of cultural similarity. That is one of the unbelievable tactics used to try to dissuade black women away from us, that amongst many others. I’ve discussed these illusions and maneuvers in great detail previously, but keep that in mind, please. She is just as much yours as she is his. If the thought of your white dick pushing deep inside some lovely black pussy disgusts your family, friend or whoever so much, tell that mothafucka to turn around and not watch—because it’s about to go down!”
 
   Like one huge bristling carpet come to life, the crowd jumped to their feet, whistling and screaming.
 
   “Most of those cats saying that shit have hidden collections of interracial porn, and I’m dead serious about this shit. I have to respect client confidentiality, but trust me, I have run into people like this, and many times they were actually obsessed with it. On one hand, they talked mass shit about black women, interracial dating period—then turned right around and jerked off all night to some black woman getting it good by a Hung-Aryan!” Saint laughed. “Oh, you don’t know what that is? Just think about it ... let it marinate for those of you that are kinda slow...”
 
   Amusement burst forth in the audience. Saint smiled and wiped his brow.
 
   “So now that we’ve discussed Barbie Dolls, the moon and interracial porn, let’s get down to business.” More men burst out laughing. Saint snickered. “My God, I can’t stay on track to save my damn life! I hope you all are having a good time tonight, Houston!”
 
   Loud whistle blowing joined the stomping, clapping and joyful screams. 
 
    “Now, let’s get into your brain, men and I don’t mean fellacio, a blow job, or dome. I’m talking about what is happening in your mind right before the act, during and after. This is important stuff. You need to know how you operate and how she operates, but right this second, let’s look at us, as sexual beings from the beginning of attraction to our Queens, until we have the conquest.” He cleared his throat.
 
   “Turning heads. Let’s think about that.” He put his hands in the air for emphasis, and looked over his shoulder. “What does it mean when we say a woman ‘turns our head’? It means that something about her physically and her pheromones, if we are close enough to her, caused us to do a double take. It is her smile, her hair, her perfume, her style and her body shape. Now, let’s look at body shape. Many of us are go-getters for the coca-cola bottle body type, right?”
 
   He delighted as he watched heads nodding in approval.
 
   “Stereotypically, though there is some truth, black and Latina women are notorious for this physical shape. All races have women like this, but when we think of its prevalence, these two groups of women are usually what come to mind. There is science behind the hourglass.”
 
   The men quieted, their interest clearly further piqued.
 
   “Do you know that we are programmed, like the sands of time of the glass, to mentally and visually appreciate that shape, fellas? What happens is that there is a part in our brains called the reward center. When something we like arouses our senses, we notice it and want it and it gives us pleasure. This body type causes the most pleasure, from country to country, worldwide. When men are shown several human female silhouettes, the hourglass, nine times out of ten, was deemed the most attractive—yet we are called unnatural and disgusting due to our attraction.” 
 
   Saint laughed and shook his head as many men got to their feet and applauded.  “All of the evidence is right there! It’s not hard to ask five hundred men around the globe to pick the body type they like most on a woman! Why would they lie? The race was not seen—it was just an outline, with a generic hairstyle—yet overwhelmingly, time and time again, this is the one that was chosen!”
 
   He pounded one hand in the palm of the other.
 
   “And it stems back to what I’ve been saying since I first started talking to you cats about this shit! Primitive! It’s about reproduction and sexual attraction. Who the hell is going to give us healthy babies?! Who has the best genes? Who can give us the most babies?! It’s the woman with the wider birthing hips. I can’t make this shit up if I tried!”
 
   Most of the men were now on their feet, screaming and whistling with raucous cheers. 
 
   “We have six times the amount of testosterone, on average, than our female counterpart. We are hard wired for this shit. Those hormones cause us to not only be more aggressive, but to seek a partner that meets our needs for procreation—whether we want to make babies or not, is not the point. Our wiring still tells us, this is what we need to find.  This is due to a lack of impulse control. This is why we are more likely than women to have problems with sexual addictions. That is directly tied into testosterone levels and many of the women that suffer from sexual addiction have higher testosterone levels than the average woman! 
 
   “Everything that we do, say, think, believe and desire has science interwoven into it, people. I believe in the unexplainable, but my background is science, it’s medicine—and when it comes to these issues,” he pointed at the crowd, “I need to know the answers and so do you. You need to understand why you do what you do and why your mate does what she does, race aside. When you then add race to it, you of course have a lot more to look at, examine and discuss. I don’t want any of you motherfuckers to be ignorant of these issues when you leave here tonight. I want you to understand who the hell you are. Your brain is even different from a woman’s! A lot of women libbers can’t stand to hear this shit, but it’s true! Look in the Journal of Medicine if you or your mate doesn’t believe me. 
 
   He paused, briefly closed his eyes and continued.
 
   “At twenty-six weeks gestation, there is now solid proof that a male’s brain develops differently. When boys are newborns, they are actually more emotional, on average, than girls. They cry a lot more! Then society and parents, and all of that, kicks their asses and say boys don’t cry—and the shit shuts off. As the boy and girl mature, things also change due to the brain wiring. Girls then, once their hormones kick in stronger, become more emotional than us, on average. More wiring issues. Boys are more prone to having learning disabilities than girls—more wiring! They are more prone to being dyslexic. Men automatically set up hierarchy at work, in groups, and at home. Women prefer to cluster.” 
 
   “You can see it in our everyday lives. Go the mall and look at teenagers. The boys will walk more spaced apart, and there is always one guy walking slightly ahead of the others. Just watch next time! We act like packs of wolves! Women, on the other hand, they are all huddled together and snickering.” Saint made little feminine gestures and giggled, causing the audience to laugh loudly. “Just pay attention, men! We can’t run from this shit—this is who we are! Many studies have also come out regarding us as fathers.” He took a deep breath.
 
   “Human children are needier than any other children in the animal kingdom. The average human child is not mentally, emotionally, physically or sexually mature until approximately age twenty-three. That shocks a hell of a lot of people, but it’s true. It takes that long for the brain to be at a state of post-childhood and the body as well, for a human being. Due to that, when we as men are not involved in our children’s lives, we’ve given them twenty-three years of no direction and a life-sentence to confusion.” He paused.
 
   “Us men are more prone to rough housing with our children than mothers. Again, this ties into biology. It isn’t because we want them to get hurt.” Saint smiled. “It’s because we don’t want them to be afraid, okay?” He thrust his hand into his pocket and looked gravely out at the audience after the lights moved briefly from him to the men and then back to him. “We want our sons and daughters to feel safe, and like they can handle shit, even when it is scary! So tossing that baby in the air is old school. Our wives come running over, yelling at us, telling us to stop. We look at her and think, ‘Yeah, she’s right. That was stupid.’ But we never look at why so many of us do it in the first place! It’s programming! You don’t hear about mothers doing this; it is us! That is how we teach our children. We let our wives baby them and nurture them, and we nurture them as well, just differently. And the last reason for this is selfishness. This is how we make sure our genes survive. If our kids are dead, our legacy is gone.” 
 
   He was quiet and so was the audience, as if they were holding on with a kung-fu grip to Saint’s every word.
 
   “We have to toughen up our boys and our girls, too. We don’t have lactating breasts! We don’t feed milk, we feed survival! We need our sons and daughters to go off and get married, and reproduce, to keep us alive—in them! In our grandkids, and our great grandkids! You may not be an Alpha—that comes naturally. Either you are the leader of the pack or you aren’t, but that doesn’t mean, you can’t hold your family down and be the best husband and father to your Queen and offspring. That’s what this is about, men! It’s about family!” Saint’s voice rumbled, booming off the walls.
 
   “That’s all that matters! You, your Queen and your princes and princesses! Ain’t shit else in this goddamn world going to give you back what you can get from them! Without them, you are nothing! You were born by yourself, but that was not to be your state of existence forever! For the Christians here, you know she was made from your rib, your side. Your Queen is from your side! Not your back, not your foot—the damn side of you and your ribs are close to your heart! You can do NOTHING without a heart. She is the blood; she is your earth and your subsistence! Why do you think nature has been portrayed as a woman? Because she is variable, unpredictable, necessary, beautiful, frightening, and she gives life! Only women can give birth unless you are a damn seahorse!” he said fiercely.
 
    “Y’all better wake the hell up. You better secure that family. Don’t get wrapped up in what is out in the street, what other people say about you and all of that bullshit. Your focus needs to be on finding your Queen if you haven’t already, maintaining and growing that relationship and doing the best of your ability to produce and raise healthy, happy, strong, intelligent children. It’s a full time job. I never understand how something could be so hard and beautiful at the same time, until I became a father.” His felt himself choke with emotion, so much that he had to pause and catch his breath.
 
   “Nothing can prepare you for what you see and feel, You have to be one to know what I’m talking about, but there is nothing more rewarding, and I mean that sincerely. You, as Rainbeaus, have to be particularly on top of this. You will be raising multiracial children. That adds a whole new dynamic to an already complicated role. You have to be strong for them, men. Your children are going to have questions. They will hear comments and they will sometimes be confused. They never cared before that Mommy was darker than Daddy, until some bigot brought the shit to their damn attention.” He stomped the stage.
 
   “I’m not half black, but even I, growing up, would hear stupid shit about my own racial identity, so I could only imagine what a half black child would endure, and I’m now seeing it with my very own sons. They have questions and they want answers and you better be able to say something, something real!” He threw that challenge out to the audience.
 
   “You’re the head of that family, that household. You better be able to explain some shit, not get tongue tied and allow your children to feel horrible about themselves, in their own homes! Be honest with them. When they ask you what race they are, you tell them ‘the human race!’”
 
   Applause rang out.
 
   “Then, you break it down to them, in a way you know they can understand.”
 
   Saint’s passion clung to each word. Nothing meant more to him than Xenia and his children—and his heart beat a little bit faster every time he spoke of them. He was there because Xenia had insisted and his passionate words were laid out, because of what he was currently enduring. Family was the most important thing in the world. He needed the Rainbeaus to know it, just as he did. It was the glue that held the earth together. 
 
   “Every day, thousands of babies are being conceived. Not all of them will survive the first trimester.” Saint exhaled loudly and briefly looked down at the stage. “The world is pitted against them. Their mother’s body is sometimes too acidic, killing off sperm. Only the strongest survive, from the very beginning, guys. All of you in here are winners—right out the gate. Then, the mother’s body thinks there is a foreign object inside of her, and tries to kill it. By perfect human design, she has cells that protect the fetus. Her immune system kills intruders. Sperm is not natural to the human female body and neither is an embryo. You’ve made love to her, impregnated her, and now her body is going to war on the baby you two created. After a while though, her body accepts the changes, and begins to actually nurture the fetus, which steals energy from the mother. Now, the fetus is more important than even she is, according to her body. It steals her iron from her red blood cells, causing lethargy. It keeps shedding impurities, causing sickness and other side effects of pregnancy.” 
 
   “And that entire nine to ten months that that baby is developing inside of her, he or she is looking more like you and your Queen, every damn day.” Saint smiled, knowing all too well the overwhelming joy of looking at a sonogram for the first time.
 
   “And then, men, you finally get to meet that little baby and hold them. They look at you, and they are depending on you for everything.” He gritted his teeth against the emotion that threatened to spill over. “They literally need you, just to survive. The hierarchy is established! It was there, as soon as you knocked that woman up! You made a life so now, you must protect that life!”
 
   The claps to that last statement were deafening, powerful. Because Saint had hit a nerve, appealed to their naturally protective nature.
 
   “Protect your multiracial children. You are their haven. They are the future—they are the signs of a brighter day, but sometimes, they just don’t know it. Times are different from when I was little, but some things, unfortunately, remain the same. They need you, future daddies ... be there emotionally and physically. Your Queen can’t do it all by herself. You needed her to make that baby, and she needed you as well, so it will take two to raise that child! I’m currently writing a book on this, for those of you having concerns. I think it is long overdue and now that I am a father, and I have a few years under my belt, I can share with you what I’ve learned.”
 
   “Thank you, Saint!” someone called out, their voice quaking. Saint couldn’t find the owner, but he felt that man’s emotion swim toward him. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” Saint said solemnly. 
 
   No one uttered a word after that. You could’ve heard a pin drop ... Someone out there had a child and he was confused as to how to handle these real life situations. Saint smiled and nodded, blessed just in knowing that he’d helped at least one man that evening—while encouraging these Rainbeaus to not run away from challenge, but to expect and embrace it.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   An hour later... 
 
   “For the end of the evening, for the wrap-up, I will answer some questions from you wonderful Rainbeaus. We will have the host read them, so as to not embarrass any of you that wrote them.” Saint took a sip of his water then waited as a large projector screen opened at the back of the stage. A painting of a beautiful, naked black ‘Eve’ holding an apple in the Garden of Eden with her white ‘Adam’ appeared, generating thunderous whistles and applause. 
 
   “This painting behind me is called "The Gift of Sin" by artist Ron McDowell. It’s lovely. I have a copy of it hanging up in my house.” He lightly stroked the of side his neck as the Host approached him with a piece of paper, then whispered in his ear. 
 
   “Well, I don’t know if Mr. Lennox here has gotten shy, but,” people murmured among themselves, “He’d much prefer I read the questions as well.” 
 
   Laughter erupted. Saint smirked and shook his head. He slyly looked over his shoulder at the man, who was walking away. “Come on, man!” Lennox turned to him, smiled sheepishly, but remained quiet. Saint quickly glanced over the questions, “These aren’t that bad! Come on, we’re all adults here,” Saint ribbed, enjoying embarrassing the poor man. 
 
   “Ahhh, alright.” He turned back toward the podium. “Okay, let’s get started. I won’t read anyone’s names out, either. We do respect your privacy here,” he said seriously. “Okay.” Saint cleared his throat. “First question is, ‘Dr. Aknaten, how can I tell if my girlfriend really had an orgasm or is just faking it?”
 
   The expected snickering flared up. Saint placed the paper down and looked out into the sea of faces. “No way is one hundred percent effective, because all women are different. However, there are some tell-tell signs that are more common than not.” He folded his hands.
 
    “One, her nipples may become erect. Two, her breathing will be much heavier. Three, her secretions will increase and change. She will be significantly wetter than when you first began intercourse and that notorious wet stain that everyone tries to dodge?”
 
   The raucous laughter almost drowned him out.
 
   “Yeah, there will be a lot more of that.  Many women will actually produce so much, it will not only be all over your cock after they orgasm, but you will feel it running down your damn dick. So sexy!” Saint grinned, closed his eyes and rocked side to side as if he were going into a sensual reverie.
 
   Clapping poured through the room.
 
   “Also gentlemen, if you pay close attention, you will feel her and see her building up. She’ll reach a pinnacle, then slowly climb down. That’s not something she can fake. Lighter skin sistas may show a flush across their chest; it will look reddened. Once you really get to know your woman’s body, things will be a lot more obvious. Just watch her, man.” 
 
   “Observation is really important. Try different things and ask her what she likes and doesn’t like then when she has an orgasm, and when you witness it, that will help for the future. You don’t want to do the same thing all the time, but you do want to do what you know turns her on—so you can mix it up, but make sure you end with the tried and true if that is the mission for that particular sex session.” Saint looked at the list closely and read the second question.
 
   “Dr. Aknaten, I’ve been trying to get a Queen for almost two years now and keep getting turned down. The ones I like don’t like me and the ones that like me, I’m not attracted to. I’m aggressive; I go after what I want, but I’m still striking out. Any tips?”
 
   Saint looked out into the audience, smiled and shook his head, eliciting some loud laughter.
 
   He raised his hand. “Now look, there is a thin line between aggressiveness, mixed with confidence, and a thirsty mothafucka. Now, I’m not speaking about wanting something to drink.” 
 
   Waves of laughter rolled through the auditorium.
 
    “When I say thirsty, I’m talking about a man that is panting around a woman and going overboard. I don’t know for certain if that is what you’re doing, but if it is, don’t, okay? Women like assertive men, who are cool and collected. Be aggressive, show her that you’re interested and not into playing games, but don’t make yourself look weak trying to get her.
 
   “Do not be her step stool or a damn chump, man. At the end of the day,” he shrugged, “it’s her damn choice if she’s going to fuck with you or not. Step to her, tell her she looks nice, you want to get to know her, and try to exchange numbers, then walk the fuck away. Don’t try to go out on a date right then. Put your best foot forward and let that shit marinate. You want her to think about you for a while. Shit, you may be the first white, Asian, or whatever you are, that ever stepped to her. She might be taken aback or thrown for a loop. That’s another reason why you can’t just go full throttle.” He stopped and cleared his throat.
 
   “Flirt like a mothafucka, seriously.” He watched the men in the audience turn around looking at eachother, large smiles on their faces. “But if she is pulling away, leave her ass alone. If she is someone you work with or really like, as I’ve said in other conferences, revisit the situation but don’t keep trying to drink from the same pond too long. That’s not what a woman wants. This shit is basic – we make it complicated for no damn reason. Chase within reason. Hunt within reason. Respect yourself. Thirstiness isn’t sexy to women, remember that. Next question... ” 
 
   Saint looked back down at the paper and read. “Why are so many black women hard to approach?” Saint grinned. “Okay, this is kind of like the last question, but I can piggy back off of that. Imagine this, okay?” He put his hands up as if he were waiting for a basketball to be cast his way. “Imagine you’re an attractive twenty-five year old black woman. From the time she is about, say twelve, she has reached certain levels of sexual maturity. She isn’t ready for a sexual relationship, that is far too young, but that isn’t the reason I’m bringing this up. What it means is, from that age, that girl, now woman, has been more than likely sexually harassed by boys and men. By the time she is your peer, she has heard a fucking ’nuff. And this brings me back to the original premise of this conference. 
 
   “Black women are being told through the media, other black men and advertising that they are not attractive yet they are the most sexualized women on the planet. This is not to say that other races of women are not sexually harassed and exploited, of course they are—but in some cultures, what we may deem as sexual harassment, they do not. Aggressiveness takes an entirely new look. I wouldn’t dare pinch a woman’s ass that I didn’t know, for instance, while I was single. I did a lot of unnecessary shit, I won’t lie about that, but there is some shit I simply didn’t do but in some places, there are subcultures that are doing all of that and it’s just wrong, plain and simple. So, this has basically trained a woman like this to ignore men so she can just get through her damn day. I said before, this can sometimes be an uphill battle. My wife was like that. She is beautiful—she knows it too—but she isn’t conceited or arrogant. I am though,” he said with a wink.
 
   He waited for the expected humorous reaction from the crowd to that last statement to subside. 
 
   “Even if I had been black, she would have given me a hard time, I know this, because some mothafucka was always tryna holla at her and then here I come,” he pointed at himself, “this biracial, Asian, mongoloid Pyramid buildin’ mothafucka tryna spit game to her militant, ‘power to the people’ ass!” 
 
   Laughter exploded.
 
   “I’m serious, that made this shit much harder for me—that she was basically treated like a slab of prime rib and the fact that I wasn’t a brotha ensured that I had some work ahead of me. I knew deep down that she liked me though, so I kept at it ... Alright, next question.” 
 
   Saint looked back down at the paper. 
 
   “Dr. Aknaten, you speak about sperm having power and the woman’s vagina being powerful. Who has more knowledge and power?” Saint nodded and smiled. “I’ve never had that question before—that’s a good question.” He looked out into the ranks of the audience. 
 
   “Neither person has more power. That is the simple answer. The purpose and the distribution of that power is just different. The longer answer is, it is a symbiotic relationship. Someone may feel more powerful because they are being begged and chased, but unless both parties come together, each is useless on their own. When you connect, that is where the power comes into play! When that dick is inside of that pussy—that is when power manifests. It needs to be a bartering, an exchange. We are giving each other something. When you make love to your woman, you are giving her dick. She is giving you pussy.  Dick is just as important as pussy but not enough women are respecting their pussy and treating it special, and we as men sure as hell don’t respect our own dicks half the time. We just hand that shit out, but call a woman a slut for doing the same shit we’ve been doing since we bust our first nut. We need each other.
 
   “This is a partnership. We’re both needed to reproduce and unless the woman is masturbating or a lesbian, she will want that cum from you. Both wish to achieve an orgasm and if it’s a vaginal orgasm, a dick has to be in the equation or an artificial phallus such as a dildo. So, to wrap this up, pussy and dick are equal.” He moved his hands like scales, in a balancing gesture. “They are both powerful alone but together, they make the strongest force. You create spiritual bonds with your mate that way; you can procreate and bring in new life.” 
 
   He slicked his tongue over his bottom lip and as he thought of his daughter right that moment, his heart skipped a beat. 
 
   “With that woman, you bring new life into the relationship every time you’re inside of her. You are breathing within her, creating, and she is creating within you. Don’t believe anything different.”  He cleared his throat. “Now, let’s take one more question. Let’s see here.” He looked down and began to read the question aloud. 
 
   “Why do some racist black people expect black women to not date any men that aren’t black but there are not enough black men for every single black woman? Are they supposed to stay single?”
 
   Saint smirked and scratched his right eyelid as he rolled the question over in his mind. 
 
   “I’ve addressed this before in other conferences, but I can elaborate and even build on my last response. The answer is pride, man.” He grinned as he held his head high to pronounce his words. “You are fuckin’ with a man’s pride.” He licked his lips and thought about what he was going to say a bit longer. “When you go into his den and take his woman—that’s dangerous territory you’ve entered. There is a feeling of ownership and instead of using that energy to better his relationship with his black counterpart, the black man has opted to verbally, mentally, emotionally, spiritually, and sometimes physically, beat her down further. Then, when that isn’t enough, he comes after us, as Rainbeaus, waving his finger, warning and promising to declare war on us—because his attempted brainwashing of her by telling her she was fucking the slave master didn’t work.
 
   “Now, this isn’t true of all black men. I always have to make this disclaimer because some pockets of the media like to take snippets and run with them. But there is a large enough amount of men like this, who are doing just what I described. There is no accountability with people like this. They blame everyone but themselves. When you are having a problem with an entire group of people, can’t get along with none of those motha fuckas. The problem is you, not them! And this shit right here goes beyond race, okay?” 
 
   Saint thought back at his altercation at the bar with Raphael’s associates. The tyrant trio burned with anger, not once seemingly to be able to look their ownselves in the mirror. The hatred for him, was their own hatred for themselves, and he felt sorry for them. He rubbed his forehead and continued.
 
   “This is a human epidemic that crosses gender and racial barriers. You see people all the time saying ‘all men do this and that’, or ‘all women do this and that.’ You haven’t dated all men and women, so that’s a lie, and if every mothafucka you run into does the same thing to you time and time again, check your fuckin’ self! You are either delusional, have the worse string of luck of anyone that has ever walked the planet or enjoy being a martyr so much that you can’t see that your own shit is stinkin’! It’s you, man!”
 
   The crowd lit up and clapped.
 
   “People should be free to date and mate with whoever they wish, but there is in fact a need, from a statistical standpoint, for your presence in the black woman’s life. Now, some argue that this is all propaganda, that it’s not true ... that there are plenty of single black men. Let’s say that’s true. The next question follows though: “Are they all ready for a commitment?” Saint’s eyebrow rose in scepticism. 
 
   “Some of these men feel that there are so many women available to them, why in the hell would it be advantageous for them to settle down? Or they say, ‘marriage is only a piece of paper’. That’s a mothafuckin’ cop out. Marriage was created before the piece of paper, okay?” he smiled. “Now, if anyone thinks marriage is just dead, chopped trees, then yeah, they’ve missed the whole damn point. The paper takes care of the legality, but the marriage is in the heart and mind first; you are supposed to vow to your wife to be faithful,  to nurture her, to be her friend, her lover, help provide for her and should children come, to be responsible. She is to vow to be a good wife to you—your friend, your lover and the mother of your children.” He took a sip of water to moisten his parched throat. “The next question to look at is, ‘Is he straight?’ He may be single, but is he into women? If not, does he count? No. He doesn’t want pussy, any pussy, so, he can’t be a candidate. The third question is, ‘Is he financially stable?’
 
   “In order to be in a committed relationship and build a foundation, you need to be able to take care of your wife and everything that entails. If he can’t do that, he isn’t ready to commit. I’m not talking about being rich, I’m talking about him able to pay his bills without dependency on others, as well as, take care of another person, his future wife. If he can’t, he isn’t ready. Doesn’t mean he is a bad man if he just isn’t there yet—just means he isn’t a good contender. The fourth question is, ‘Is he emotionally ready for a relationship?’ Does he think most black women are bitches or ain’t shit? Does he believe women are shady? You’ll find a lot of this type of shit from guys who hurl these sort of insults at their so-called black Queen. That is emotional instability.” 
 
   He looked upward into the lights as anger oozed throughout him. It grated his nerves when he’d hear such things. He knew it was tied to the woman, but it was maternal and that is where the sickness dwelled. Saint narrowed his eyes as he gleamed back into the audience.
 
   “The way that man feels about his mother will be transposed to the woman of his choosing unless he gets some sort of counseling and acknowledges the correlation. Men who have had a hard time with their mothers—whether due to emotional or physical abandonment and abuse—are going to repeat the pattern, more often than not. If he felt his mama wasn’t shit, then there isn’t much of a chance for the woman he picks later, either, and that is regardless of her race. 
 
   “We can’t help it.” He stabbed his chest with his index finger. “Our mother is our first love; it’s a strong ass bond. She teaches us how to treat a woman by how we see her treat our father and us and how she carries herself. Us men are fragile regarding our mamas, whether we admit that shit or not.” 
 
   “Tell us we can’t fuck worth a damn, gotta little ass dick, call us broke ass sons of a bitches—nothing hurts us more than to tell us, ‘your mother didn’t love you’, especially if that shit is true.” Saint backed slowly away from the podium. 
 
   “That’s the answer ... the answer to us, as men, is inside of our mama. A woman doesn’t have to look any further! How we view her, feel about her, determines so much regarding our love lives, guys! I talk about baggage all the time—don’t bring that shit with you. If your mama was a prostitute, you gotta work that shit out before you can have a healthy relationship with a Queen! If your mama abandoned you, you gotta understand that shit wasn’t about you not bein’ good enough—it was all about her. That was a choice she made, and it’s not a reflection on your worth! Get yo’ shit tight! Get it together!”
 
   Several men in the front row stood and clapped.
 
   “She is our moon. Black Goddess, first mother on the planet Earth. Breathed sweet life into the nectar of our being, so we could feast on the truth from which we came. The ocean sings her name every first tide of each and every morning. Black Goddess, what is your name?” Saint shook his head and smiled, and the applause lingered as he chanted the haunting words. “Your name is my name, for I am from you, Queen. Empress from the Islands, Monarch from the continent of Africa, Lovely Lady from the United States of America—your skin glows like sunbeams and your eyes shine like black pearls. Your ruby tongue cuts the glass of my heart like dark diamonds and I can’t help but to let you in! At first, I just wanted to part your sands and swim in between your sweet cloudburst but you caught my heart, made me sail, as if I were drifting out to sea. You made me love me ... the unloveable, or so I thought ... because of trauma from Mama.” He shook his head. “Because you are you, black Queen!” He jumped up and down, shaking his fist in the air, working the crowd into a frenzy.
 
   The dancehall music began softly, then increased, driving the crowd into a passionate delirium as Beenie Man chanted over the contagious reggae beat. Saint began to sway, causing an uproar of clapping and men standing to their feet, emphatically cheering. He moved his pelvis back and forth to the beat, going into a daze. He went deep within himself, feeling as he did back in the underground, grimy clubs he’d attend with his boys when he was twenty and carrying a fake I.D. He and his crew burst through the paint chipped doors to dance with the lovely Jamaican women in the club, to vibe to the loud dancehall tunes, drinking and smoking fat blunts all night long. 
 
   “YO MAMA!” He shouted over the cheering and loud, base infused music. “WHAT YOU GOT?! What you bringing that Queen? Huh?! Your damn Mama issues, huh?! That’s the answer to your question, man ... The womb can be the tomb for her offspring. It’s the front door to his perception.” The music softened as he continued to speak.
 
   “Listen to me, Rainbeaus! Love yourself, be fuckin’ ready and prepared. And if anyone…” his eyes narrowed, reacting to the rising heat rising within his body, “…if ANY mothafucka, tries to get in your way, stop you from seeking what you deserve, run their asses over with the truth of their fucked up ways and keep on steppin’!”
 
   More cheering moved like a wave inside the room.
 
   “And once you get that Queen and those babies, after all the shit you probably went through to get where the fuck you are—if anybody tries to ruin that for you, remember, you built that shit like Mitt Romney said, right?” he said to loud snickering. 
 
   “You built that shit—you and your Queen—this ain’t Legos! You built it out of blood, sweat and tears so if anyone tries to tear your shit down, take no prisoners, Rainbeaus.” He laughed manically. The music grew loud again, forcing many pockets of men in the audience to begin dancing and vibing to the beat. “Some of y’all don’t have any fuckin’ rhythm, but that’s okay, just work on it in the bedroom please!” 
 
   Saint laughed loudly over the music, still clearly heard as he yelled in his microphone. Several men on the panel joined him as he danced.
 
    “Who the fuck is this?” he asked as the song blended into another dancehall tune. “Patra’s sexy ass?!” He grinned. “I’m just fuckin’ with you. I know who this is. Of course it’s Patra. Her poster was on my wall back in New York. Many jack-off nights to her image ... many! I kept lotion companies in business!”
 
   The crowd burst out laughing.
 
   “Is that me, man?!” he snickered as he pointed to the large screen which now projected him large as life, working the stage with his perfectly timed, jerky movements. Saint loved dancing—the twists and turns were like sex to him. The movements were the same as he made love to the beat. The treble made his soul dance, allowing him to blow off some steam. Inside, he felt his big brother, Bomb, protecting him, speaking in Spanish and handing him his ‘colors’ to fly at the right place and time. He felt his father hugging him protectively, and telling him ‘Everything will be okay. Your mother and I will be with you.’  He felt his Goddess kissing him, her body open as she helped relax him with her sexy ways and words. He felt his sons kissing him on his cheek and holding him tightly, their little hands around his neck his favorite jewelry ... All of these people were inside of his soul, fighting right alongside him. And last but not least, he felt his daughter, his little pretty Princess he was hell bent on protecting. He couldn’t detect her heartbeat, but he could feel his seed, shining like brand new gold.
 
   I’ve been through too much shit to let anyone ruin my foundation. I had to wait years to meet my soulmate. I had to deal with her own racist issues and pain from other men. I had to deal with my crazy ass mother-in-law. I had to deal with people fuckin’ with my Queen at her job and other places, because she was with me. She wasn’t strong enough to let that shit roll off her back just yet; she had to grow into it. I had to deal with taking a slug in my goddamn back, to save my soulmate’s life, because of the ignorance of other mothafuckas. I had to deal with those same mothafuckas trying to invade my damn home! Then I had to deal with crazy ass Stanley, who was trying to destroy the peace and sanity of interracial couples across the country. It’s my calling. I couldn’t just let that shit go! It stressed me the fuck out. Then, my marriage almost ended over some pussy I never wanted! 
 
   Fuck you, Nizsm! I can still feel you. You feel happy right now, proud. I can tell you’ve been dancing on my baby’s grave. 
 
   I’m ready, playa. Let’s go!
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: fifteen]CHAPTER 15 
 
    
 
   The following morning... 
 
   “We have the very provocative, scandalous, sensational and Mack-Daddy of ’em all, Dr. Saint Aknaten in the studio with us today. Holla atcha boy!” The D.J held his headphones close to his rounded, dark face, brandishing a welcoming grin as the music bites from Dave Chappelle played over the music. ‘Fuck yo’ couch’ repeated over and over to a catchy hip hop instrumental. Saint chuckled lightly as he leaned back in his studio seat. 
 
   “Alright Saint, do you mind if I call you Saint?” the black man asked as he gripped his microphone in the bright studio. 
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “Not at all!” the D.J. repeated teasingly. “This Asian man, whatever he is, got a voice deeper than mothafuckin’ Barry White! That’s cool, dog.”
 
   Saint smiled and nodded as he played with the cap on his water bottle. “I’m half Korean and half Egyptian,” he corrected.
 
   “Glad that before you zoomed back home you could stop at our studio here in Texas,” DJ Tornado said, ignoring him. “You have quite a following and I’m glad you weren’t afraid to have a man to man discussion.”
 
   “I don’t know the meaning of afraid and I’m man enough to have an adult discussion. That’s what grown people do.”
 
   A slight silence brewed between them.
 
   “Alright, before we get to the calls, let me ask you somethin’, man. When did you know you dug black women?”
 
   “Since I was a child. It was just a natural attraction for me. It wasn’t forced or deliberated upon. I didn’t plan it or have to lament over it. I find women of all races attractive. I just have a preference for black women, physically as well as spiritually, and in that sentiment, I’m not alone.”
 
   “You’re damn right! I love ’em too.” D.J. Tornado grinned so wide that his dark purple gums showed. Saint knew what was to come. It was the same thing all the time. They’d try to butter him up with a grand intro and a few shallow compliments—and small talk, there was always the precursor small talk. Then, the hammer would come down. 
 
   Saint took a few swigs of his water from the chilled bottle. He shot a look at the DJ and smiled, a knowing smile. He was hip to the game. He rarely refused an invitation to such ventures. He had no desire to run or hide in the darkness. Saint enjoyed confrontation. He enjoyed educating. 
 
   He enjoyed humiliating the perpetual, self-imposed ignorant idiots who, for some reason, would try to stand toe to toe with him, dance around the courtyard, only to discover his two-step was fierce and they’d go down in flames. On the bright side, he brought in ratings, while they made his book sales soar. It was an even exchange of mortification—only he was never the one feeling badly at the end of the bloody battle. 
 
   “All lines are full!” Tornado announced.  “Damn Saint, you just got here and look at this shit.”
 
   Saint grinned. “Open the gate, let ’em through,” he encouraged.
 
   “Oh, I will.” Tornado narrowed his eyes, still showing his wide, misleading grin. 
 
   Saint showed a sleight of hand and nodded, in a gentlemanly fashion.
 
   “We’ve got Krystal from Dallas! Hello Krystal, please state your question to our guest, Dr. Saint Aknaten.”
 
   “Hello, Dr. Actin’!”
 
   Saint ran his finger along the corner of his mouth and smirked. “It’s Dr. Aknaten, and hello to you too, Krystal.” The caller giggled, her Southern dialect seeming almost forced. She ignored his correction and went on with her statement.
 
   “I really don’t have ... well, I do have a question but I also have a comment.”
 
   “Make it fast, Krystal,” DJ Tornado urged. “We’ve got people waiting to get through, sweetie.”
 
   “Yeah, okay, well, I want tha brothas to know that I’m still down for y’all. There aren’t a lot of black women chasing white men, or Chinese men, or whatever. We still want black men.”
 
   “What is your question, Krystal?” the DJ interrupted.
 
   She cleared her throat. “I want to know why you are interferin’ in our relationships? We have enough problems. I don’t have an issue with you havin’ a black wife—good for you, do you. But that is your life, not everyone else’s. I hate when people that are not black come into our community and try to tell us what to do.” Her tone became increasingly angry. 
 
   Saint grinned, exposing his gleaming teeth under the harsh studio lights. DJ Tornado looked at him inquisitively. Saint rubbed his chin while he listened to the irate caller and casually leaned back in his chair, pivoting ever so slightly.
 
   “Saint, would you like to respond to that?”
 
   “Yes.” He sat up and rested his folded hands. “Krystal, what we have here is called an intended audience. For instance, when a company makes a product, say, a lightbulb, that product is for specific people. It isn’t for people that don’t want to be enlightened ... it isn’t for people that prefer candles only. It isn’t for people that don’t like illumination. It isn’t for people that prefer to read, eat and fuck in the dark.”
 
   He watched DJ Tornado quickly turn around in his chair and wave to the producer. “Hey Joe!” he whispered to a man behind a partition. “Make sure you have your finger on the trigger, man!” Saint knew what that meant. It meant that he wouldn’t be asked to tone down his profanity, and that they’d let some slip by but other ones, they’d silence. He didn’t care; he was going to have his say, just the way he wanted it served—hot, hard, fast and brutal.
 
   “So Krystal, I’m not interfering in your relationships, that of the black community as you stated, and with that said, please don’t try to interfere in mine either and that is what you are inherently doing, when you try to tell me what my business is, and who it should be with, as it pertains to my passions.” Saint smiled and clasped his hands together. “If things were going so swimmingly for you, you wouldn’t give a shit about what I was doing and saying because I’d be a mere ripple in the ocean ... there would be no consequences to my presence. The people that need my message get it and want it. The people that don’t,” he shrugged, “it wasn’t meant for them. So in other words, Krystal,” his deep voice dropped lowered, “you are not the intended audience. Stay in the dark, hurricane Krystal, and enjoy yourself...”
 
   “Damn!” DJ Tornado put his fist up to his mouth and laughed, instigating with all of his might. “He said you were like hurricane Sandy, only your name is Krystal ... you in the dark, sis! I like that. That was slick.” 
 
   The DJ nodded in Saint’s direction. Again, Saint wasn’t falling for it. 
 
   “Okay, let me let her respond.” 
 
   Saint peered at him, knowing he’d find out soon enough, Tornado would turn this into an eating frenzy. The man was just biding his time; the day was still young.
 
   “All of that bullshit he just said was unnecessary!”
 
   “Now hold on, Krystal, you can’t—” the DJ interrupted.
 
   “No, you didn’t tell him to hold on! I want to—”
 
   He cut off her mike.
 
   “Okay, hold up!” DJ Tornado made an ‘x’ with his hands, for a time-out. “Callers, I need to make one thing clear. Don’t call here goin’ off and then get mad when this man defends himself and another thing, we are not a show for kids, but watch the language. I’m not tryna get fined. Now Krystal, I’m going to take your line off mute now, and you can continue on.” 
 
   Saint watched him push a green button.
 
   “Let me make this point and I’m gettin’ off the phone,” she huffed. “I ain’t callin’ about any damn electricity and lightbulbs, Dr. Aknaten! I called about you tellin’ black women to leave our black fathers, uncles, brothers and cousins, and find us a white man. We are strong people, and just like everything else we’ve been through, we will get through whatever perceived crisis you think is happening, just the same. This is the worst advice we could get right now. Right now, we need to be pulling together, not pulling apart.” She slammed her phone down, causing it to crackle through the DJ’s and Saint’s headset. He quickly disconnected her call.
 
   “Do you have a response to that?” the DJ asked, smiling and shaking his head in fake disbelief as he looked at Saint.
 
   “Yes, and I’ll make it short because I know we need to get to other people.”
 
   “We got out the gate racin’!” DJ Tornado laughed as he slapped the table. “Damn, Houston! It’s kind of early to fight, isn’t it?” He cackled.
 
   Saint smirked and looked away. “This is a very common reaction from some black men and women who are threatened by my presence. I’ve received countless emails, and at one point in time, phone calls of this same nature, so at this point,” he shrugged, “it’s an old hat. When a person is threatened by another person, it is because they are fearful that some distribution of power will be uneven. Whether that is true or not is no longer the case once adrenaline kicks in. The body and mind, once aligned to this realization, will decide from that point what is going to happen. Krystal is what some people call, stuck in Blackistani.”
 
   “Okay, hold up—what’s Blackistani, man? Sounds like Pakistan, what is that?”
 
   “It is a collective mentality, a herd mentality, if you will, whenever an outsider or even outside thought process comes into the fold and tries to enlighten, educate and for all intents and purposes, assist that herd. The crowd is aroused and the people cling to one another like sheeple. Fear of alienation is very strong and what some black women are doing is turning away in terror, running after the black men who are angry about the ‘alien that has landed’, that being me, and agreeing with them—saying that I am a threat when they know deep down that in fact may not be true, but independent thinking is much frowned upon. They’d rather stick to what is predictable, to what they actually know, than to venture out away from the crowd, and risk alienation and social stigma, as well as other unfavorable consequences.”
 
   “Hmmm, so you are calling Krystal a sheep? You said sheeple.” Tornado paused and grinned from ear to ear.
 
   Saint minced his words. “DJ Tornado, I know it is your job to keep the show riveting, but...”
 
   “No, seriously, Saint.” He grinned as he twirled leisurely in his seat. “You said herd, you know ... followers, makes me think of sheep, just like you implied.”
 
   “You’re getting off track, but I’ll humor you.”
 
   “Please do.”
 
   “Consider it done. Comedy hour has officially started but no one is laughing.”
 
   The men shared brief silent exchanges.
 
   “Couldn’t it be that Krystal truly feels that you’re wrong?”
 
   “Of course, that’s what it is. She is convinced. No one is arguing that.”
 
   “Then why do you imply that she is just dismissing your statements out of fear?”
 
   “Because being convinced and being wrong are not polar opposites, especially if one has not sat down and thought long and hard about why they are clinging to beliefs that are not working well for them. Wrong is wrong—regardless of a badge of emotional approval. They can co-exist quite peacefully.” Saint chuckled and pointed to his chest. “I can be convinced about the fact that the Ravens suck, for instance, but it doesn’t make the shit true. That’s an opinion that every person on this planet is entitled to have. Whether our government says so or not, we all have the right to form an opinion and hold dear to it.”
 
   “So are you saying she is wayward in her convictions or in her reasoning behind them?”
 
   “It’s more a matter of personal truth and how that plays out for the individual, Tornado. For instance, I can be convinced that no one needs a college education. I can cite examples such as Jay Z and Kanye West—two men devoid of college educations, but are millionaires. My two examples however, do not negate the truth of the polar opposite, which is that most people will not grow up and be the next Jay Z or Kanye. My convictions haven’t changed anything, regardless of the reasoning behind them. It didn’t make the shit suddenly true. But I can still feel I’m a thousand percent right. Just because someone feels something doesn’t mean diddly squat. Feelings have little to do with the facts.”
 
   “So feelings aren’t valid?”
 
   “Of course they are, they just don’t change shit.” Both men burst out laughing. “That’s the entire problem. Krystal is emotional. When people get too emotional, and don’t balance it with a well-rounded thought process, they don’t listen and half of what they say doesn’t make sense. She isn’t thinking. She isn’t proactive or self-protective. She is stuck within her matrix, which is built out of emotions—the main one being fear. She cares more about the black man’s opinion of her than her own well-being. That’s emotional. There is no rationality to it.”
 
   “Is it because she is a woman?”
 
   Saint laughed, “So now we’ve jumped from racism to feminism and gender bias? You’re not a very good interrogator. I have to admit though, your technique is creative.”
 
   DJ Tornado laughed. “Nah man, I’m serious. Do you think that women are more emotional than men, as far as this topic?”
 
   “Yes and no. Black men have been more demonstrative through threats of violence and other means to display their displeasure with me. That’s emotional. We, as men, just show emotions differently. Instead of sitting around crying about it, we will toss someone around, grab a bat or do something even worse that we may regret later. Many women, however, will do what Krystal did. They will exert resistance without even thinking about why they are struggling. She will use her mouth to attack the perceived enemy because that is her training. She has been socialized to not advance and she plays her role well.”
 
   “Damn! Training and socialized to not be advanced ... playin’ shit well! Wow, man, this is gettin’ deep but we need to get to another call. Wyatt, the green-eyed-devil, you’re on the air.”
 
   “Yeah man, what’s up Tornado and your guest ... uh, I can’t pronounce the dude’s name ... what’s ya name again, man?”
 
   “His name is Dr. Saint Aknaten,” Tornado interjected.
 
   “Yeah, Saint Aknaten. I’ve heard of him. I first heard about you, man, like two years ago. I ain’t callin’ to argue. I just want some information.”
 
   “Okay, what is your question, Wyatt?” Saint asked, his eyebrows furrowed.
 
   “In China, don’t they cut off mothafuckas hands for stealin’?”
 
   There was a brief pause.
 
   “Wyatt, man.” Tornado sighed. “What does that have to do with our topic?”
 
   “He Chinese, ain’t he? I just want to know because...”
 
   “I’mma have to let you go, man.” Tornado shook his head and disconnected the line. “You stayed on the phone for over twenty minutes waiting to speak to this man, to ask him something you could have Googled in one minute.”
 
   Saint burst out laughing. “I’m not Chinese, Jag. I know that you’re off the air now, but this is typical of some people. They hear half Asian and think Japanese or Chinese, as if no other Asians exist, but when a discussion about hair weaves or acrylic nails comes up, then my mother’s ethnicity is suddenly remembered. She was Korean.”
 
   DJ Tornado burst out laughing. Saint grinned.
 
   “It’s true. To answer your question, it is actually my Egyptian ancestry that is more synonymous with removing the hand regarding crimes of theft. I can’t believe I’m talking about this.” Saint pressed a palm to his forehead and chuckled.
 
    “Let me finish my train of thought though. Middle Eastern cultures, specifically those that follow Allah, are more likely to demonstrate that sort of punishment for that specific crime, versus any other. There have been similar acts in almost all cultures, historically, however, but it is most prevalent in Muslim indoctrinated cultures. My father is Muslim and he is not what I would deem a violent man. I grew up witnessing the ceremonial acts of the religion. Unfortunately, due to 9/11, there has been some unfair intolerance toward Muslims in this country and I’m from New York. I truly sympathize with the losses we suffered as a state and country.
 
    “That is still no excuse to believe, ignorantly, that an entire group of people would wish all Americans dead or that all Muslims are willing to fly an airplane into a building, killing thousands of people; hence, devastating us as country. Just as Christianity and Judaism have zealots, all religions, including Islam, have them as well and it is unfair to paint everyone with the same brush stroke.” 
 
   “Thank you for that, Saint. I agree with you. Let’s go on and grab the next caller. Pedro Lopez, you’re on the air with Dr. Saint Aknaten.”
 
   “Hello, Mister, uh, Aknaten?” came a deep voice with a strong Latin accent.
 
   “Hi Pedro.” Saint scooted closer to the booth counter and rested his elbow.
 
   “I’m so glad that you’re a guest on the show today. I really respect your work and have attended two of your conferences and I’ve read all of your books.”
 
   “Thank you, Pedro. I greatly appreciate that.”
 
   “Did you have a question, Pedro?” Tornado asked.
 
   “I do have one. How’d you get your wife to come around? You mentioned at one of the conferences I attended that she was resistant and I read an interview where she said she couldn’t help but fall in love with you ... but did you do anything to help her along, like specifics? I’ve been having some problems with a woman I’m dealing with. I really care about her, but I’m getting tired. She’s hot and cold. One minute, she is willing to just move forward, you know? Then, the next, she tells me she won’t see me anymore and to stop calling.”
 
   Saint could pick up the anger and sadness in Pedro’s tone. He too, had been dealing with the effects of a disapproving family, due to his long-time love of Queens.
 
   Saint sighed. “You know, it wasn’t so much the timing, for my wife and I, as much as the duration, as it was, the time that was spent—the quality of it. I didn’t use any tricks; I was just persistent and direct. She was resistant, very much so, so I tried to maximize the experiences such as finding out about her in advance. I wanted to have a full understanding as to who I was dealing with because honestly, I knew she was the one for me, and I didn’t want to waste a bunch of time trying to convince her. She had some moments of being hot and cold as well, but our courtship happened so quickly, that I wasn’t as negatively affected by it as you most likely are. Our situation was a bit unusual. There were some dynamics that were atypical.”
 
   “Such as what?” Tornado interrupted, obviously intrigued by the question as well.
 
   “Well, I knew she was my soulmate. Most people aren’t going to know something like that, that fast. If I hadn’t known, I more than likely would’ve left her alone. I never had to beg a woman to be with me—to let me take her out—so this was a first for me. It was uncomfortable, but a part of me did like it, actually. I did want to chase her, at least for a little while because that is how men like me are wired. We like challenges, but I wouldn’t have done that for just anyone; it had to be her ... and like I said, I just knew.”
 
   “How’d you know?”
 
   Saint grinned wider. “I just knew...” 
 
   Yeah, like I’m going to fuckin’ sit here and tell this man I’m psychic. 
 
   “Okay, what else?”
 
   Saint could feel the tension building. He knew Tornado had tried his damndest to keep his own emotions at bay and be the impartial journalist he was supposed to be, but his resolve was slipping. A part of him admired Saint, and another part despised him. Tornado, a hefty, five foot eleven medium brown skinned man with a low fade, twinkling dark eyes and a contagious laugh, used humor to hide pain. He was sitting across from Saint, feeling basically a wreck, and Saint knew it. He didn’t like what Saint stood for, his philosophies or beliefs, but he did respect him. For that, Saint was appreciative.
 
   “Tornado,” Saint leaned in across the table, locking eyes with him as a sinister smirk budded across his face. He licked his lips, ready to make the bomb go boom. “I was able to change her mind, when she got an exclusive opportunity to feel ...  my ...  soul.”
 
   He buried his desire to laugh as Tornado’s face contorted with obvious confusion and consternation.
 
   “So, this is about sex?” Tornado bucked out of his discomfort and tried to keep a straight face.
 
   “No. It’s about a heart connection ... a soul connection, a mental and intellectual coming of togetherness. I was able to accomplish with her, within one weekend,” he put his finger up for emphasis, “what it takes most people at least a few months to do.” He shot his eyes back toward the blinking lights, and redirected the conversation. “Pedro, if the woman you’re with wants you, she won’t be able to resist any longer. Eventually, she will break. If it has been more than three or four months, and she is still running, it’s time to move on, man.”
 
   “Yeah, but what did you say, what did you do?” Tornado asked with urgency. “Everyone in this industry knows who your wife is, man. Everyone knows the type of shit she spoke about and it still boggles so many people’s mind as to how, you,” Tornado looked Saint up and down, his eyes tinged with burning anger, “got Xenia Donnellson.” 
 
   “How I got Xenia Aknaten?” Saint’s smirk grew as he corrected Tornado; reminded him that her last name was now his. The testosterone was being thrown around the room like wet paint, leaving them both soaked in racial undertones.  “I got her, Tornado, because she saw me for who I was, for what I was. I wasn’t just some biracial cat, a half Asian, half Egyptian man, anymore. I was just a man, Tornado. A man that was crazy about her and she couldn’t deny that. When it comes to these sorts of things, we are so used to illusions that when we see the real deal, real love, outsiders question it. They just don’t know what to do with themselves. It makes people uneasy. Like, in Pedro’s case. I bet he has bent over backwards for this woman he is chasing, but she just isn’t ready. Like Krystal, she may be a productive member of Blackastani; or maybe like Wyatt, so in their own little world, they miss the everyday miracles and nuisances swirling around them at any given time. Or maybe, even this radio show, too, is an illusion.”
 
   “How so? I’m askin’ you questions, man—you’re answering. This is real.”
 
   “No, it’s not. When microphones are on, people calling with fake names to save their anonymity and epic acting performances taking place over the airwaves and behind the booth…” he shot Tornado a threatening look, “…all of this is mere bullshit.”
 
   “My pay check says it’s real!” Tornado belly rolled. 
 
   The laugh was manufactured; in fact, it was all part of the grand performance. What the man really wanted was to reach across the glowing dials and snap his neck.
 
    “The only actual thing on this planet that is real to its core is love and hate, and even hate is questionable because hate is never the original emotion. It’s the child of another emotion, conceived and born from something much bigger. That is why people think they hate me when in fact, they either just want to be me, or they’re afraid of me and what I have to say. It’s a much easier pill to swallow when we say we dislike or hate something, than to say, ‘I’m jealous’ or ‘I want what you have.’ Jealousy denotes weakness. Hate is abstract and protective.”
 
   “Hate can be hardcore. It can be a driving force.” Tornado argued.
 
    “It’s diluted and pathetic. Love has no cloak, nor is it hard to decipher or understand. Hate is for the weak. It is worn by the shallow, self-loathing and confused. It presents itself as strength, under the guise of pride, when in actuality; it crawls on its belly and runs whenever the light is turned on. If I truly despise someone, Tornado, I don’t hate them. Hate means a part of me actually cares. When a man hates another man, because he has something or someone that that man feels he should not, that’s not about hate ... that’s about envy or low self-esteem. I’m too busy enjoying my own Queen to worry about hating another man because of the woman he is in love with. When we don’t have something or someone we desperately want, and see another mothafucka with that very item or person, it fucks our heads up.” Saint pointed to his temple. “As men, we are programmed to be aggressive and go-getters but we don’t always stay that way. Instead of getting our own, we covet what we know we could never have, addicted as we are to the envy. Shall we go to the next caller?”
 
   Tornado was evidently at a loss for words. The show turned out to be about Xenia, as usual; only this time, Saint soon discovered the truth of the matter. Here he sat with a man who had adored his wife from afar. He coveted her, and wanted to see who she’d chosen to share her life and bed with, over and above all other men, particularly, black men. Tornado wanted to make eyes with whomever it was that held the trophy. Once news had spread that Xenia had ‘sold out’, curiosity mounted. This was nothing new. He’d pegged him, but saved Tornado the humiliation that goes along with that. He had mercy on the small-town D.J. He didn’t want to destroy the man—he’d changed his mind once he saw him wilting away like a flower out in the desert sun. A part of him even liked Tornado, but he had to make it clear to him that there would be no games played and sly moves going unchallenged, and it would only continue to garner him the utmost respect. 
 
   Saint continued to take calls, speaking elegantly one moment, and tearing into someone the next. It was his routine; it was the expectation. After all, he, too, had become a ‘personality’.  The show waned and Tornado grinned at Saint. Saint grinned back, reaching across and shaking his hand.
 
   “Good show, man.” Tornado stood, sighing and taking a deep breath. “Thanks for comin’ in. I know my show ain’t big like some of the otha guys you interview with, but...”
 
   “No way, man. It’s cool. It doesn’t matter. I was glad to come in.” 
 
   Saint reached for his sunglasses.
 
   “You know, some of my homeboys were like, they couldn’t believe I was having you on the show. You gotta lot of haters.”
 
   Saint shrugged. “Haters make me famous, man.” He put his sunglasses on. “If I cared about what people thought about me, I’d stay in bed and never leave my house. I only care about how Xenia and our kids feel about me. I care about helping sincere Rainbeaus and Queens, man. I don’t give a fuck about anything else,” he said coolly. “Fuck everyone else; they aren’t me and they don’t know my struggles and passions. I don’t have time or desire to care about the petty, poisonous emotions of others.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that. I’ve never had to turn that many callers away before. I can’t tell you to keep doin’ what you’re doin’, you make it hard out here for uh pimp.”
 
   Both men burst out laughing.
 
   “But, I can see that you’ve got integrity, and I like that, man.”
 
   “Thank you, Tornado.” 
 
   Saint gave him a pound before exiting the studio to head back to the airport to be with his family as quickly as possible. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint yawned wearily as he climbed up the steps, his car keys jingling in his pocket along the way. His insomnia seemed to have taken a vacation that day because he could barely keep his eyes open as he clung to the stairway railing. 
 
   “Oh shit.” He yawned. “What a damn day ... long ass flight.” 
 
   As he continued to ascend the steps, he thought it strange that Xenia was nowhere in sight, nor the children. It was only eight in the evening after all. He placed his hand on the master suite bedroom knob and turned it. Then he stood in the doorway, almost dropping his luggage once his eyes adjusted to the sight before him.
 
   “Oh ... my ... God.” 
 
   He burst out laughing, closed the door and leaned against it. He laughed so hard, his stomach rolled and cramped. It wasn’t from amusement, but from pure shock. Xenia stood across the room, smiling at him quietly, letting him absorb the whole set-up. 
 
   “Woman, who the hell helped you do this?” He walked up to her, softly pressing his lips to hers before looking around once more. On the far left side of the room, Xenia had put up three poster-sized, conjoined partitions in cardboard—blown up photographs of an abandoned interior room in the south Bronx, taken in the 1970s. It served as a mini-stage, blocked off a section of their room for his enjoyment. To make it even more sentimental and engaging, she had a full mattress lying on the floor in front of it—as if it was a small room within itself.
 
   “Okay, what the hell is on that mattress?” He rubbed his nose with his index finger, still laughing.
 
   Xenia looked at him proudly. “I used chocolate syrup and Oreo crumbs ... tried to dirty it up a bit.”
 
   He burst out laughing again. “It looks disgusting. I love it.”
 
   He embraced her tightly, kissing the top of her head. “I can’t believe you did this. This looks so much like how that room looked, Xenia, the old club.” He was in awe of her ingenuity and creativity. She even had a ‘Savage Skulls’ poster on one wall of the makeshift play setting, in a corner of their bedroom, for a delightful game of sexual role play.
 
   “Well, I could tell that you really missed it by what you’d shared with me, and even though it was hard, you had some fond memories. You said it was your first sexual experience, in some ways, so,” she shrugged her shoulders, “I thought you might want a chance to ... you know, do it on the dirty mattress that you have such fond memories of.” She grinned.
 
   Saint looked her up and down, still trying to wrap his head around all that Xenia had done for him. 
 
   “To say I’m impressed is an understatement.” 
 
   There she stood, with nothing on ... but one thing caught his eye. When he figured it out, he ran his fingers across her groin, then shook his head in disbelief. “Down to the damn pubic hair ... fucking brilliant.”
 
   “I didn’t have time to grow it out all crazy, like the girl you described—that would take at least a couple of months—but I did the best I could in the time allotted.”
 
   He cupped the back of her neck, bringing her lips roughly back to his, kissing her so hard he felt the rhythm in her breathing become erratic. He ran his hand up and down her groin, feeling the soft hairs push against his fingers. Normally, he wouldn’t have liked this much fuzz—but for tonight, the hairier the better... 
 
   “Thank you,” he said seriously, as he slowly stepped back from her. 
 
   He didn’t lift his gaze from her as he quickly cast his clothing aside, uncaring where it landed. “It’s funny how I came in here dog-tired, but now I have a new lease on alertness. So, I get to pretend it is 1979, right? I get to pretend I was older than I was that year, too—to be sixteen, with a bangin’ chick, fuckin’ her brains out on a dirty mattress in an abandoned building?”
 
   Xenia smiled, sunk her teeth into her bottom lip and twisted her body back and forth, like a high school girl at the brink of adulthood. He could tell she was getting off on this, but she must have missed the memo; he was going to step it up a notch.
 
   “You know what I want to do, baby?” he said, his voice low.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want you to put a red scarf on your head or around your waist. I want you to pretend to be a Blood. I want us to be two rival gangs, about to fuck...”
 
   Xenia put her hands on her hips and looked back at him. “Saint, you are really sick,” she retorted, laughing.
 
   “Yeah, that’s true, but you know it’s a sexy idea.”
 
   “What if I don’t have a red scarf anymore? Those days are long behind me.”
 
   “Stop lying. We both know you have one still.”
 
   Xenia grinned and disappeared into their closet while Saint grabbed a black magic marker. When she came back out, a few minutes later, Saint was sitting on the mattress, butt naked with a hand-drawn Savage Skull tattoo on his shoulder. Xenia stepped nearer, stared at it, and burst out laughing.
 
   “Now, you are doing way too much. You’re going too far.” 
 
   Then he lunged at her, grabbed her around her waist and playfully slammed her down onto the freshly soiled mattress. He ran his fingertips delicately over the worn red scarf tied sweetly around her waist. His heart pumped faster as he could feel the energy emitting from it—proof that she had it on during her ‘bad girl’ days of running the streets and getting in trouble. 
 
   He looked up and swam into a world now lost. The blown up, sepia colored photos showed peeling paint on walls, dirt, debris and pure grimy metropolitan nostalgic love. He kept staring for the longest, falling into the moment, almost able to smell the old aroma of the place—old piss, cheap beer, strong marijuana and sex ... definitely sex. 
 
   “That’s funny,” he muttered.
 
   “What’s funny?” Xenia asked.
 
   “I forgot about how I had smelled sex then. The first time, I didn’t know what it was, but it was distinct. It didn’t turn me off. I just knew it was different, couldn’t place the source, just knew something new was in the air.” He carefully lay down on top of her, ensuring to not put too pressure on her stomach. Heurgently went after her neck, kissing long and hard as he grinded his hips. His erection sprung forward in a matter of mere moments. He took in the scent of the new, albeit cheap, mattress Xenia had purchased, intermingled with the chocolate syrup she’d strewn along it, to age it just in time before his arrival. She had no idea how much this meant to him. Sure, she saw he was pleased, but this touched his soul deep within; it was one of the best gifts he’d ever received.
 
   He pressed on her harder, driving his pelvis into hers, making her shudder and moan beneath him. He now had his chance to fuck a pretty woman on a dirty mattress, and he was hell-bent on doing just that. He unceremoniously pushed her thighs apart, clutching one while he guided himself inside of her. His lips softly brushed against hers as they stared at one another. Her bandana rolled between them, reminding him that if their lives had played out differently, they more than likely would have been enemies—and all this time, he had been screwing the devil in red, and loving every minute of it. 
 
   He watched her blink. Hard. He thrust deeper, harder, stiffly, taking her. 
 
    “Ohhhh shit...” She moaned, and it sounded so sweet.
 
   And then it happened—the purple fog escaped from between his lips. He couldn’t control it. He was flying cut sleeves while inside of her; he was free, showing off his colors and leaving his mark. He was tagging her pussy with graffiti richness, intoxicating bouquets of spray paint ... white, copious spray-paint soon to cum as he shook up ‘the can’, writing his name up and down her sugar walls.
 
   “My pussy.” He moaned possessively. “It belongs to me, my fucking pussy,” he repeated, digging his fingers into her thickset hips as he jerked in and out of her body. 
 
   He closed his eyes, fancying the A train going by, feeling the coolness of the New York night air seeping through a broken window with steel bars. He even heard the raucous whores outside, calling, ‘Hey baby, wanna party?’ And the honking of a car or two blowing at a crowd to get the hell out of the middle of the street. Some drunk guy cursed in Spanish at his ol’ lady and an old Jewish man threatened to call the police on the punks that kept harassing him. 
 
   While he tagged her insides, thrusting, moving to an imaginary street beat, all these things became his temporary reality. He opened his eyes and glanced at the photos again. Goddamn, it looked real ... it was real. This was a real place; someone had actually lived there, with it looking just ... like ... that.
 
   He ran with his newly built fantasy of fucking the daylights out of a rival gang member. Oh, how sweet the thought. It fed his ego, because a slither of it was actually true.
 
   “Uhhh! Saint! You’re ... deep ... so deep.”
 
   Her words interrupted his thoughts. He’d become lost in her, hunting, seeking, and finding. 
 
   His body seemed to have a mind of its own in claiming her, initiating her body, giving it a righteous ‘gang related’ beat down. He felt her wrap her arms around his back, crossing her hands loosely over his neck, panting, sweating, and swearing.
 
   His body crashed into hers, and hell, he couldn’t stop himself. Saint represented the old ghetto, and Xenia represented the new world. The antediluvian photos felt fresh to him, but her love in his life was invigorating and new. He was getting treatment—she was his hospital for a time that he cherished, but also cursed. He was hooked on the illness, and needed an intervention. What began as a fun romp down memory lane with a sexual twist and love play became a spiritual awakening. He didn’t expect this, but he should’ve known better once he’d told her to find that scarf. What did that all really mean? Why did he want her to do it so badly?
 
   Shed blood is a sacrifice—it gives new life while snuffing out another. A skull represents death; something has died and rotted away, leaving a carcass of what once was. 
 
   I was dead. She brought me back to life, protecting me with her shed blood. Together, we are brand new and born again.
 
   And that was it. He gripped her hands and placed them above her head, staring down at her with such intensity, he could almost see a glimmer of fear in her eyes as he kept churning his hips, thrusting inside her. 
 
   “Mmmm! I’m gonna cum,” he whispered, grunting and pushing himself to the limit. 
 
   Xenia screamed in his ear, causing it to ring as she dug her fingernails in his upper back. He was fucking her so hard and deep—she’d become delirious. 
 
   “I can feel you ... in my ... gut!” she yelled, her ass being pushed into the mattress as he drove into her with all of his might, pounding at warp speed.
 
   “Uhhhhhhhhhhh! Ahhhh! I’m cummin’, baby!” 
 
   “Saint! You’re ... oh, God!”
 
   He lost it as he shot deep within her, grunting and shoving himself as far as he could go, his mind racing and spinning as if he were high, drunk and mad as hell. He kept moving, gradually slowing until there was nothing left. 
 
   After a while, he rose, leaned back on his knees and looked down at her. Xenia stared back at him, her eyes in a daze, her body covered in their mixed sweat. 
 
   Saint felt disoriented, yet a sense of peace still resided inside him. For a moment, he was back home but he was also in the future. He’d never felt so torn before and the confusion felt just fine.
 
   He sighed and traced her navel with his fingertip, drawing swirls in the moisture on her body, painting pictures of their adulation, sketching the inner-workings of complicated love that was easy to understand. This was a deeply spiritual experience, and he’d never forget it.
 
   “Are you okay, baby?”
 
   “Mmmm hmmmm,” 
 
   He continued to draw on her body with his finger. Once he finally stopped, he was stunned at what he’d done. Thinking he was only designing randomly, he hadn’t noticed until the very end that he’d in fact drawn a complete mural on her stomach. He bent down, his eyes focusing closely on the swirls, circles and lines... 
 
   He’d sketched the Rainbeau Knights of the Round Table official symbol and underneath the ‘black skirt’ was her name, ‘Xenia’. Smiling at his artwork, he lay down again, his head on her breasts, his body wrapped around hers as if he needed her to merely keep him alive. He’d soon have her again and again, all through the night—drawing designs inside of her body, and outside... 
 
   She’d been officially tagged.
 
   You’re it, you’re tha shit... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “No, that’s no good. Let’s try again. I told you that you were rusty. Let me go over some rules with you. I should’ve done this right when we got here.”
 
   “I got this!” Xenia closed one eye and held the gun out in front of her, zooming her hands from side to side as she pretended to follow after the moving paper target with the bull’s-eye. 
 
   Saint snatched the gun out of her hand.
 
   “Xenia, stop playing around!”
 
   “What?! You don’t have to act like that, damn. I was just practicing.”
 
   “This is serious. Now listen.” He stared down at her as he held the gun right out of her reach. “The muzzle should always be pointed in a safe direction, which is away from you and anyone here at this damn range.”
 
   “You are just a wealth of information. Why’d you bring me to a shooting range if all you are going to do is talk and treat me like a novice?” She gave him an indignant look and folded her arms over her chest. 
 
   Saint ignored her and continued. “Your fingers should be off the trigger until your weapon is aimed at the target. If I, or the range officer, tell you to stop, you stop. I will say, ‘Cease Fire!’ That means you immediately stop shooting, Xenia. You seem like the trigger happy type,” he teased. “At the end, remove your chamber bullet then lay the gun down on the shooting bench right behind us here.” He pointed to a small wooden bench in the background. “We’ll clean up when we’re finished. That’s really important—throwing away any spent ammunition and trash that you’ve made during your shooting session. Got it?” He winked at her as he handed her back the gun.
 
   “Yes, I’ve got it.” Xenia put on her safety goggles.  Her protruding belly forced her burgundy maternity top to rise up a bit, exposing the top of her maternity jeans as she got into position. 
 
   Saint stood back from her and crossed his arms over his chest as he leaned up against a nearby wall, ankles crossed. Xenia concentrated hard as she held the .38 Special revolver in her steady hands. Saint preferred a magnum or .45 as an everyday carry-on, but he knew that, as small as Xenia’s hands were, this would be the best bet. Anything smaller, to him, was simply a toy. 
 
   “Don’t shoot too soon!” he called out.
 
   “Saint, be quiet! You aren’t supposed to talk to me right now.” 
 
   He grinned at her outburst and continued to watch her, rocking from one foot to the other. The target inched forward, then picked up speed. Xenia stepped ahead and kept her hands out straight. Taking her time, she blew several rounds in the chest, the gun popping loudly and echoing through out. She removed her earplugs and goggles.
 
   Saint straightened from the wall and clapped. Xenia looked over her shoulder and smiled widely, displaying her newly massaged ego.
 
   “I told you!”
 
   “Okay.” Saint grinned. “When you finish patting yourself on the back, let me show you how to aim your gun better.”
 
   Xenia began to protest but he left her no room to finish her tirade. He pressed his groin firmly behind her and ushered her arms upward. Adjusting her position, he grabbed her hands and placed her finger on the trigger, forcing her to stand as if she were aiming at a moving target. 
 
   “Do you feel that? Feel the difference?” he asked in a low voice in her ear, his back slightly arched as he grazed the side of her face with his own. 
 
   She hesitated, then turned her head, making eye contact with him. They stared at each other, the gun still firm in her grip. 
 
   “Lower it just slightly, to get that bullet direct and center, and aim slightly higher. You drift, to get it right in the dome. When you only have one chance to shoot, get the head. A bullet in the head means you mean business. If you just want to stop the person, but not kill them, go for the leg.”
 
   “You’re violent.”
 
   “Only when I have to be, baby.”
 
   They continued to stare at one another, frozen in their stance. He slowly lowered her arms, then bent to kiss her strongly, passionately, his breathing, loud and labored as he removed the gun from her hand. He stepped back from her, placed the gun down behind them and returned to her, cupping the back of her head and bringing her back to him, laying on a kiss that literally made her stand on her tippy toes. 
 
   She hitched her breath. He smiled down at her, loving the look of desire in her eyes. 
 
   “Saint, I don’t know if it is the smell in here, the fact that I’m burning up, or my hormones, but I’m...”
 
   “Yeah.” He grabbed her hand. “No time to talk. Grab your bag, let’s throw this shit out and bail. You got it; I feel confident you could blow a mothafucka’s head off. Let’s roll.”
 
   Xenia smiled. “Once again, your romantic words always get me in the mood,” she teased. She swayed flirtatiously past him, their hour long lesson ending as she scooped up her bag. Saint quickly cleaned up their area and marched out of the chamber.
 
   “Hey! You still have another hour to practice. You paid for it!” the Range Officer called out after them.
 
   Saint stopped in the short hallway and looked over his shoulder. “Consider it a donation for someone else. I have a different loaded gun I need to shoot!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint stood in the fast food restaurant, previewing the assortment of customers hungrily waiting for their food with their tickets in hand. It had been a long, rainy night and he was trying desperately to keep Hassani and Dakarai entertained while he kept the dynamic duo tied to his hip. Xenia was at home resting, needing the reprieve, peace and quiet. He offered to take them to, ‘El Pollo Loco’, one of the best, underrated Mexican fast-food spots in all of Long Beach. He was exhausted, but still smiling as the boys vied for his attention.
 
   “We’re heading back home soon,” he said over his shoulder as he looked at them race toward a table, their empty cups of juice in hand. He rubbed his palm across his forehead and moved closer to give his order.
 
   “Yes, I’d like one chicken tostada salad, two chicken burritos, a pollo bowl and one veggie taco.”
 
   “Anything to drink, sir?”
 
   “Two small lemonades and one large limeade, please.”
 
   He looked back over his shoulder to check on his children then stepped to the side as the food was prepared. Saint soon had the food in tow, and just as he turned around, a woman abruptly pressed into him, her drink falling to the floor.
 
   “Oh, damn it!” she exclaimed as she dropped to her knees, patting the mess with a fistful of white napkins now dyed brown from the cola. “I’m so sorry! I wasn’t looking where I was going.”
 
   “It’s okay.” Saint grabbed some extra napkins and dabbed at his shirt. “Let me help you.” He bent down and helped clean up the remainder of the mess, taking secret glances at her from the corner of his eye while his fingertips accidentally grazed across hers.
 
   She is really attractive. What a nice spirit, too.
 
   He took notice of her heart-shaped face, deep dimples, short, cropped hair with a blond streak and slanted, deep mocha brown eyes. Her arms were extremely toned, and one was adorned with a small star tattoo.
 
   “Thank you.” She looked up at him, smiling. “I will pay for your dry cleaning,” she offered as they both stood at the same time.
 
   Saint waved her off. “It was an accident; accidents happen. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 
 
   Then he saw it. He knew the look—the one where someone recognized him but couldn’t place his face. She waved her finger in his direction.
 
   “I know you from somewhere and if I don’t know you, I wish I did!” she flirted. 
 
   Saint blushed. “Thank you.” He never grew tired of compliments, especially from beautiful women. He rubbed his face with his left hand, prominently exposing his wedding band. Her eyes caught it and a dull frown creased her face. “Do you like to read?”
 
   “I love to. Is that it? Are you are writer?”
 
   “Yes.” He wanted her to recall on her own and not push the issue.
 
   She tapped her chin as she contemplated.
 
   “Oh damn! I can’t remember your name but yes, I know who you are!” Her eyes lit up.
 
   “What book?” he probed, his voice low and seductive as he side-glanced his children and moved out of the way for a customer to pass.
 
   “Black ... pussy,” she whispered, turning red. “Please Lord Jesus, let you be the author or I’ve just made a fool of myself right here and now!” She clasped her hands and pivoted on her tippy toes. 
 
   “Yes, that is one of them.” He laughed. “My name is Saint Aknaten.”
 
   “Saint! That’s right!” she said, excited. “Oh my goodness, I love your books. They’ve helped me so much. I still don’t have a man.” She giggled. “But I’m working on it. I will find my Rainbeau!” She lifted her hand in the air and pumped her fist, as if to say, ‘Power to the people!’
 
   She rambled on, telling him her favorite parts of his books, and for some reason his thoughts drifted to Jagger. For the past two months, he had been conducting impromptu interviews to find Jagger a mate. He himself hadn’t found anyone, though he’d signed up for several dating services, read all of Saint’s books, attended the last two conferences and even asked Saint personally for advice. He was ready to move forward but struck out, time and again. The ladies loved Jagger—it wasn’t a matter of physique or even persona. He was just extremely picky, something Saint personally understood. Angel Children typically were, since they were able to see deep inside of people and were constantly searching for their soulmates. 
 
   “Jagger.”
 
   “Jagger?” the woman repeated with a baffled smile.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I was just thinking out loud. Miss, what is your name?” Saint began to make his way toward his sons who were now looking restless, anxiously awaiting their food.
 
   “Daddy! Took you long enough!” Hassani scoffed as he grabbed his burrito off the tray.
 
   “My name is Traci.” She laughed as she watched the two boys move about. “Are these your children? They are adorable!”
 
   “Thank you. Yes.” Saint bestowed a proud look upon the two who began to devour their food without a moment’s notice. “They’re both mine.”
 
   “So, Traci.” Saint cleared his throat. “You mentioned you were still looking for your Rainbeau. Have you been dating a lot? If you don’t mind me asking, I don’t want to intrude.”
 
   “Oh, it’s no problem.” She smiled, a wide, genuine smile. “Yeeeesssss! It’s like all I do is date. I think I’m too picky or something, I don’t know.” She shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “Well, what are your interests. What do you do?”
 
   “I work with the deaf. I’m an advocate to help them get the resources they need at their job and at home.”
 
   “Wow.” Saint thrust his hand into his jeans pocket. “That is really admirable, that’s wonderful.”
 
   “Thank you.” She blushed.
 
   “I know you didn’t ask, but would you mind if I gave your number to someone I know? I have this friend and I really think you two would hit it off. His name is Jagger.”
 
   “Oh, that’s Jagger!” She laughed.
 
   “Yeah.” Saint smiled. “I really think you two would have a nice time.” He crossed his arms over his chest.
 
   “Well.” She nodded. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt.”
 
   She dug in her purse, pulled out a business card, and handed it to him. 
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Well Mr. Aknaten, I’m not going to keep you. Could you sign an autograph for me before I go, though?” she asked in a pleading voice.
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   She thrust a new napkin in his face, along with an ink pen. 
 
   “Thank you so much,” she said when he signed it.
 
   “You’re more than welcome.” Saint slid next to Dakarai in the red booth and grabbed his food off the tray.
 
   “I want that someday,” she said, smiling and winking at the children. “Just me, my Rainbeau and our children... I want that so bad. Your wife is a very blessed woman.” And then she disappeared out the door.
 
   After a few moments, Hassani looked up at his father, his jaw stuffed with food.
 
   “Daddy?”
 
   “Yeah?” Saint said as he took a sip of his limeade.
 
   “That lady said she wanted a rainbow. I could have given her my crayons,” he offered.
 
   Saint’s heart burst with love for that little boy. “That’s not the type of rainbow she was talking about; she was talking about a person. A Rainbeau is a man of another race that enjoys the romantic company of black women to date and marry.”
 
   Hassani nodded. “Like you, then.”
 
   Saint gave a slightly painful grin. He was unnerved that race was becoming an issue so early for Hassani, but he couldn’t shelter him from the world forever. Here he was again, discussing the topic, although there was no denying that it wasn’t unpleasant—it was just the principle. He knew this was coming, he knew it would happen again and again, and he’d spent quite a bit of time emotionally and mentally preparing for it.
 
   Saint begrudgingly accepted that Hassani would have to understand that the world wasn’t always kind, no matter how much his father wanted to guard him. But one thing was for sure, he’d always answer his questions open and honestly, and make sure he and his brother understood just how truly loved they were.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: sixteen]CHAPTER 16 
 
    
 
   Saint wore a hole through the floor as he paced, wringing his hands and peering in the dimly lit room. He read the clock: 3:13 A.M. Biting his bottom lip, he turned toward the closed bedroom door and hesitated. He didn’t want to stare at his Goddess, but didn’t want to take his eyes off of her, either. She’d awoken two hours previously, doubled over and moaning. Saint immediately turned on his nightstand light and caught her seize the side of his pillow case, so tightly that it slid off the pillow. He immediately took her in his arms and helped her to their bathroom. Saint leaned against the door, helpless. He hated that feeling. 
 
   Times like these, during active stages of labor and childbirth, were the only times he could do absolutely nothing for her. Nature had to take its course. Mucous plug gone several days ago, she’d complained of hard pressure on her uterus—and now the pressure was so intense, she swore it felt as if the baby were bearing down with all of her might. Isis was coming... 
 
     Even though he could no longer communicate with her psychically, he was still her daddy. When he put his hand on Xenia’s stomach, he could feel the life—growing, moving, dancing. This was not another false alarm as the other time in recent weeks. 
 
   Wrapped in her long, tattered green robe, Beset cast all of her attention on Xenia as she dabbed at her face with a cool cloth.
 
   “Now, your contractions are about five minutes apart. Let’s keep watching.” 
 
   She sat down beside Xenia, who was rubbing her stomach anxiously. The tightening of the contractions caused her to grit her teeth and look helplessly up at the ceiling. She appeared to be praying, pleading. 
 
   With Hassani, she’d willingly forgoed any medication. With Dassani, he was born early—and she’d had no choice but to allow him to come into the world swiftly, and there had been barely enough time to reach the hospital. 
 
   With this baby, they’d agreed on a home birth. Isis would be safer at home than in a hospital, considering the mitigating circumstances. This way, Saint ensured he could closely guard her, and she’d not be out of his sight. The boys were still fast asleep, affording the expectant couple more time.
 
   “Xenia, try to breath. Do your exercises. She’s moving down. Everything will be just fine.” Beset smiled as she held her hand. “We’ll move you to the bathtub in a short while. You’ll be more comfortable there. I’ll be right back.” 
 
   Beset disappeared into the master suite lavatory and began to draw a bath. Saint continued to pace, trying desperately to calm his nerves. He looked over at Xenia once more, the white cotton sheets bunched around her waist, her thighs open and her glistening face twisted in pain. They’d had two false alarms but then Isis had surprised them all by trying to come directly on her due date, unlike her brothers. Xenia retched and screamed out. Saint raced to her and took her hand. Grabbing it like a lifeline, she looked at him helplessly. When the contraction passed, her eyes refocused, and she exhaled.
 
   “Saint, I told you not ... to hold ...  my hand. I told you ... I’d squeeze it to death,” she said, exasperated.
 
   “I don’t give a damn.” 
 
   He knelt down beside her and gently caressed the side of her face. He spoke to her about meaningless, silly things, putting a broad smile on her face ... until the next contraction. Xenia clutched his hand so tightly, it felt as if he were arm wrestling with a four-hundred pound man for the last chicken sandwich on Earth. However, he wasn’t concerned. The discomfort he was feeling stemmed from the euphoria that she was enduring—all this to bring his third child into the world. 
 
   Beset appeared by the bathroom doorway. “Saint, please help Xenia undress. The bath is ready.”
 
   Saint nodded and after waiting for the next contraction to pass, did as instructed. He lifted her gown over her head, exposing her naked body. Her beauty overwhelmed him. He loved the sight of her, and with each pregnancy, there were no words to express how physically divine he found her to be. 
 
   “Baby, I’m going to lift you up,” he said as he reached under her arms and set her head onto his shoulder. 
 
   Xenia closed her eyes in exhaustion and put her arms around his neck. He glanced lovingly down at her as he carted her off into the lavatory to place her gently down into the warm, aromatic water of the spa bathtub. The jets were on low, vibrating and rumbling, massaging her pores. Beset gasped as she watched Saint remove his wife-beater t-shirt, exposing his chest and necklace of the Egyptian fertility goddess, Amaunet. He caught Beset’s modesty.
 
   “Beset, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to upset or disrespect you. I know that in your beliefs, you aren’t supposed to see a man in any state of undress except for your husband, but I think we need to make an exception right now. This is just how we, Xenia and I, envisioned it. I am doing this for my own spiritual beliefs, Beset. Xenia and I will match how our daughter comes into the world. I’m not doing this to intentionally make you feel uncomfortable, and I’m sorry, I should’ve warned you ahead of time, but it honestly slipped my mind. My nakedness isn’t something to be ashamed of, at least not for this. I am going to get in here with her.” He pointed to the tub, hoping she’d understand and chiding himself for not mentioning this ahead of time.
 
   “Yes, of course.” Beset cleared her throat as she turned several shades of red. 
 
   “You might want to turn away,” he warned as he grabbed at the elastic band of his white athletic pants. Beset’s eyes grew wide as dessert plates when she saw where his hands landed. She immediately turned on her heals and headed out the open bathroom door. Saint waited a couple of seconds then removed his slacks. He stood completely nude and looked around the bathroom feeling momentarily lost. Filled as he was with unbelievable elation at the birth of this child as he’d been with the other two, he barely knew what to do with himself. Love radiated from his heart—and now, he felt even more protective. 
 
   Yet anger coated his lungs as well, because he also felt robbed. The experience was being tainted due to the threat that loomed ahead. Quickly pushing it out of his mind, he refused to allow Nizsm to ruin this for him. Saint grabbed two additional towels, oils and a loofah sponge. He slid in behind her, his knees high as he leaned forward, kissing the back of her neck.
 
   “Beset,” Saint called. “You can come back in now.”
 
   Saint laid one of the cloths across his lap to help ensure his genitals were covered. After a few moments, the old woman returned. Beset smiled and kneeled down by the couple.
 
   “Xenia, I know that to you, this is just your baby, but to me, and so many other people, she means so much more.” Beset’s eyes filled with tears. “Thank you so much for this beautiful gift.”
 
   Xenia peered at her, the end of another contraction taking her breath away, rendering her silent.
 
   “We’re just going to sit here and relax, and let your body and the baby do what they are supposed to do. Would you like anything to drink? Any music?”
 
   Xenia shook her head. She turned around and looked at Saint, her eyes glossy from the discomfort. Saint reached around, entwined their fingers and passionately kissed her. The warmth from Xenia’s body touched him, making his temperature rise. The only noise that could be heard was their mutual breathing during the lip lock embrace. Even though he could no longer see Beset, he was certain she was blushing and filled with embarrassment. He wouldn’t stop though; he needed Xenia to feel how much he loved her. Several hours passed. Beset disappeared occasionally to take care of Hassani and Dakarai while the morning wore on. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The Aknaten boys happily frolicked in their spacious playroom which most resembled a small gym, in the lower level of the house. Equipped with a mini-basketball court, a library of colorful hard-bound children’s books and shelves full of battery-operated toys, fuzzy stuffed animals and bouncing balls, there was no boredom in sight. 
 
   Saint had recently installed a new seventy-two inch HD television so that the DVR’ed children’s programs and movies would look so life-like, it would cause the boys to at times stop and stare in awe. Today, they had a rare treat. They were allowed to eat their breakfasts in the children’s’ paradise, rather than at the usual kitchen breakfast table, and Beset had snuck a large slice of left-over vanilla cake to share on the special occasion. 
 
   On the first floor sat Pam, Porsche and Stacey in various states of relaxation. They channel- surfed, ate the delicious foods Beset had prepared in advance for the post-birth party, and joked around—all in high anticipation of the pending birth of the new baby girl, Isis Min Jae Aknaten. 
 
   Stacey held her newborn baby daughter close to her body as she giggled at all the incredible stories Pam told, recalling her own birth tales regarding her three children. The mood was joyous, light-hearted and anticipatory. No one was the wiser—no one knew that Jagger and Lawrence were there not as just friends of Saint, offering support, but as an extra pair of eyes and ears. They occasionally joined in the fun as they devoured overpriced gourmet wheat crackers, imported French cheeses and juicy grapes from the local Farmer’s market. They had occasional sips of the fresh mimosas with sprigs of mint that Porshe had made immediately upon her arrival. 
 
   Pam looked over at Jagger as she placed her knee-high stocking covered feet on the coffee table. The big screen showcased an old taped episode of “Once Upon a Time”, which had Stacey completely engrossed.
 
   “A, how long have you known my son-in-law?” she asked gruffly as she flexed her toes under the flesh toned webbing. 
 
   “Not very long.” 
 
   Jagger chewed his lip. Lawrence took a seat across from the women, occasionally looking at Jagger while he nursed a bottle of water.
 
   “You know who you remind me of? Yo’ ass look like G.I. Joe. Is your bazooka included? Or do I have to buy that separately?”
 
   Lawrence, Stacey and Porsche looked at each other and burst out laughing.
 
   Pam pointed to him, swirling her finger. “This is a happy day. I just don’t understand why you’re dressed like that. You know, wit’ all that camouflage and shit on. Is this the armory? Are we having a paint ball fight or somethin’ later on? I need to know ’cause I wore this nice ass Apple Bottom jogging suit and I really don’t want it fucked up.”
 
   Jagger simply stared at her, impassive, as he leaned up against the wall and crossed his arms. After a few moments, he turned away and walked toward the front door.
 
   “What?” Pam asked as she looked around the room at the laughing faces. “He tha one standin’ there mean muggin’ every damn body, lookin’ like a member of the A-Team! Hot damn, Mista T is here for the baby! Who knew? I pity tha fool.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   An hour later... 
 
   Saint appeared with a towel wrapped snugly around his waist. He didn’t miss the gasps as his bare feet slapped the floor while he rapidly approached the small crowd.  He held on to the edge of the towel, ensuring it wouldn’t slip from his body as he became suddenly aware that his state of semi-undress was causing a stir. 
 
   Should’ve thrown some clothes on, damn.What was I thinking? Nothing, that’s what.
 
   The women, Lawrence—everyone stared with their mouths agape. A rat pissing on cotton would have been heard loud and clear. 
 
   “Well, goddamn!” Pam blurted loudly, causing a ruckus. Lawrence turned away and drummed his fingers on his knee. “So, you just gonna stand there like that, huh? My daughter up there havin’ yo’ baby, and here you stand, almost butt naked, lookin’ like some spread in Praygirl.
 
   “Playgirl,” Stacey corrected.
 
   “Nah, Praygirl, ’cause I’m prayin’ that towel falls the fuck off!” All three women burst out laughing again.
 
   “Showin’ off the goods ’nd shit.” Her eyes roamed his body. “Stomach look like eight tight rows of buttery goodness! I might be old, but I still—”
 
   “Mama, come on!” Porsche interrupted, her face turning red although she still giggled like a schoolgirl. Stacey pulled out a diaper from her bag for her baby, but didn’t take her eyes off of Saint.
 
   Saint managed a laugh, though his nerves were a wreck. “My apologies. I just came down to give you an update. I didn’t want Beset to come down here and leave her again,” he said half exasperated. “Everything is going well. She’s progressing nicely and it shouldn’t be much longer.” He looked at Lawrence. “Hey man, can I talk to you for a minute?”
 
   Lawrence nodded and immediately got up from the couch. The two men walked away.
 
   “Hey, where is Jagger?” Saint whispered as they entered the kitchen. 
 
   “He is standing outside. He wanted to keep watch.”
 
   “Go get him, please.” Lawrence nodded and disappeared, returning soon with Jagger in tow. Saint grabbed a cold beer from the kitchen and downed it as if his life depended on it. He slammed the empty bottle on the counter.
 
   “Guys,” Saint whispered, putting one hand on each of their shoulders as they huddled around the kitchen island. “I can tell you this now. I know you’ve been curious and I owe you the truth and big ass thank you for helping me.”
 
   “Oh man, you don’t have to thank us.” Jagger grinned. “It’s cool.”
 
   “Thanks, Jagger, but I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you and Lawrence being here. Anyway, Beset, the woman you think is our housekeeper, is—I guess for lack of a better word—an Egyptian medicine woman. She had me give Xenia something as soon as I got back from Egypt that hid the baby’s heartbeat and—”
 
   “I knew you’d done something!” Lawrence blurted, moving away from the hushed huddle. “I just couldn’t figure out what it was. You know what?” Lawrence pointed at Saint, his excitement more than apparent. “I thought that was just legend. I’d heard about it, from reading about ancient Egyptology. I had no idea it was actually real.”
 
   Saint nodded. “It was a gamble, and that’s the scary part. I read Beset up and down, made sure she was sincere and then, I weighed my options. At that time, I couldn’t think of a better solution. I reminded myself of what my father told me, that everything I needed to know would come about at the right time and I had to show some faith in that ... because those words, well, I knew they were true.”
 
   “Your dad was right,” Jagger agreed. “I know about that first hand. It’s just our way, man. Not to say things always turn out the way we want; they sure as hell don’t, but we more times than not seem to have access to information that benefits us.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m thankful. Once Isis is born, Nizsm is going to know and I’m sure it’s not going to be pretty.” Saint tightened the towel around his waist and began to walk out of the kitchen, with Lawrence and Jagger close behind him. He paused and gave the men a serious look. “I need to get back upstairs. Thanks again, guys.”
 
   “No problem.” Lawrence smiled faintly. 
 
   All three of them knew that the real war would be beginning as soon as Isis took her first breath outside of the womb ... and they’d better be ready. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Several moments later... 
 
   “Ooooooh!” Xenia clutched the side of the tub, her legs splashing about frantically. 
 
   Saint burst through the bathroom door and threw his towel abruptly on the floor. Beset yelped and covered her mouth as he jumped back in the tub behind Xenia.
 
   “Sorry, Beset. I heard Xenia scream and didn’t even think about it,” he explained as he wrapped his arms around his wife and caressed her earlobe. “It’s okay, baby, you’re doing good...,” he assured as he layered the side of her neck with gentle kisses. From the warmth of the tub, he guessed that Beset had just refreshed the water. It felt good against his skin, and Xenia would feel better once the heat wrapped itself around her goosebump covered flesh. She shivered, and at times seemed about to lose consciousness. Her eyes rolled from the pain. 
 
   “Just breathe, baby ... keep breathing.”
 
   “Saint, you’re back just in time. I want Xenia to start pushing. I just checked here. She is ten centimeters dilated now.”
 
   Saint grinned. “Wow, that was quick, baby.” 
 
   He kissed the top of her head, noticing she was being unusually quiet now. He knew she was trying with all of her might to talk herself into believing she would not die from the agony she was in. 
 
   She’s a little soldier. Damn, and we as men try to act like women are weak. Nah, it takes a strong person to have a baby, to bring a life into the world.
 
   “Yes, she progressed quickly. Alright Xenia, would you be more comfortable on all fours?”
 
   Xenia nodded, fresh tears brimming in her eyes. Saint sat back, giving her room to get on her knees. Then he stood, causing Beset to gasp again and blush. 
 
   “Okay.” Beset’s voice shook. 
 
   Saint no longer cared if she saw his dick or not. All he cared about was his daughter being born safe and his wife out of her pain as soon as possible. 
 
   “Ah, yes...” She’d obviously lost her train of thought. 
 
   Saint snatched a soaking towel from the side of the tub and wrapped it around himself, having second thoughts about his nonchalance regarding his nudeness. He wasn’t thinking clearly, and modesty was the least of his worries, but he also understood that he needed to at least attempt showing some semblance of respect toward the poor woman.
 
   “Continue on, Beset,” he said, and redirected his attention to Xenia.
 
   “Okay Xenia.” Beset moved her hand past Xenia’s stomach. “Lean a bit toward me ... yes, that’s good.” Beset placed her hand over Xenia’s vagina. “I can feel what is happening but I should probably be where your husband is. Saint, let me change places with you, please.” 
 
   Saint nodded and moved around to the front of the large, garden tub. Kneeling down in front of Xenia, he stroked her chin. Beset removed her shoes and stood in the water, behind Xenia. 
 
    “I want you to push. I want you to do what is natural, but stop when I say stop. You understand?” Beset instructed.
 
   Xenia nodded.
 
   “Alright, push, Xenia...”
 
   Saint moved to the side and watched Xenia push with all of her might. A sad whimper escaped her lips as she looked at him with that helpless gaze. He gently rubbed her shoulders.
 
    “Good job, baby.”
 
   This went on several more times.
 
   “Okay, that last contraction and push was very good, Xenia. I can feel the top of her head even better now.” Beset’s exuberance burst through, on full display. 
 
   Saint’s heart beat like rabbit feet thumping against his chest. Xenia kept her head downward toward the water, her body vibrating as she bore down once again. “Very good,” Beset encouraged. “I see her head well now.”
 
   Saint’s desire to not miss the experience hit a fever pitch. He got out of the water and knelt before the tub, to the side of his wife. He reached past Xenia’s protruding stomach until his fingertips touched the silkiness of the wet, distended crown of his daughter. Overcome with feeling, his eyes began to blur. He couldn’t speak. A tear rolled down his face. 
 
   A nearby candle that Beset had lit earlier to aid in relaxation began to flicker wildly, the flame doing an enchanted dance in colors of hot crimson, citrusy yellow and warm terra. It moved about as if a gust of wind burst past, only there was no change in temperature, nor was there an air source. 
 
   “Another push now,” Beset requested, this time with a bit more authority in her voice. 
 
   Saint looked at the old woman’s face. Her previously humble, at times skittish, and earnest glow transformed into a look of courage and fierceness. Now that her freedom was literally at her fingertips, the stress and age lines on her face seemed to lesson right before his eyes. 
 
   Xenia bore down once more. 
 
   “Ouuuuu! Oh God!” She clutched the edges of the tub, her body heaving as she bare-knuckled the side. Saint leaned over her, comforting her as he hugged her loosely. 
 
   “You’ve got this, sweetie. She’s almost here.” He reached back down underneath her, biting his bottom lip as he briefly strained. A smile started in his gut as he gently pressed his forehead along her slick back—a secret smile he kept hidden for his own special collection of prized moments. His fingertips lightly grazed his princess’ slippery hair. 
 
   “Xenia, her head is out, all of it.” Beset grunted as she reached down and began to turn the baby slightly. “We get her shoulders out, and the rest of the body will be easy.”
 
   The candle flickered once again, illuminating the slight ripples of the water. Xenia bore down again, this time screaming so loudly, Saint hitched his breath and clutched her to him, trying to stifle her discomfort. 
 
   “Xenia! You did it!” Beset smiled, completely overjoyed as she pulled the baby and the umbilical cord from Xenia’s birth canal. 
 
   Xenia fell back, the water splashing as she slid to the side, fatigued. Beset held firm to the caterwauling newborn. Saint reached into the blood tinged water and quickly grabbed his shivering wife, holding her close to his beating heart, keeping her head against his chest as she exhaustedly lay against him. Saint looked over her shoulder, watching Beset immediately begun to suction the baby’s nostrils and mouth. 
 
   “Look at her, look what we made, baby!” Saint’s voice cracked as the tears now flowed freely down his face. “She’s so beautiful!” 
 
   Saint waited anxiously to cut the cord and hold his new child, but knew Xenia first needed to care for and bond with her.
 
    The baby glowed. From the top of her jet black wavy hair down to her bronze feet, she shined like new shoes. Her lips were full like her mother’s. She pouted and whimpered before breaking into a crying frenzy. Powerful lungs carried over the airwaves in a stereo-induced panic. The newborn wake-up world song that delighted doctors and parents once it left a tiny angel’s mouth sang the praises of a new dawn. Isis cried and wiggled in Beset’s grasp. Beset stood and placed the baby on Xenia’s bared breasts and his wife immediately grasped her, a wail escaping her mouth—one of complete happiness, one that only a mother would understand.  Beset worked feverishly to let out the water, then stitched Xenia’s small tear. 
 
   Saint read Xenia loud and clear, felt her thoughts—she was open, like a book begging to be read. He was being sucked into the whirlwind, given a glimpse of the overpowering love of a devoted mother to her child. 
 
   When he heard his Goddess cry out, he understood what it was. 
 
   It was the sound of falling madly in love a million times ten. It was the epitome of love at first sight. The soundtrack to coming a long way, and receiving a blessing that beat all. The cry of a mother who hid her worry from the world, because all she knew with certainty was that she had to make sure that baby saw the light of day. 
 
   And nobody, not Saint, Beset, the sun or moon, and sure as hell not Nizsm, was going to stop her from doing what she needed to do—and that was to ensure the safe delivery of this precious angel into the world. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint ensured Xenia was fine, then quickly dressed and made his way through the house. Like a blur of light, he raced passed the crowd in his living room, ignoring the calls of his name and comments of congratulations. He was on a mission. He went to every corner of the house, in a daze, chanting and praying before going into the first floor bathroom. 
 
   Reaching for a bandage, he wrapped up his slashed finger to stop the blood flow. He wasn’t sure what was going on, what made him do it, but he’d cut himself, and it needed to be done. And not a moment too soon. He never envisioned himself as a cutter in times of stress, but it felt so good. He was relieved and needed it now more than ever. Taking a deep breath, he retraced his steps to his Queen and new baby.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Well, everyone is gone now,” Saint said from the bedroom doorway.
 
   He yawned. Beset disappeared down the hall into the guest room, her robe swinging with each tired step, and closed the door softly behind her. It had been a long day. Xenia and Saint barely had a chance to hold their precious newborn. Once the doctor came and checked her over, giving the thumbs up for the successful home birth and Isis’ health, it became a mad house. The grand home became cramped with family and friends. It was as if Isis’ birth was town-hall news. The Aknaten estate burst with people washing their hands in the first floor half bath, and then waiting impatiently to see and hold the new baby. Gifts and edible goodies were piled high in the living room and kitchen, wrapped in shiny pink, gold and silver paper. Wine flowed freely, and laughter and cooing filled the rooms. 
 
   Saint laughed at the sight of Hassani and Dakarai, sniffing around her, not sure what to make of her. Though they’d been sufficiently warned by Saint and Xenia of the pending arrival, their faces showed mass confusion with a sprinkling of hysteria. The two misfits whispered amongst themselves as they took inventory of the latest member of their troop.
 
   Dakarai was the first to break his silence, after several moments of deliberation. His intrigue seemed to surprise Xenia. As she held Isis close in bed, the tiny bundle swaddled tightly in soft yellow fabric, he approached her, stood on his tippy toes, and kissed his sister’s flushed cheek as she slept. Hassani took a couple more hours to warm up, but when he did, he immediately told everyone within ear shot that he had a baby sister ... and he said it proudly, his little chest puffed out as if a giant ‘S’ for superman was scribed across it in bright red. The mood was electric—vibrant, rich and living. It breathed, lived off of pure love. Those inhaled and exhaled breaths laden with love would calm the most savage of beasts ... except one. 
 
   Saint could feel Nizsm’s spastic, demonic energy. Somewhere far into the thick and hazy tunnel many countries over, an Egyptian man stood in his home and tried to tear the heavens up with threats of hellacious revenge. He swore and gnashed his teeth, and told God the hell with him. He went into back to back violent rages, like a hysterical child having a fit, vowing retribution. Saint heard the message loud and clear, and he psychically watched Nizsm call in the Oracle to his chambers, and beheaded him right there on the spot—no questions asked. Nizsm now required retaliation, not just power.
 
    No one double crossed him and lived to tell the tale. What was taken from him, he’d make sure to take from Saint. And things weren’t so black and white. Nizsm’s power over Egypt wasn’t suddenly banished. According to the laws, he was to use the first year of Isis’ life as transitional time from one family to another. But none of that would happen. Not now, not ever. Since Nizsm could not create the child, nor keep power from having her cease to exist, he’d have to settle for the rotten nectar of vengeance and drink from a broken cup of stolen dominance. 
 
   That, in fact, was his new plan. There would be no Princess to help anyone; he’d see to it. Saint’s father made certain that amongst many other nuisances, he’d be aware of the grave possibility of all of these things coming to fruition. Nizsm returned in full psychic view, like a reoccurring nightmare with no end in sight.  Saint understood this to the depths of full comprehension. Just as he knew the reality deep inside—the real war would soon begin. 
 
   Regardless, he continued to smile, refusing to allow the looming dread to ruin this day—this special moment. It was Isis’ first birthday party after all. He wasn’t worried, though he felt something may be wrong with him because of his lack of concern.
 
   I should be concerned. This man has killed hundreds of people for far less serious offenses, but for whatever reason, I’m not worried at all... 
 
   He headed down the hall to check one last time on Hassani and Dakarai. When he opened Hassani’s door, he saw his son sitting wide awake, staring out at the bright crescent moon.
 
   “Hassani, why aren’t you asleep, lil’ man? It’s late—two in the morning.”
 
   “I can’t sleep, Daddy.”
 
   Saint sat beside him on his bed, stroking the back of his son’s soft hair.
 
   “Today was a strange day, wasn’t it?” Saint smiled in the dimness of the room, only the car shaped nightlight illuminating them. 
 
   Hassani nodded.
 
   “Daddy, she is tha baby, now?”
 
   “All three of you are our children, you’re all our babies.” He grinned. “She is the youngest so yes, that makes her the smallest baby amongst you.” Saint continued to stroke his son’s hair, feeling his youthful trepidations and worries permeating the air.
 
   “You told me that me ’nd Day-Day came from you and Mommy.”
 
   Saint nodded. “You did.”
 
   “She did, too?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Hassani’s face changed as he deliberated over that. Saint tried to keep his answers as concise as possible. He understood that Hassani often still took things quite literally.
 
   “I’m the oldest.” The now six-year-old poked his chest with his index finger. “I have to take care of Day-Day and Icee.”
 
   “Eye-sis, her name is Isis, Hassani.”
 
   “Eye-sis,” Hassani repeated. “I’m in charge.”
 
   “No, but you are the oldest so you will get to do things before they do sometimes. You will be trusted with more responsibility. You can help look after them, but it is never your job. You’re just a child yourself. Your mother and I wouldn’t expect you to do all of that.”
 
   “But I want to...”
 
   Silence stretched between them.
 
   “I don’t like girls, but I like Isis and Mama.”
 
   Saint laughed. “I like them too, Hassani, and I know you and Dakarai will be great big brothers to your new sister.” Saint kissed his son’s cheek and slowly stood. “Now, get some sleep.” Hassani leaned back in the bed, gripping his bright red toy Camaro as Saint pulled his sheets up around his small body. “Goodnight.” Saint approached the door to leave.
 
   “Daddy,” Hassani called out.
 
   “Yes, baby?” Saint shook his head. “I’m sorry, it’s hard to not call you that, sometimes.”
 
   “That’s okay.” Hassani coughed, seemingly happy to be called that again—at least just this one time. “I will protect Isis, Daddy. Don’t worry...”
 
   Saint smiled weakly. “Okay. Thank you, Buddy,” he said, and shut the door. 
 
   As he approached his bedroom again, he looked down the winding steps and spotted Jagger’s broad back. The man sat on the sofa, his laptop open, typing away as a muted re-run football game played in the background on the television. Jagger never turned around, but the men spoke telepathically. 
 
   “Good night, Saint. Try to get some sleep.”
 
   “I wish you would, too. The chaise in the den pulls out into a bed.”
 
   “Not on your life. You know he will be on his way ... or send someone. Now that you’ve filled Lawrence and me in and I know the target, I can almost smell him.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Lawrence and a couple of the Knights have been driving past, you know, just to make sure nothing suspicious is going on around the house. One of the Knights is parked right outside your front door. They don’t know what’s going on, but people are worried.”
 
   “I know. Are you?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Saint laughed lightly and put his hands on his waist. “And why not?”
 
   “Because I will kick that motherfucker’s ass ... with your help, of course.”
 
   They both burst out laughing. 
 
   “Jagger, thanks for staying tonight, man.”
 
   “No problem, Boss.”
 
   Saint stood there for a moment, thinking and feeling extremely blessed to have friends like Lawrence and Jagger, around—but he also had overwhelming guilt. Jagger needed a family, his own family. Saint was disappointed that Jagger and Traci had played phone tag all this time and nothing had materialized. He also suspected Jagger was wrestling with some fears that haunted him like a marathon of ‘The Twilight Zone’. Jagger was an emotionally wounded man who stood in his own way. Saint sighed in disappointment. He was certain that they’d hit it off, but it never got off the ground.
 
   He walked back to the master suite and opened the door. Though it was pitch black outside, the room shined as if a new dawn were casually flinging her sparkling jewels inside the window. Xenia sat up to nurse Isis. Saint leaned against the door frame and watched, trying to border the moment in his mind. His daughter wrapped her lips around Xenia’s erect left nipple, her eyes closed tight and one tiny hand grasping at air as she swallowed the essential milk. There appeared to be a soft glow around both of them, as if they were being embraced by a cloud.
 
   “She’s hungry again.” Xenia looked down at their baby, a loving smile on her exhausted face. “She nurses well.”
 
   “That’s good.” Saint entered and closed the door behind him. He walked over to the bed and slid under the sheets next to them. “Do you need anything?” he whispered as he reached over and gingerly rubbed the top of his daughter’s head, lightly feeling the soft spot. 
 
   Xenia shook her head. For the next few minutes, Saint watched silently as Isis continued to nurse. When it was over, Xenia adjusted and placed the baby flat against her, coaxing a comfortable sleeping position. She ran her hands up and down the baby’s back, trying to encourage any air to escape. Saint was growing impatient but didn’t want to disturb the moment. Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. He reached out to Isis and delicately removed her from Xenia’s grasp.
 
   “I want my baby,” he uttered in a cavemanish tone as he cradled the tiny tot possessively. 
 
   With a frown, he got up from the bed to ensure she wasn’t carted away by her possessive mother. He felt foolish for behaving this way, but he couldn’t stop. He knew how silly it looked, but his heart was bursting and he needed his baby. He and Xenia locked eyes. She sighed, then relinquished with a smile.  
 
   “I knew it,” she teased as she turned over on her side, her back facing him, and brought the sheets up around her. “It’s starting already. Daddy’s little girl ... You are too funny, Saint.” Her voice, though jovial, showed more signs of exhaustion. She yawned and drifted quickly to sleep.
 
   Saint walked out onto the bedroom balcony. Just below, he could see a car parked in front of the house. The Knight inside nodded, Saint responded in kind. The evening was unseasonably warm, but he still kept Isis wrapped snugly against his chest. He took a seat in one of the dark green wrought iron chairs they’d had flown in from a Parisian furniture maker. Then he propped his legs up and crossed his ankles on the small matching breakfast table—the table at which he and Xenia had spent many precious moments talking, drinking hot beverages or iced-cold home-made lemonade, and stealing many sensuous kisses from one another. 
 
   Saint leaned back in his seat, exhaled, and looked down at his baby. When he moved the soft fabric away from her face, Isis’ gaze connected with his. Though he was certain she couldn’t yet distinguish him clearly, there was no mistaking the instant bond. 
 
   He’d waited almost an entire day for this, to just simply hold his newborn for more than five seconds and have a private moment with her. Her hazel eyes, slightly turned at the corners, were shaped like his. In that, he rejoiced. He unashamedly admitted that his ego was stroked each and every time he looked at his children and saw pieces of himself in them. But those lips—he took note of them once more—were definitely her mama’s. 
 
   “You know what?” Saint whispered as he looked down at her, so completely madly in love it was sickeningly sweet. “You’ve caused quite a ruckus, young lady.” He delicately kissed her forehead. “I’m so glad you’re here. I know you’re going to have me wrapped around your tiny, little finger ... Actually, you already do.” 
 
   He looked at her thumb slowly peeking up from behind the fabric as she moved about. He gently grabbed it and grinned down at her. A faint smile appeared across her small face, causing him to grin even wider. He knew it was just a reflex, but he delighted in it all the same.
 
   “I really enjoyed speaking to you those times while you were still inside of your mother. You’re so beautiful, Isis.” He quickly wiped a wayward tear from his eye. “I won’t let anything happen to you, you hear me? You’re just an ordinary little girl to so many, and to others, you mean that they are released from a tyrant. But to me, you’re my everything. You, your mother, your brothers ... I’ll tear the world up for all of you.” His voice cracked. “Daddy will take care of everything, okay? Don’t you worry. I promise. I don’t break promises to my family. Promises are sacred. You have nothing to worry about, baby girl. Daddy’s here, and I won’t let anybody hurt you...”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Three weeks later... 
 
   “You cheated, man!” Raphael ran around the pool table and grabbed the shiny eight ball out of the pocket, his eyebrows furrowed and lips turned downward in a menacing scowl.
 
   “Bullshit! Sore loser. Give me my damn money!” Saint cackled as he threw his hand out. The red and blue basement lights danced over their heads as the sounds of Tech N9ne’s, “Einstein” bounced from the speakers. 
 
   “Maaaan! Saint you got me fucked up ... cheatin’ ass ...  trick ass shot!” Raphael grumbled but pulled his wallet out his back pocket, removed the fifty dollar bill, and begrudgingly placed it in Saint’s palm. 
 
   “I didn’t cheat. You aren’t used to someone beating you. You shoulda known, man!” Saint folded the cash in his hand then started to dance, shuffling his legs to the hard baseline of the song. Raphael crossed his arms and shook his head as Saint gloated and started to rap along with the song. “Who got this mothafuckin’ house on lock? Who? Einstein! Huh what!”
 
   “Shut up, man!” Raphael barked, grinning through his irritation.
 
   “When I rip shit, like the plates shifted, angels come in many shades, either drunk or lifted ...  The Einstein!” Saint continued to two step, now holding steady to his Bourbon that sloshed about in the glass as he shuffled his feet to the beat, looking smug.
 
   When the song ended, Saint took a deep breath and plopped down in one of the black leather theater seats in front of his large movie screen. It was one of Saint’s favorite rooms in the entire house but it never warmed well. There was always a chill in the air so Xenia rarely joined him. Across from it was his adult gaming, and another basketball court, the light, wooden floors so shiny one could see one’s reflection. 
 
   A state of the art fully loaded wet bar, an imperial butcher-block foosball table, four bowling lanes and his custom-made pool table completed the vast area. In one closed off section was a private space he enjoyed—his man cave, equipped with a small but well-crafted desk, comfortable chair, flat-screen wall mounted television and laptop he used from time to time. 
 
   Raphael paced the floor. The area smelled of hot, buttery popcorn. Xenia had insisted that he couldn’t have a bowling alley and movie theater without a deluxe, carnival style popcorn machine. It had caused a stomach churning belly ache for Hassani and Dakarai. The dynamic duo had snuck down to the lower level one fateful afternoon and helped themselves to more than a handful of the calorific delight. 
 
   “Saint, I need to talk to you.” Raphael sighed and took a seat next to his best friend. The two men stared at the floor. 
 
   “Say it, man.” Saint urged when Raphael hesitated.
 
   “Something has been going on with you, for months. You stopped returning my calls as much. You’ve been dodging me. I tried to get out here with the kids; you all but ignored me. I got to see when you visited your dad, but even then, I had to initiate contact. The only  reason I’m here right now,” he said, his annoyance visibly rising, “is because I told you I needed to come out here to see you immediately and wasn’t taking ‘no’ for an answer. Now look, we’ve always been close. I know I’ve been busy with my store, and you’re busy with your conferences, the birth of your baby girl—I get it.” He shrugged. “But we boys, man! You my cat. You’re holding out on me. After everything we’ve been through? This ain’t the way it’s ’sposed to be, man. What’s up?”
 
   “I know. Everything you said is true.”
 
   “What? No argument? No blowing smoke up my ass just to be right?”
 
   Saint laughed and shook his head. “No, no argument from me this time.” Trying to hold his nerves together, he rubbed the top of his thighs. “There’s been some shit goin’ on, Raphael.”
 
   “I know. Tell me.” Raphael gave him his full attention. 
 
   The two friends sat in their chairs, leaning back as if they were waiting for a movie to start. 
 
   “Remember when my father went to Egypt some months ago?” Saint folded his hands, prepared to tell Raphael the entire sordid story.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, he wasn’t going to visit family again. He was going ... because of me.”
 
   Raphael’s eyebrows bunched,.“Okay, and?”
 
   “You know, Raphael,” Saint gave a dismal smile as he leaned forward in his seat, holding his knees. “I really thought that when you basically made me go to the library with you all of those years ago, all that stuff I read was some far out shit. At the time I believed it was one of the worst days of my life. But, it was also one of the best days because I finally understood what I was, who I was. So many mysteries were solved. ... Well, now I’ve got some shit that makes all of that look like small potatoes.”
 
   “If you don’t spill this shit…!”
 
   “Alright! I’m getting to it. Let me make this as simple as possible.”
 
   “Please do. You’re stalling.”
 
   Saint shrugged. “There is a guy in Egypt who is exactly like me—I mean, identical power-wise—and to make a very convoluted, long story short, when a guy like me,” he pointed to himself and peered at Raphael, “has a little girl, there is this tiny, remote chance, that she will be so fucking awesome and significant, that she actually rules an entire damn country of Angel Children—that being Egypt. To make this situation even more monumental and fucked up, whatever your perspective is, Egypt is like our fucking White House. For people like me, it is the Congress, the Democrats, the Republicans, the place where bills for our kind are made and possibly passed into law. It is the crème de la crème, the highest of the high. ... Isis, is that person.”
 
   Silence.
 
   “Uh, okay, let me get this straight.” Raphael cleared his throat. “Isis is runnin’ shit, and she’s only four weeks old?!”
 
   Saint nodded. “Kinda. Right now, she is more like a figurehead. As her paternal figure and an Angel Child myself, I make the decisions but I can’t sign any new laws or agreements without her approval and consensus. She is the damn President and whoever her father is runs the show; she only is to tell me ‘yes’ or ‘no’ ... because she is mine. She is basically like a key to power. She isn’t expected to do anything special or out of the ordinary; her birth alone takes care of that.  Regardless, the power stays within my family until the next one is born and if history repeats itself, that won’t be for another two or three hundred years.”
 
   Raphael let out a deep sigh, fell back in his chair and rubbed his head. “Saint, what in the hell...” He shook his head in utter confusion. “But you won’t live for three hundred years and neither will she. How does that work?”
 
   “It’s passed down, Raphael. Her children, their children, pass the torch until the next one is born.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’ve been dealin’ with all this shit and didn’t even tell me.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I wanted to. If you knew though, it would have made you susceptible to Nizsm. He can read people, regardless of where they are in the world and people who aren’t Angel Children are very easy to read; not to mention, we had to put a spell on the baby while Xenia was pregnant with her, to keep him away so that—”
 
   “What?!”
 
   Saint waved his hand. “Never mind that. Just understand that I’m in some serious shit right now. I can’t believe this shit, either. Anyway, let me finish what I was saying before all of that.”
 
   Raphael nodded.
 
   “Historically, there has never been one born outside of Egypt so this has thrown everyone for a loop. Also, they tend to stay in the same family for a while. Well, not this time. The guy I was talking about at the beginning of this chat, his name is Nizsm, and he is my cousin by marriage. He is an evil, greedy son of a bitch who has lost control because of the birth of my daughter.”
 
   The uncomfortable silent pauses returned, choking both of them.
 
   “He wants her dead,” Saint continued. “He wants revenge. Because I’m not there in Egypt, no one knows he has lost control yet, but he knows that as soon as they find out, there could be a problem. In all honesty, some of them probably already know but are still too afraid to say anything. He creates that much fear. He is supposed to have a transitional year with me, where he still is basically in office, but trains me. Then I, in turn, would train my daughter. None of that is going to happen and honestly, I don’t even want that! He could keep it—but I can’t let him.” Saint sighed. “Because he’s been hurting people and my Isis being here changes everything. Right now, I know he is devising a plan. I think he finally understands that I’m not the pushover weasel he’d hoped for. Not only did he get misled, he feels I made a fool of him and he is not fuckin’ around.”
 
   “Man, fuck him!”
 
   “It’s not that easy. We’re talking family dynamics here, grave ones.”
 
   “But wait, I’m still confused. Go back for a second. He didn’t have a Princess of Life, so how can he have the power to rule over people, to make these sorts of decisions?”
 
   “It was his great-great-grandmother and the paternal side can pass it down to the eldest son at any time they wish, regardless of having the daughter or not. Having the daughter would have just underwritten it in their family. There would have been no chance of loss and also, upon her birth, if she was his biological daughter, it would’ve ensured he could have changed the laws to his liking—with her permission of course, but I’m sure he would’ve found a way around that, despite the karmic implications.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”
 
   “He knows that I will fight him to the death to protect my family. This has nothing to do with power to me—but power and now anger is what is fueling him right now. He will stop at nothing until he kills me and my daughter, Raphael.” Saint sighed. “Actually, at this point, he wants my entire family dead.”
 
   “Saint, this is fucked up. We’ve got to do something.”
 
   “No, I’ve got to do something. And by the way, Beset isn’t actually our housekeeper, Raphael. She was here to help us, to help protect my family. She’s a medicine woman.”
 
   “You’ve been keeping all sorts of secrets.”
 
   “Nizsm had her daughter killed because her daughter spoke out against him. He walked right up to that woman’s child and killed her, then walked away like shit didn’t happen. Beset watched her daughter die, and had to bury her all on her own. She is a widow now; she didn’t have anyone else. This shit is personal to her.”
 
   “It’s personal to me, too.” Raphael’s eyes narrowed. “When is this mothafucka comin’, do you know? Ain’t nobody doin’ shit to my goddaughter.”
 
   “Raphael, don’t go getting any grandiose ideas. First of all, you have a family of your own. Second of all, you’re not an Angel Child, so you’d be easily overpowered by him. This isn’t like when you and I were runnin’ around as kids tag teamin’ as we beat the shit out of cats that thought we were soft; or even our run in with your friends at the bar. We are dealing with some supernatural shit ... some wild shit!”
 
   Raphael’s eyes narrowed and his lips trembled. “Saint, if I told you someone was going to kill one of my children, would you come and try to help me?”
 
   Saint looked away.
 
   “That’s right, mothafucka!” Raphael pointed at him angrily. “You would, and now you won’t answer because you know what this means,” he fumed. “You’re not getting rid of me.”
 
   “Raphael, no. I won’t have it. Don’t make me regret telling you.”
 
    “Fuck that, Saint!” he spat between clenched teeth. “I’m not dying and you know my damn background, you know what I’ve been through and where I come from! I know you remember my father gettin’ shot, dyin’ right on street ... slangin’ dope, someone cut him down right in front of our goddamn building. I was a little guy, but old enough to remember that shit and I remember it caused me to tune the damn world out. Violence didn’t even phase me anymore. You’re the brother I never had. We’ve been through some crazy shit together! Even though I’m a year older than you, I looked up to you, man! You were growing up, and I wasn’t ... you are the reason I—”
 
   “But Raphael—”
 
   “Nah! Let me finish. You’re the reason I turned my life around, stopped doing that penny ante crime shit, and got straight. I got straight. I would be dead or in prison if it wasn’t for our friendship, our brotherhood. I saw that if you could stop and change, I could, too. At first, we were doing all the rotten shit together; we didn’t care about anyone but ourselves. But that all changed. Instead of all those hoes I was fuckin’, you brought a real woman into my life—a good woman who put up with my shit and gave me three beautiful kids, man. We’re even, now! Now you see what it feels like to have a daughter, to understand how protective you can be over the girls. It’s different, man, than with Hassani and Dakarai. I have two of ’em, and junior. I know how that shit feels! I tried to warn you. I can see it all over your face. You’ve got a little baby girl and she pulls your heartstrings in a different way because you see her as more helpless, regardless if that shit is even true or not. It’s something ... about ... the little girls!”
 
   Saint buried his head in his hands as he listened to Raphael speak with passion.
 
    “Now, you tell me that some Egyptian psycho wants to come by here and kill an innocent fuckin’ baby over some bullshit, over what? Some damn control over Egyptian psychics! Kill my damn goddaughter, my niece?! You smokin’ crack if you think I’m just going to walk away and let you deal wit’ this shit on your own.” Raphael grimaced and briefly turned away. “If you and I could survive bullets whizzing past our head, beat-downs, a neighborhood like the South Bronx back in ’81 and ’82, we can live through any damn thing! The Bronx is burnin’, baby!”
 
   Memories, as clear as day, resurfaced. New, fresh recollections of Bomb waltzed through, joining the crowded imagery in Saint’s mind. 
 
   “I bet ya boy Nizsm couldn’t have survived the South Bronx in the ’70s and ’80s like we did. We were little kids, but we still made it. A lot of people didn’t, young and old. We ran the streets like we were grown. I look back at that shit, and can’t believe we made it out alive. It was a damn war zone. Nizsm ain’t shit; after all we’ve been through, man, you can fall back if you think I’m staying out of this.”
 
   Saint saw the fierceness in his best friend’s eyes—and he was right. Raphael and he spoke about their upbringing, the old neighborhood and their ordeals at least a couple times a year, but it still seemed surreal. Saint didn’t have enough time on planet Earth to fully explain to Xenia everything he’d seen and endured. Seeing Bomb there, a walking relic of that era, made him all the more certain that his basic training, baptism by fire, would serve him well for this battle with Nizsm. In reality, Saint now understood that he and Raphael, and everyone else who’d made it out during that time period were POWs and had post-traumatic stress disorder, to the fullest. 
 
   He saw it clearly, understanding that a part of him enjoyed the beating he’d given the men that scaled his house and shot him; that he relished witnessing Stanley expire after the brutal punishments he’d inflicted upon others. Righting wrongs tasted soooo damn good ... and he could no longer deny that he was hooked on the flavor. He accepted that this was part of who he was, his calling. He could not be effective, unless he was driven to do what he was destined and designed to do—and when protecting Queens, his wife and his offspring, this was his lot in life. He was made and built for it.
 
   “You’re fuckin’ crazier than he is then, if you believe that, man. I ain’t goin’ nowhere.” Raphael snapped Saint back out of his sideliner thoughts, pushing forward on his convictions.
 
   “I’m nuttier than squirrel shit, but I’m fuckin’ right, man.” Saint grinned. “This could be a month or two, or longer, Raphael. Be realistic. He doesn’t want me to know what he’s up to. Right now, he is strategizing. You can’t sit around here waiting!”
 
   “That’s true, Saint, but let me tell you this: as soon as I find out something or you start hiding from me again, I’m on a plane. I know you man, don’t play with me. You call me as soon as the shit jumps off and if you don’t, I’m coming anyway.”
 
   Saint nodded, not planning to honor the obligation. He knew Raphael was bullhead stubborn, and he obviously didn’t understand the magnitude of the situation to make such a request. But he had heart, and that is what a real brother, a real best friend, would do. Saint would now have to do the unthinkable. Being evasive and not taking calls would no longer suffice. He’d have to begin lying to Raphael with a straight face, and that hurt him—but it was the only way to keep everything copasetic. 
 
   Saint gave a crooked smile as he shot Raphael a brotherly nod. Their fists met, in their typical acknowledgement pound. Saint grabbed the remote.
 
   “What do you wanna watch, man?”
 
   “You got anything about a mummy gettin’ fucked up by a black kid from the Bronx?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: seventeen]CHAPTER 17 
 
    
 
   Nizsm stood in his courtyard, under the oppressive afternoon sun, his two eldest sons before him. Trickles of sweat rolled down the sides of their golden scowling faces. 
 
   “And that is what you will do. You’ll go out to L.A. and take care of the baby. I’ll handle Saint here. He has to come; it’s his obligation.  We have to get him away from his family. If he is there, if he is alive, well, you just can’t beat him. Neither of you is strong enough, even together. I will have to take care of it but it’s dangerous to do it on his own land. It is apparent he has people helping him.”
 
   His sons looked at each other then back at their father.
 
   “Once I speak to his father, he will have no choice. We are supposed to transition.”
 
   “He won’t believe you,” his eldest warned. “Something about him ... I just don’t know. I think we should stay here with you, to help.”
 
   Nizsm narrowed his eyes. “No. I’ve thought this out. This is the way in which it must go if I am to be successful.”
 
   He detected the fear in his son’s voice, though the young man tried to hide it. He knew his offspring’s limitations, and with Saint out of the way, Isis would be a free-for-all.
 
   “He must heed the request and honor it.” He exhaled and paced back and forth, rubbing his hands together. “And I don’t care what happens to his wife and sons. Kill them all, but I want Saint for myself.” 
 
   He sank his teeth into his fleshy bottom lip, and made a tight fist so that his nails dug painfully in his palms. 
 
   “Killing him, mmm.” He sighed. “It will be euphoric. I need to feel his blood running off of my bare hands.” 
 
   Hatred consumed him more each day, while heavy anticipation built inside of him at the thought of his plans taking root. He went back in his home, leaving his sons standing outside, pulled out his cellphone and dialed Osaze’s number... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Jagger slid his heavy palm across his jaw. He’d barely slept and Saint insisted he go home for a little while. The truth of the matter was that he knew his new boss was angry with him and on his way over. He wanted to speak to him privately. He could see in the man’s eyes that he’d had enough—of what, he wasn’t sure. Just as he tried to prepare for whatever battle Saint planned to start with him, his doorbell rang. He sighed, rose from the bed still in his wrinkled blue and white pinstripe pajama pants and trekked across the expansive ranch home. He opened the door, and there Saint stood in gray and white Adidas pants, sparkling white Reebok sneakers, a white t-shirt and matching jacket. A New York Yankees hat was pulled down across his brow, but not enough to hide the glimmer in his eye.
 
   “Hey Jag, get dressed, man. We’re going to go shoot some hoops.” 
 
   Saint didn’t wait for an answer. He turned and walked back to his parked bright red Escalade with black leather interior. 
 
   Several minutes later, wearing long black shorts, worn Nike gym shoes and his notorious five-o-clock shadow, Jagger joined the overbearing man in his car. He listened to Saint obnoxiously chew his gum with a cheesy smile as rap music blared from the vehicle. It was eight in the morning, yet Jagger was no longer even sure of the date anymore. Finally, Saint broke the silence.
 
   “So, why have you given up on life, man?” Saint asked nonchalantly as he drove ahead.
 
   Jagger grimaced and turned away, staring out the window.
 
   So now the mind fucking officially begins. I don’t want him to try to analyze me, just to leave me alone... 
 
   “No, I won’t leave you alone. You’re my employee, you’re a Rainbeau Knight now, and you’re my friend.”
 
   Jagger hissed, realizing Saint had infiltrated his thoughts once again. He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back, closing his eyes—and letting Saint know without a shadow of a doubt, he just wanted to go back home. 
 
   “Do you know how many Queens have asked Valerie and Xenia about you, man?” Saint shot him a look. “You’re a lady killa. They love big guys like you and you’ve got a good personality, but no one would know it, because your guard is always up. What happened with you and Traci?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Exactly, and that was your fault. She was right for you, Jagger.”
 
   “Saint, I don’t want to do this with you. My love life is off limits. Don’t try to hook me up anymore; it never works out. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I appreciate your efforts but I’m just not cut out for it. Not everyone is supposed to be married.” He huffed then looked back out the window, brooding. 
 
   “That’s true. That’s very true, Jagger.”
 
   “So what, is that it then? Can you just drop it?”
 
   “Nope. You’re not one of those people, though. You were built to be married and you already know that we, as Angel Children, have issues if we don’t have intimacy. It’s how we are programmed, and I’m not just talking about sex. I’m talking about female companionship. Now, if you don’t want a Queen anymore, then—”
 
   “No, it’s not that,” Jagger spat, exasperated. “The dating sites didn’t work. I don’t have the patience for it and I just ... I just can’t do it again,” he confessed.
 
   Saint pulled up to the basketball court and parked. The two men sat silently for a few minutes then exited the car. Saint dribbled the ball, still smacking noisily on his gum. 
 
   “I’m not like you and Lawrence. You two are the loverboy type, romantic. It’s different for me.” Jagger laughed mirthlessly.
 
   “Nah, not really, Jagger. We are all cut from the same cloth. Matter of fact, Lawrence is with Xenia, Beset and the kids right now—and of course, some of the retired Rainbeau Knights, the law enforcement guys stationed around the house. He chose to do that, whether his Queen is in town or not. Doesn’t sound very lover-manish or pussywhipped to me.”
 
   Saint frowned. Jagger knew he was pissed that he had to treat his family like prisoners for the time being.
 
    “Anyway, our heads aren’t up our asses. We have business to attend to. I’d like to be home right now, too, but I’m here with you. I told you before,” Saint stopped dribbling and tossed him the ball, “it’s about you. Lawrence is in a good marriage, he loves his wife, but she is now travelling a lot and he misses the hell out of her. It’s a sacrifice he is willing to make, due to the new job she got and her need to see her family more frequently. You have to make sacrifices for love, sometimes, Jagger. That’s your biggest pitfall. You’re afraid to sacrifice again, and end up with egg on your face, but that is the chance we have to take.  The risk of not trying to find that special someone is much more costly than never having her at all.”
 
   Jagger gripped the ball tightly between his fingertips, frozen. The fact of the matter was that in the brief time he was able to speak to Traci, he’d enjoyed her immensely. She finished several of his sentences and she was funny. He didn’t laugh much lately, but she made him grin more than once, and it was totally impromptu—she didn’t even have to try. 
 
   Then, he ran. Though he’d never confessed to Saint, he could tell the man knew. He stopped responding to her emails. What initially was truly phone tag had turned into an avoidance game. He was terrified of falling in love, afraid of a part two of what had happened before, but his heart called out for his soulmate over and over again, regardless of the earplugs he tried to use in his soul to block its cries. 
 
   “You don’t have to be with Traci if you don’t want to be.” Saint shrugged. “But, I know that you are at least intrigued by her. I know a part of you would like to go out with her, see more of what she’s about. You don’t have to do what I did, Jagger. It’s no pressure. I met my soulmate and married her like that!” Saint snapped his fingers. “I wasn’t afraid of commitment or of getting hurt, but before that, yeah. I didn’t want to be married because I was having too much fun being with a lot of women. Then, everything changed and I spent years trying to find my wife, man. I knew it wouldn’t be easy. I accepted that I may not find her, but I refused to give up. I couldn’t wait anymore. I know you want what I have, what Lawrence has.” Saint’s eyes narrowed on him. “I’ve seen the way you watch us at dinners, the parties ... all of that. I see how your heart breaks when we have ‘family knight’ and you are sitting there, alone, drinking while little kids run past you laughing, and their mothers calling after them. You want some of that, just a little bit.” Saint put two fingers together to emphasize those last words.
 
   Jagger sighed and turned his back. He walked closer to the basket and began to slowly bounce the ball. 
 
   “You’re right.”
 
   “I know I am. So what are you going to do about it?”
 
   “It’s been so long, she’s probably found someone else by now.”
 
   “Maybe. But you have to call her to find out.” Saint tossed him his phone.
 
    “I don’t have her number with me...”
 
   “Bullshit. You have it memorized still.”
 
   Jagger grinned and dropped the basketball, letting it roll a few feet away. He looked down at the iPhone, sighed loudly, then put the number in as he began to pace back and forth on the court, his hand on his hip. 
 
   “Uh, hi, is this Traci?” He stopped walking and glanced over at Saint, who nodded and smiled in approval. 
 
   “Okay, hi, Traci ... uh, this is Jagger. I’m Saint Aknaten’s friend. We spoke some time back ... oh good, you remember.” Jagger smiled, briefly looked up at the sky and slowly began to pace again, with Saint’s eyes boring into his back. He felt as though he was being filmed for a sitcom.
 
   “Well, I have a little time tomorrow, and I ... wanted to know, if tomorrow night you were available ... like, maybe I could take you out to dinner?”
 
   He looked back at Saint, floundering—his face flushed red. Saint grimaced and waved at him, reassuring him telepathically to just be cool, act natural.
 
   “Oh, I see...” Disappointed and totally lost, he looked back at Saint, who was smiling and mouthing words to him.
 
   Ask her about Wednesday night, then!
 
   Jagger frowned. “Well, um, how about Wednesday night?”
 
   “Oh, you are?” Her response made his heart flip a few times. “Okay, great. Is six-thirty okay? Would that work for you? ... It would? Alright, then let me get your address and I’ll pick you up or we can meet somewhere, if that would make you more comfortable ... oh yeah, sure.” And the conversation continued for several more minutes. Jagger disconnected the call, walked up to Saint, and handed him back the phone, smiling—and at a loss for words. He picked up the ball and began to shoot it into the basket, back to back.
 
   “So, you just gonna do free throws and not say shit?” Saint laughed.
 
   “Man, you already heard what happened! You already know.” 
 
   “Wear casual clothes and don’t take her to a Chinese place. She doesn’t like Chinese,” Saint offered, knowing that was Jagger’s favorite cuisine.
 
   “What? How’d you know that?!” He shot another basket to warm up for the one-on-one game.
 
   “I scanned her a little bit when I met her. I touched her hand,” Saint offered indifferently. 
 
   “Well? What else did you find out? Help me out, man!  I haven’t dated in years, Saint, I mean, really dated. I’ve just been having sex every now and again. That’s not even me, but,” he shrugged, “I needed some company. I want more than that. I need all the help I can get.”
 
   “First, have you seen her?” Saint grinned mischievously.
 
   “Yessss, you already know that though, too. She texted me some pics the first time we spoke, and I did the same. She’s really pretty; I see you knew my type. She’s in great shape, too. I’m surprised she’s still available actually.” He became suddenly suspicious. “What is a woman like her doing single, Saint? What if she is getting ready to play me? I refuse to be anybody’s fool again.”
 
   “This is exactly why I brought you out here, Jagger. You have some issues. I don’t want you taking that shit with you on a date, into a relationship, nothing. You both have been through some things, I’m sure—but don’t self-sabotage. Look, call her ass back and cancel if you aren’t going to man up and put the past in the past!” Saint barked as he walked briskly over to him, forcing the phone back in his palm. “I’m serious, Jagger, call ’er!”
 
   Jagger sighed and lowered his head, the ball cradled against his hip. He helplessly looked back at Saint. “Help me, please.” He hated feeling so weak. His ex-wife had broken his heart so badly, he’d rather jump off a bridge than feel that kind of pain again. 
 
   What was he going to do?
 
   “Help me,” he repeated. 
 
   He was crumbling and felt like a chump. He’d heard Saint’s speeches, read his books—a lot of it struck home, but he still felt uneasy. Was there an extra helpful word somewhere waiting for him? He was afraid, embarrassed, and wanted more than just someone to warm his bed at night. He was having sex, he wasn’t making love, and he’d lived long enough to know the difference. He was busted.
 
   Saint looked at him sternly at first, but then his expression softened. The man made a big deal of clearing his throat and stuffed his hands into the loose pockets of his baggy pants.
 
   “I’m going to tell it to you like this, Jagger.” Saint removed a pair of sunglasses from his pocket and slipped them on. “You’re a man. Act like one. I debated giving you a pity party, because I understand what it feels like to love someone who isn’t really feelin’ you anymore.” 
 
   Saint seemed to temporarily disappear within himself. Jagger couldn’t figure out what the guy was thinking, but whatever it was, the memory of it still appeared to tear him apart. 
 
   “Luckily for me, that situation resolved itself, but for quite some time, my heart was torn to shreds. I felt sorry for myself for a while. I was sure I wouldn’t make it—some days I didn’t even get out of bed—but then there comes a time when either you are going to fix what is broken or just walk away. She walked away from you years ago, Jagger. Come on, man.” Saint took a deep breath. “Aren’t you ready to live again?” Saint didn’t wait for an answer.
 
    “Do the shit you need to do now, to leave your mark—a legacy. Scared men don’t get fed. Our bodies don’t get intimately nourished. Our minds don’t get to eat and our souls stay starved. I’m greedy.” Saint laughed huskily. “You need a woman, Jagger. It’s in you. This ain’t got shit to do, with being a playa, loverboy, Mr. Romance or whatever else you want to call it. This has to do,” Saint’s voice rose as he pointed at him, “with you getting over a bitch that fucked you over.” 
 
   Noticing his smart-alecky smirk, Jagger faced him head on, seething with anger. He’d never heard Saint refer to a woman that way before, and even though his ex-wife really was a bitch, it unnerved him all the same. At one point in time, he’d worshiped that woman. 
 
   “Watch your mouth, Saint,” Jagger fumed. “She was still my wife, man! Show some respect.”
 
   “Jagger, fix your fuckin’ face! That’s right, I said it! She is a bitch because only a bitch would cheat on her man with his friend then let him raise a kid that wasn’t his—knowing full well he wasn’t! I was a hoe, she was a bitch, Traci is a little naïve but sweet, you’re an asshole but loveable. We are what we are! You need to embrace the truth so you can move on.” He hmphed. “...Telling me to show some damn respect. Respect yourself first, man! You were neglectful of your marriage, that is a given, but you loved that woman with all your heart and soul. What she did was inexcusable. It’s one thing to cheat, but damn!”
 
   Jagger felt a headache coming on. He bunched his brow and rubbed his head, turning away from Saint. He was angry—wanted to run across the damn court and make his fist meet the egotistical man’s jaw, but what good would that do? The son of a bitch was right.
 
   “Children are sacred! Look at the shit I’ve been through, trying to protect mine. I don’t sleep, Jagger! I watch Xenia sleep; I go in my kids’ rooms all hours of the night even though the cameras are right there. I still need to physically go in and touch them, make sure they’re all right. I have agents and military men from the Rainbeau Knights around my house all damn day and night, now! It’s hell! I’m arguing with my woman all the time about this shit. It’s a nightmare. You think I like this shit, huh?! Having to tell my kids they can’t go to certain activities and I can’t tell them why?! Besides being angry with me, Xenia is miserable. She is the type of person who likes to be out and about, but I can’t let her do that—she could get hurt! 
 
   “I’m like a damn guard dog, now! I walk around the house all the time, wishin’ a mothafucka would!” Saint balled up his fist and shook it in anger. “Anyway.” He took a deep breath and calmed. “Back on task here ... she let you form a bond with that child, and didn’t give a flyin’ fuck about anyone but herself. What? You thought I was going to have some mercy on her because she is Asian?” Saint laughed. “Race ain’t got shit to do with this. Jagger, you don’t even love her anymore yet you still let her fuck up your future.”  
 
   Saint was passionate, driven in his purpose. This was deeper than Jagger thought. Saint took Jagger’s love life personally. He became emotionally involved and invested, and that was one of the pitfalls of being an Angel Child of his magnitude. The strong ones always got angrier faster. Saint’s good nature and ability to laugh at himself tempered his inner savage beast, but he was still quite a handful and Jagger had come to realize this in the short time of their developing friendship. 
 
   “When someone I care about hurts, I hurt, too.” Saint cooberated his observations without even having to read his mind. Jagger appreciated his skills. “You will never be working with all eight cylinders, Jagger, if you don’t forgive your ex-wife, and move on. You are sick and tired of alienating yourself, but you won’t stop. Now, I’m serious.” Saint shook his finger at him. “If you want to continue on this path, you call that woman right now and tell her you won’t bother her again.”
 
   “I don’t want to do that.” Jagger sighed and looked at the ground. “I can’t do that ... I want to go out with her too badly.”
 
   Saint smiled. “That’s the spirit. Jagger, I know you can do this. I want to be attending your wedding one day. I want you to have a family, someone to go home to. It’s time.”
 
   Jagger nodded and deliberated over Saint’s strong words. “Thank you, Saint. I guess I needed some tough love.” He chuckled.
 
   “Yeah, now get ready to take this tough beat-down! Pass the ball.” 
 
   Jagger smirked and threw it across the court. It hit the backboard, wobbled, then fell into the basket. “Nothin’ but net! Who said white boys can’t jump?!” 
 
   Saint snatched the ball and dribbled fiercely down the court, laughing and showing off. He then threw the ball and got the shot.
 
   “Firstly, you’re not even all white. Secondly, who said white boys can’t jump? I did! Ya know what I mean? Yao Ming!” 
 
   Saint laughed giddily at his own joke while Jagger watched the silly maniac make another shot, while cursing and dancing around the court.
 
   “And you’re not all Asian. Don’t try to pretend you’re the next Ming or Sun Yue. I’m going to win.” Jagger grinned.
 
   The testosterone pumped and both men flexed their muscles, willing and ready to rip each other apart on the court. 
 
   “In your dreams!” Saint laughed louder. “Wait, I take that back ... our dreams actually come true.” He was beyond amused.
 
   “Saint, you are out of your mind.” Jagger tried to grab the ball.
 
   Saint snorted as they wrestled over the ball until the damn thing was fumbled and rolled down the court away from both of them. Saint sprinted toward the runaway orange sphere. It was obvious that Saint was too competitive to just let this be a game. It was going to be a long morning, but well worth it. 
 
   Saint’s a good man, a damn good man. Thanks Lawrence for bringing this dude into my life. This is just what the doctor ordered.... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Osaze placed his reading glasses down on his nightstand after turning off his bedroom television. He yawned stiffly, and leaned back into his pillow.
 
    I need to go out and see my new granddaughter. 
 
   He beamed with pride and smiled in the darkness. A framed photo of the newborn stood on his nightstand and he’d remained online at the library for over an hour looking at the photos Saint had emailed him of the tiny Princess. He could see his Min Jae in her; the similarity in the eyes warmed his heart. He recalled the conversation with his son, when he told him he’d be out in a couple of weeks, but it just didn’t seem soon enough. He was thrilled with the thought of seeing and holding her for the first time. 
 
   Since he last saw his son, they spoke at least a few times a week. The relationship was mending, healing, a bit more with each contact. He knew that they’d always be two vastly different people, but he loved and respected Saint, and was grateful that they had this new beginning. He scoffed at Saint’s suggestion that he sign up for a dating service, but appreciated his son trying to find ways to aid in his father’s happiness. No one would ever come close to his Min Jae, but his son wanted him to have a mate, even if his soulmate was gone—because that was no cause for him to remain completely lonely. So he said he’d take it into consideration, but he honestly knew his heart wasn’t in it.
 
   He laughed inwardly upon reminiscing over one of their previous chats.  
 
   “Look, everyone needs friends,” Saint said. “On the serious tip, I understand what it is like to be with your soulmate and then not crave anyone else. I’m not telling you to get married again if you don’t want to, but ... Pops, you ain’t been laid in years, man. I couldn’t imagine! That’s your problem, you’re all clogged up. You need to release that. Go find a girlfriend immediately, please, and if you do, take it easy on her that first time! Damn!” 
 
   He chuckled. As he slipped further in thought, his phone rang. Osaze looked at it, and a feeling of forlornness cloaked him. His tongue felt swollen, his mouth went dry, and queasiness overcame his gut. 
 
   “Hello?” he answered. Before anything was said, he realized who it was and his fears were confirmed. “Goodness, what do you want, Nizsm?!” He shot up in his bed.
 
   Nizsm laughed. “Now, that’s no way to treat family, Osaze.”
 
   “You’re not family. Why are you calling me? Don’t make me ask you again.”
 
   “I think you know what I want. I know all about your son’s treachery; he is a sneaky one, isn’t he?”
 
   Osaze hesitated. “You leave my—”
 
   “Or what?! Leave your son and granddaughter alone or what, Osaze? Now you listen to me, you old fool. You tell that son of yours, my wayward cousin, that he needs to have a transition meeting with me.”
 
   “Transition? You must take him for an imbecile! Everyone knows damn well you’re not interested in transitioning. That would be the noble thing to do, the right thing, but we all know you want no part of being an upstanding person!”
 
   “Save your moral speeches for someone who gives a damn, Osaze. You and my father can philosophize all day, I don’t care. Right now, I need your son to prepare to take the reins. Look, I’ve accepted defeat. I’m mad as hell, but things must proceed forward, regardless.”
 
   Osaze knew better. He understood the hand that Nizsm was playing, and it was a crafty and dangerous one. Saint had been invited to carry out his obligations, but it would lead to his death, if Nizsm had his way. The transitional training had to occur wherever Nizsm said it was to happen. He was in charge of the location—and cornering Saint in Egypt would be deadly. There was no way that the fiend had any plans of doing what he declared with him. It was a trap, a cruel, ugly trap to snare Saint, then torture and murder him. 
 
   “Call him yourself...”
 
   “Now you know better than that, elder.” Osaze could almost see his self-satisfied expression over the phone. “I have to talk to the father first, you. Now, do what you’re told and don’t make me have to contact you again.”
 
   Osaze slammed the phone down and looked around frantically in the dark. His stomach balled in tighter knots, as if an invisible hand reached within and squeezed his intestines, pushing and pulling and pounding—making him wonder whether he’d throw up or pass out. He held his stomach tightly and winced, his body feeling like a twisted version of itself. He couldn’t lose his son ... not now, not after they’d gotten so close. He loved Saint so much, he’d give his own life for him—of that, he was certain. He’d always felt that way and it was even stronger now, if that were possible.
 
   I’m no coward, Nizsm. I just don’t play the game the way you do. You’ve underestimated me, boy. I will not let you do this to my family! 
 
   Osaze picked up the phone and called Saint. On a loud exhale, he swiped the back of his hand across his damp forehead, trying to push his anger aside and get through the dreaded conversation. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Nah, I’m serious, watch this! Bam!” 
 
   Saint swiveled in his chair, booming out a laugh when Xenia jumped two feet in the air. She gave him a death glare from over her shoulder as the silver quarter rotated on its axis then lay still on the wood floor. Her naked body glistened under the beveled chandelier ceiling light fixture. He watched her oil her skin moments before in preparation for bed, giving him the sophomoric idea. 
 
   She stormed up to him, her finger in his face. Her expression attuned to that of a teacher scolding a naughty child. “If you throw one more damn quarter at my ass, Saint, I’m going to hurt you.” She turned back away, lifted her pillow and fluffed it. Moments later, she jumped again, screaming profanities as the third quarter launched off her derrière. She was once again greeted by Saint’s boisterous laughter.
 
   “Oh shit! If I didn’t see this for my damn self, I wouldn’t even think it was true. You really do have an ass a mothafucka could bounce a goddamn quarter off of. This is fuckin’ insane!” 
 
   He shook more loose change in the palm of his hand as if he needed to pay a parking meter. She rolled her eyes and continued to prepare her side of the bed.
 
   He pulled at his pajama pants as his erection struggled against the confining fabric. “You gonna let me slide up in that tonight? Let me hit?” He winked at her when she looked over at him with a glare.
 
   “You couldn’t wait to get Isis out of our bedroom. As soon as the six week mark passed, you...”
 
   She stopped mid-sentence when Saint stood, picked out her panties from the top of the laundry hamper and inhaled the scent. “Mmmm, shiiiiiit. Gimme some of that pussy, baby.” 
 
   “You are so damn nasty, Saint.” Embarrassment colored her face. 
 
   She slid under the sheets. He snatched the lingerie away from his face, flung it back in the hamper and joined her, nestling close to her ear. 
 
   Sounding much like Sesame Street’s ‘Cookie Monster’, he yelled, “Me want cookie! Let me munch on your cookie ... yom yom yom yom!” Saint teased. 
 
   But she ignored him. “Come on, baby,” he said huskily in her ear. “Let me suck on ya pussy ’til your damn forehead caves in.” 
 
   Xenia rolled in his grasp, her legs and arms flailing as she made half-hearted attempts to escape his romantic endeavors.
 
   “You are so stupid!” She could barely catch her breath as she reeled around in the tangle of sheets.
 
    Saint glided his large hand between her warm thighs, cupping her wet vessel, making her slow and coo. He pressed his pelvis firmly into her back and slicked his fingers up and down her pussy lips, opening her up. Laying his leg over hers, he pinned her on her side as he sucked and kissed her soft shoulder.
 
   “Mmmm,” Xenia moaned.
 
   “The pussy is getting wetter...” His lips curled around her earlobe, sucking it. “The pussy is callin’ my name...”
 
   “Saint, I wanted to take a quick nap before I got dinner on, and you’ve messed up my plans.” 
 
   “Woman, this is all your fault.”
 
   “How do you figure?”
 
    “You’re a tease. You oiled yourself real slow in front of me, you flirted with me, bounced your ass around as you tucked the sheets, you toyed with me. You can’t play like that, baby...” His grin widened. “You gotta pay up now, sweetness. Time to pay the piper ... gonna give you some pipe, alright.” 
 
   He peered over her shoulder, getting a charge out of the broad smile on her beautiful face. Then, he pushed his finger deep inside of her, making her moan and rotate harder on his thrusting hand. The sounds of her pussy, gushing with wetness as he continued to finger screw her, excited him to the utmost. 
 
   “You know what I was thinking about at work today?”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “About getting some dome.”
 
   She burst out laughing, causing her ass to back into his groin. He immediately slid his finger out of her, held her hip and brought her flush against him, grinding hard against her slick body.
 
   “I have to cook dinner and the kids are waiting. Just give me the dick.” She smiled naughtily at him over her shoulder.
 
   “Just give you the dick, huh?” he repeated, enjoying what she said immensely.
 
   She nodded. “I’m ready. Come get some.”
 
   “You want some of this dick, huh? Just fuck tha foreplay,” he said gruffly in her ear as he ran the hard head of his cock roughly up and down the small of her back.
 
   “We can do that later, come on ... I said it, now give it to me,” she whispered, still grinning—but the arousal clear in her voice.
 
   “Forget the dome. Forget cookie monster. I got it. Let’s just get to the main course, shit.” 
 
   Turning her over, he slid his tongue inside of her mouth and let his hands urgently roam her body. A sweet sigh escaped her lips when he crudely reached between their bodies and grabbed his thick, throbbing shaft. Their eyes met, and he pushed deep within her. She screamed out. 
 
   “Ahhh...” Saint thrust over and over, his eyes shut, letting sensation rule. “Mmmm, baby.” 
 
   He kissed her again, his pelvis darting back and forth as he gave their lovemaking his all. His narrow hips contracted with each hard pump. He raced toward a goal under a tight deadline. Then, his cellphone rang on his nightstand. Ignoring it, he continued to propel judiciously inside of his Queen. The cellphone rang again, the ringtone all too familiar.
 
   “Shit! Goddamn it!” he yelled angrily, punching the headboard. “Bad fucking timing!”
 
   “Saint, calm down.” Xenia stopped moving her hips as he rose. He looked over at the electronic bane of his existence, the revulsion for it overwhelming as he nonverbally cursed it to hell. “Just answer it, honey. I’ll be right here.”
 
   Saint looked down at her, pulled out and rolled over to his side of the bed in frustration. He grabbed the phone and sat up, running his fingers through his dark hair.
 
   “Yes, Dad.” He sighed.
 
   “Oh, Saint? You sound upset, are you okay?” his father asked.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. What’s up?” He blew out air and closed his eyes. Xenia sat up and began to slide off the bed. Just then, he caught her arm and whispered,
 
   “Hey! Wait a minute. I’m not finished with you. Where do you think you’re goin’?” His eyebrows dipped, and anxiousness coated his tone like a thin layer of paint.
 
   “To the bathroom! If that’s all right with you, Mr. Jail-Keeper?” she jibed. 
 
   Pulling away from his grip, she sauntered off, closing the door behind her. Saint turned his attention back to his father. 
 
   “Is this a bad time, Saint? You seem preoccupied.”
 
   “Dad, this is your bedtime. The fact that you’re calling me now means something is up so go ahead and tell me.”
 
   His father sighed. “Okay, Saint. I’m just going to cut to the chase. Nizsm called me. He wants to do the transition with you.”
 
   Saint laughed angrily. “Bullshit. No he doesn’t.”
 
   “I know, but that is what he is saying, and you know that it—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah, I know about the rules—the karmic repercussions if I don’t.  Goddamn it!” Saint gripped the phone tighter, his heart rate increased as he felt his blood pressure soar and a headache grip him. “He is really playing dirty. He is desperate.”
 
   “Of course he is. Don’t go, Saint. Let me speak to the board and...”
 
   “No. The board is afraid of him, too. No one has any clout. He does what he damn well pleases and if anyone says shit, they get fucked up or worse, murdered. I have to meet with him, Dad.”
 
   There was silence. “Saint, he is planning to kill you. Do you understand what is going on here? You’re acting invincible again! I’ve warned you against this behavior!” 
 
   Saint felt like a teenager again, with his furious father pointing a finger in his face, trying to break his teen self down in their apartment in Brooklyn. “Nizsm is very dangerous. Look son, fighting an Angel Child is against the rules unless it is in self-defense. I didn’t expect Nizsm to adhere to this, but I can’t watch you collect that karmic debt. He will not be open and allow a read, either. Furthermore, he will try to drain you, like a battery. The damage could be irreparable, even if you somehow survived. Please ... please don’t do this, Saint.”
 
   He could now hear the worry in the old man’s voice. It cut Saint to the core. His father was drowning in sadness right at that very moment, an emotion disguised as antagonism. 
 
   “Please don’t,” the older man urged again, the anger and wretchedness cocktail seeping into his tone even further. “I know what he’ll do to you! We have to end this; we have to find a way to stop him, but not this way, Saint.”
 
   “What do you mean, drain my energy?” All he cared about was clarification. Any tricks that may be pulled, he wanted to know about it well in advance.
 
   He heard his father exhale. “Nizsm knows that if he combines his energy with yours, he is sure of victory. If you go to him, he may find a way to restrain you, put his hand over your heart, and bleed you dry. You will lose everything. Then, once he has incapacitated you, he will kill you on the spot! You won’t have time to recharge, so he can take full advantage. Please Saint! I’m begging you!”
 
   “Dad, there is no other way. And really, it is probably best this way. I can turn this to my advantage. I can’t risk him coming here. He thinks having me on his turf gives him the gain and protects him. It doesn’t. The only reason I can’t chance him coming here is that then he’d have access to Xenia and my children. He won’t give a shit about wiping them out; matter of fact, he’d be happy about it.”
 
   “Well what are you planning to do, son?”
 
   An ironic laugh escaped his lips. “Well shit,” Saint said nonchalantly. “I’m going to have to kill the son of a bitch.”
 
   More silence.
 
   “I need to come with you.”
 
   “Like hell you are. What I do want you to do, however, is come out here before I leave, and stay in the house with Xenia. I need an army around her and the kids, people I can trust.” 
 
   Saint racked his brain and sprung out of the bed. He barreled toward his closet, turned on the light, and watched as Xenia’s dress shirts and accessories spun around, all sorted by color, like a blurred rainbow, the purple shades taking the longest. He stopped the display once his shirts and pants came into view. “I have to pack. I need to get Lawrence and Jagger over here, too. I will need to enlighten Beset, see what she can do to help. The security system is amped. The kids and Xenia cannot leave the house until I get back. Make sure she doesn’t even go the guest house—can’t risk her being out in the open. I need you on the—”
 
   “Saint...”
 
   “I need you on the first flight out here! Dad,” Saint clutched the phone as sweat trickled down the side of his face. His heart throbbed inside of him. “I have to do this! I refuse to be a sitting duck for my family. We knew that this was coming, we knew it was! There is no need for anyone to act surprised.”
 
   “There has to be another way ... I can’t lose you!” his father’s voice cracked, his bravado slipping down a slope of slippery regret.
 
   “And you won’t. What happened to having what I need, when I need it?”
 
   “You’re still a man! Angel Children die every day. More importantly, you’re my child. My only son, all that’s left of Min Jae, and damn it, Saint, you’re the best part of me. I love you. I just got you back; we finally have a real relationship. I can’t lose you again!” 
 
   Saint felt like he’d been stomped in the gut. His father was never frail, weak or afraid and now, after the visit to his mother’s gravesite and this, he saw the man unraveling like never before. This new vulnerability made Saint uncomfortable. He didn’t know who this man was. It was the father he’d always prayed for. He’d wanted to see the beating heart behind the iron robot, and now here it was, beating like a drum yet tormented and falling to pieces right in front of his very soul, springs, bolts and all—and he couldn’t handle it. 
 
   “I’m coming back. Do you hear me?!” Saint yelled, slamming the closet door shut behind him. “I need you to be positive. You’re doing it again, not giving me the support I need.” 
 
   “You and your damned ego! I didn’t want to call you. I knew you’d say all of this, Saint, but I had to. It was my duty.  You can’t do this to me, to Xenia. You can’t risk your life like this. This can’t be happening...” His voice trailed off.
 
   “I’m risking my family’s life if I stay! Can’t you see? I’m doing this for you, not to you! This is for you my Goddess and my babies! What kind of man am I to not do the right thing?! To hide out like a damn coward? He made his move, so now it’s showtime!”
 
   Saint grabbed his black luggage carrier, flung it open and began to place items inside. He ignored his typical O.C.D. to arrange everything neatly. Heading to the other side of the closet, he grabbed his passport from a small dresser drawer. Just then, the closet door slowly opened. Xenia stood there, distress all over her face. She ran her fingers through her flexi-rodded curls and leaned against the edge of the door. Her sadness swam toward him and grabbed him by his heart, drowning him whole.
 
   “Dad, I’ll see you when you get here. I gotta go...” 
 
   He looked at her with hooded eyes as he hit ‘END’ on his cellphone. No words were needed. She’d heard enough. He rushed to her as she slumped to the ground and sighed loudly, trembling with premature grief, screaming as fresh tears flowed down her satiny brown cheeks. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The next day... 
 
   Saint came out of Beset’s guestroom, crossed the house, and set a hammer and nails down haphazardly in the garage. He sighed, then reentered the kitchen where he sat, pulled Xenia to him, and held her. She buried her head in his shoulder as she clutched their daughter tightly. Neither of them said a word as a dense and somber mood swirled around them. Nearby, Lawrence rubbed his head anxiously while Jagger sat on the couch, his legs sprawled and his jaw twitching. Beset sat across from them on the loveseat, patting her thighs nervously. The boys played, running back and forth, giggling, none the wiser as to why they were woken up early from their slumber and given a large breakfast and plentiful hugs and kisses from their father. 
 
   Soon Saint’s father knocked at the front door. Two Knights stood beside him as they all waited, after calling Saint to let him know they were approaching the door. Jagger rose from his seat and made his way over. Saint watched from afar, clinging tightly to his Goddess and Princess as the cool early morning air poured in. 
 
   Osaze Aknaten stepped inside and set his luggage down by the front door. The silence remained, growing thicker. Xenia glanced over at her father-in-law, her eyes swollen and red. Saint glimpsed down at her, hating himself for having to leave her. He knew her thoughts and feelings, and it was tearing him apart. She had no more tears in her at this point. The well had run dry. The unbelievable pain and worry she was experiencing had shut her system down, rendering her temporarily emotionless, just so she could simply catch her breath and recuperate, only to start all over again in the coming hours. 
 
   And he felt all of it.
 
   Saint could look inside his father, too. Their eyes met and he read him as if he were the daily newspaper. The old man clasped his large, aging hands together and surveyed the room with a naked scowl—filled to the brim with unmistakable resentment with a dash of helplessness. Palpable, his father’s turmoil and mixed emotions rolled through the space like a wild trade wind. 
 
   Saint rose slowly from his resting position, gently moving Xenia and his daughter. Two men stood stubbornly face to face. 
 
   “I do not approve, Saint.”
 
   “I know. I don’t need your approval, however. I know what’s best for my family. I’m glad you’re here, regardless.”
 
    His father sighed but did not back down. Tension brewed; their golden eyes glowed. 
 
   “He wants to make an example out of you, and he will tear you inside out.”
 
   “You have little faith in me. Luckily, I believe enough in myself that I’m okay with this.” Saint looked over his shoulder, to see his wife listening intently to every word spoken between him and the man that brought him into the world. “I know that this time, it’s not because you think I’m stupid, or foolish; it’s because you don’t want anything to happen to me. I’m telling you, like I told that woman.” He turned and pointed at Xenia. “That woman is my whole life! My world! You think I like this, huh?!” Saint’s voice escalated as he began to unravel and lose his cool. He told himself he wouldn’t let this happen. “You think I like seeing her like this—what I’m forced to make her feel, to go through?”
 
   His father gritted his teeth, apparently holding back what he really wanted to say.
 
   “Like I told my Queen, my Goddess, my life sits right there on that couch!” Saint’s voice quaked. “I’m tellin’ you like I told her. I’m ... coming ... back! I’m not repeating the shit again. I can show you better than tell you. Now, stay here and help look after my family. Look over your family, Dad.”
 
   His father nodded and Saint returned to Xenia. He took Isis out of her arms and kissed her several times on her cheek as he cradled her against him. He looked at her closely, their glowing eyes catching one another.
 
   I know you can’t understand what I’m about to say to you, baby girl, but I’m saying it anyway because somewhere inside of you, you’ll get what I’m saying—on a soul connection level. Now look, Daddy has to go away, to make sure you stay safe and happy … you, your mommy and brothers. I’ll be back though. I promise. I need you to believe in me, Isis... 
 
   He kissed the newborn once again and handed her to Beset after he noticed Xenia quake like a leaf, her expression a mixture of worry and resentment. 
 
   Beset cradled the baby in her arms.
 
   “Saint, per our discussion, everything will be taken care of,” she assured.
 
   Saint nodded in understanding then sat back down next to Xenia. “Hassani! Dakarai! Come in the living room please,” he called out.
 
   Soon, the two boys entered, holding electronic games in their small hands. 
 
   “Come here.” They walked over to him. Saint grabbed both of them and held them so tightly, Dakarai began to squirm in his grip as he kissed the top of little boy’s head.
 
   “Daddy! Can’t breeeeaaaaathe!”
 
   Saint quickly released him, and kissed his cheek again. Suddenly, he felt Dakarai digging into him, trying desperately to get past the blockage, to see what this was all about. He was young, but he was no fool.
 
   He’s gotten stronger. Just that fast, his abilities are growing. Deaf mute in stealth mode again... 
 
   He then turned to Hassani, whose dark brown gaze shot into Saint’s soul. The little boy no longer smiled; instead he flinched, his body seeming to revert. He pulled away from him, his eyes glossing over.
 
   “What is it, Hassani?” Saint asked quietly, bringing him back to him. 
 
   Hassani hesitated, then climbed on Saint’s lap and cupped a hand around his ear. “Daddy, I’ll watch over Mommy,” he whispered. “You’re real worried, Daddy. Where are you going?”
 
   Saint closed his eyes, pulled his son’s head to his face and sighed loudly. “I have to take a business trip, Hassani. Thank you for watching over your mommy for me while I’m gone.”
 
   “I’ll watch over Mommy, too,” Dakarai piped up, pivoting up and down on his tippy toes. 
 
   Saint smiled weakly and ran his fingers through his hair. “Thank you, Dakarai. I love you and Hassani very much.” 
 
   With difficulty, he let them go and made his way to his car, to drive to the airport. He refused all efforts to be dropped off; he wanted as much control over the situation and timing as possible. But emotional pain threatened to derail his resolve when he heard Xenia racing toward him. He kept his back turned, for his eyes brimmed with tears, but she forced him to her and threw herself in his arms, her body shivering—unraveling. He squeezed her to him, inhaled her essence one more time. 
 
   “I walked away, baby, because I’m not saying goodbye to you ... I refuse to.” He buried his face in her hair. “I’ll see you soon...” 
 
   He raised his head, grabbed her by the back of her hair and pressed his lips firmly to hers, lifting her off her feet with the intensity of it. Wiping the tears from her face, he backed slowly away, and blew her one last sweet kiss.
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: eighteen]CHAPTER 18 
 
    
 
   Saint fisted his pants as sweat beads formed around his brow. Sitting in first class had never been so uncomfortable in all of his life. He was admitting to himself, in the comfort of his own private thoughts, that he was now officially afraid. He wasn’t afraid of fighting and he wasn’t afraid of dying. He was afraid of leaving his family to grieve him, just in case things did not go the way he’d planned. His medicine was no longer available—Xenia’s body. His craving for intimacy right at that moment was purely for strength. He needed to feel her, and his thoughts repeatedly ping-ponged between panic and pussy. 
 
   Goddamn you, Nizsm! Yeah, I’m coming. I’m coming for your ass!
 
   He gritted his teeth angrily and downed another glass of wine as if it were sparkling water. 
 
   Mama, what am I going to do if this gets botched? I know I have your blessing, I can feel it. What will happen to my Queen and my three babies? They need me, and I need them. What will happen to the Rainbeau Knights? There is a lot at stake. I could never tell them what I’m feeling right now, Mama. It would only make it worse. But what can I do? This has to be done. I can’t run away or hide my family. They deserve to live their lives out in the open. Isis has a right to be here! She was planned, conceived, born, and now she needs protection. I will protect her. I’m her father! Who lets their daughter get murdered?! Who allows a tormentor to come for his family? Not me! Mama, please! Please help me... 
 
   He quickly wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and pushed his head into the headrest, tossing and turning as if he were having a nightmare, only he was fully aware that the nightmare was quite real. He closed his eyes. Soon, he could smell Xenia’s signature perfume, as if she were truly sitting there. He swallowed, gasping for shallow air as he moved around in his seat, feeling her near him. Then, his eyes sprang open and he looked around the plane. The sight of people distracted by their computers or fast asleep relaxed him. He grabbed his cellphone and walked into the lavatory. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Closing the door behind himself, he ran his hand roughly over his jaw, now brandishing a five o’clock shadow. Leaning against the wall, he quietly dialed his wife. As he suspected, the phone barely rang once before he heard her voice.
 
   “Saint!” she said in a panicky tone.
 
   “Yeah, baby,” he said softly, the phone full of static and cracking. “I need you to do me a favor.”
 
   “Where are you? What’s going on?”
 
   “I’m on the plane, baby. I’m not supposed to be on the phone—I’m sure you know that ... I need some help here...”
 
   “Yes, what do you need me to do, baby?”
 
   “I need to try something with you. Where are you in our house right now?”
 
   “I just finished nursing Isis and put her in the nursery. Beset is in there with her now.”
 
   “Are you on your way to our bedroom?”
 
   “Yes, I was just going to try to get some sleep but I know I can’t sleep ... not with you away, not with me being worried sick like this.”
 
   I’m sorry, baby . Never meant to cause you any pain. This is how it has to be though.
 
   “Can you go in there and lock the door behind yourself? I’ll wait.”
 
   “...Okay.” He waited until she did as he instructed. 
 
   “I need you to now get undressed and lie down in the bed. I also need to hang up soon. The phone won’t work for this anyway.”
 
   “What? Saint, what is this about?”
 
   “Xenia, baby, I don’t have time to explain in detail, but I need to try something, here. I’m low on energy; I need to fuel up. I need to feel you, so I can get my strength back up. We didn’t have time to make love. After my dad called, well, that kind of stopped all of that and I didn’t even think about it with everything that happened right afterward. Just be open to me. I need to be able to read you; just do what I ask please.”
 
   “Okay ... yes, of course. I—I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too. Are you in the bed?” he whispered.
 
   “Yes, getting there. I’m taking my robe off, too.”
 
   “Okay, I’m hanging up now.” 
 
   He closed the phone and sat on the closed toilet seat, waiting for her energy to change. He concentrated, straining so hard, the veins in his forehead and neck protruded. It hurt. His mind and psychic telephone line were working overtime. He didn’t expect it to be so unbelievably painful. 
 
   Damn, this is not a good sexual experience! He grimaced. He tried harder, knowing that, if he could just refuel, he’d be better off. Nothing could replace sex with a soulmate; it was exactly what he needed. Suddenly, his efforts came into focus. He could see his bedroom clearly, at that very moment. Xenia’s hair was wrapped neatly under a blue scarf and her naked body lay perfectly still atop the white silk sheets. He surveyed her from top to bottom then stood, removing all of his clothing in the small bathroom before sitting back down, his body slightly chilled. Closing his eyes and bracing himself, he placed his hand over his heart, trying desperately to communicate with her. 
 
   Xenia. He focused ... no response.  
 
   Xenia, baby. Still no response.
 
   “Fuck!” He hit the wall, pressing harder onto his chest.
 
   Xenia, can you hear me, baby?
 
   He heard a faint sigh. He knew that sigh. His Goddess. 
 
   I can hear her! This is good. How do I make her hear me, though?
 
   He concentrated harder. Inside his mind, he was screaming at the top of his lungs. She still didn’t hear him, yet he could see her clearly, waiting patiently. 
 
   That’s it. I’m not supposed to concentrate even harder, just clearer. 
 
   The revelation hit him like a ton of bricks. He dug deep, recalling the smallest of nuisances as he walked around their bedroom. He reached for the fabric of the bed and missed, feeling his telekinetic stumble. Regrouping, this time he aimed higher and focused. He ignored his budding headache and went ahead, knowing that this was paramount. And there it was—the white, soft, silky sheets in his hand. Xenia looked down at the foot of the bed and covered her mouth with her hand.
 
   “Saint, are you doing that?”
 
   Yes. 
 
   He cursed inside, seeing that she still couldn’t hear him. He tried again.
 
   Yes, I’m moving the sheets. 
 
   She looked around the room frantically, and he smiled.
 
   You can hear me, baby?
 
   “Yes!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Xenia watched the sheets continue to slowly sway back and forth as if a breeze had come through. Then, they suddenly dropped.  Her heart beat frantically as she waited—and then she saw it. The mattress dipped, an indentation at the foot of the bed, then another, as if someone was crawling across it slowly, like a tiger to its prey. She gulped and closed her eyes, almost afraid to watch. She knew it was her husband, but it still frightened her. He had become an invisible lover, and she had no idea what to expect. 
 
   Xenia, lie back down, baby. 
 
   “Okay... ” She hesitated and opened her eyes to look around the room. His voice seemed to be echoing from all sides, all four walls.
 
   I’m sitting right here beside you. She could hear the grin in his voice.
 
   “Saint, this is freaking me out!”
 
   Baby, let me help you relax, okay? Now, stay down on the bed and close your eyes.
 
   She followed his directives, rubbing her bare feet together nervously.  Then his fingertips were on her ankles, and running slowly but surely up her legs. She gasped. She hadn’t even felt him leave her side, but he had, and he was touching her—touching her delicately, as if he were right there. It felt no different than having him in person and his energy was so intense, he was heating her body from the inside out. Saint returned to her ankles, gently massaged them and her flesh up to her knee, then back down to the bottom of her feet. 
 
   His cologne drifted past her. “Oh my God, Saint. I can smell you, too.”
 
   Good, baby. You’re still so nervous though.
 
   “It’s … it’s a little creepy.” She laughed apprehensively, feeling shivers go up her spine. And then, he did what he always did to make her relax if all else failed. Humor.
 
   You just let yourself go when I’m away, huh?
 
   “Huh? What do you mean?”
 
   You didn’t shave your pussy this morning. I can see the little sprouts of hair, and on your legs, too. You know your shit grows like a damn chia pet. You’re prickly. You’re going to make me have to floss after I eat you. I’m going to get carpet burn just by brushing up against that cat. 
 
   Xenia covered her mouth to muffle her laugh. To her, it wasn’t even so much what he said—it was that he could see her, that he knew. She heard him laugh in response.
 
   That’s okay, baby. I’ll excuse you, this one time. But when you do shave it, leave that little landing strip I like, please. I do like a little hair on that muffin. You’re grown ’nd sexy. It turns me the fuck on. 
 
   He moved his fingers higher up her body, to her waist. Xenia cried out when she felt him open her legs, his fingertips pressed firmly into her warm flesh. She couldn’t help it. She opened one eye, then the other, and peered down. She could see the indentations, feel his heavy hands on her inner thighs, pushing them even further apart, then his shoulders wedged securely between her thighs.
 
   I see you looking, baby. She heard him follow the statement with a slight laugh, then warm air ran along her legs as he kissed her, slow pecks, up and down her thighs.
 
   “Oh my God...” She wanted to relax, but it was just too much. Everything suddenly stopped.
 
   “Saint? Are you still here?”
 
   Then, a flicker of light caught her eye. She watched in amazement as a black cherry scented candle floated across the room and landed on his nightstand.
 
   I thought this may help you a bit. Some nice mood lighting. 
 
   Before she could respond, she screamed out as she felt thick, slick wetness and light pressure between her legs. He expertly ministered to her fountain, making her scream and cream in his imperceptible grip. 
 
   “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my GOD!” 
 
   Panting, she slid her legs up and down the bed until she felt him grab them, press her down, manhandle her in the way she was accustomed to. She could feel his labored breathing, the warmth from his nostrils as he used his lips and tongue to make her fall seductively to pieces while she gripped the sheets so tightly, they threatened to tear.
 
   Damn, baby. I can smell you, taste you. I can see your wet pussy so clearly ... so fuckin’ beautiful, baby. 
 
   He moved faster and faster, gripping her thighs to him as she hugged his invisible face with her legs. He sipped from her.
 
   So good, baby. I’m savoring your lovely honeyed cascade. That’s right, keep cumming, pour all of that down my throat. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint tried to keep his composure in the small restroom. Time was on his side; most of the passengers were fast asleep. To the unlearned eye, it would look as if he were tongue kissing the air – his body doing perversions that would make the late, great Elvis Presley’s controversial pelvic thrusts look fit for Disney. Now, he was surrounded with her essence. It had been previously stymied ... and he missed her, so he took in this substitute with open arms. He felt a bit disembodied, but he managed for he needed it; he had to make it work. 
 
   He gently pulled back and tapped his fingertips along his lower lip. His mouth was wet. He cracked a slight smile, which grew into a wide grin, then graduated into a full-sized energetic laugh. 
 
   “What’s so funny?” Xenia panted, her orgasm subsiding as she snapped him out of his thoughts.
 
   I just ... can’t believe it. I can really taste you, smell you. I have a terrible headache, but it’s working... It’s really working. 
 
   “On your end, does it feel like, well, how it normally feels?”
 
    Yeah. I mean, I can tell it isn’t the same, but it’s close enough. It will do. I’m teleporting and the energy is a little off, but this will help me; it will take care of the problem. Definitely not a replacement for the real thing, especially since it seems to cause massive migraines, but yeah…” He laughed again. “Baby, this is just what I needed. Lie back down now.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Xenia lazily lay back, smiling and he covered her with his body. He kissed the side of her neck and gently pulled her hair—ravenous, impatient, lust-filled. Urgent and simply beautiful.  Once she closed her eyes, her body would not have known that he wasn’t really there. He was an illusion, but her skin cells and flesh could tell no difference. And then, his whisper swayed the curls by her ear... 
 
   Are you ready?
 
   “Yes ... are you?”
 
   I was born ready, baby. 
 
   And with that, she screamed out with extreme pleasure. her back arched away from the disheveled bed while Saint pushed his cock deeply inside of her. Her secret lover moved steadily, shocking her senses, his lovemaking so pure, so right, and so seductively strange. 
 
   Something ... was different. It had to have been his urgency. He poured all of his energy inside of her, the little bit that he’d said he had left, and it was exquisite. His long thrusts made her feel virginal as he stroked her inner core like violin strings. She felt him completely, filling her up as if she were an empty basin, and he was making sure she was well-fed. She heard him moan in her ear, louder and louder as he caressed her skin and kept her steady to his heavy, hot, long, muscular body.
 
   Damn. I love you so much, Xenia. Damn it, woman ... and you smell and feel so good, baby. 
 
   His voice didn’t lie. He was being re-booted, recharged, going from his deepest valley low to his highest mountain high with each monumental pelvic thrust. The hefty bed shook with each of his powerful lunges, and to anyone that would walk in that room, they’d be sure she was being taken by a ghost—and in a way, she was. He could only share part of himself with her, and she was left with air, but the stratosphere became three dimensional, enough for her to hold and feel, regardless of her inability to see. 
 
   She cast her glance at nothing, but her body and soul at everything.
 
   His skin felt warm to her touch, and he felt in the flesh. Even the softness of his hair brushing against the side of her face mimicked all the many times they’d made love in the past. Familiar, it fit like a puzzle piece in this strange yet sensual enigma of an encounter. He increased his speed—rough, firm, but protective and caring—and feasted off of her, like he would a gourmet meal. 
 
   Her energy began to drain as he continued to take and take and take—a delightful death awaited her. He was the vampire in the night, stealing her essence, yet still, she reaped the benefits. Just as her eyes fluttered, her body began to tingle from the tips of her toes, past her calves, climbing to her navel, rolling past the dips of her hips to her swollen lips and there was where he planted a kiss. She became electric as he ground into her pelvis and continued to kiss her, sucking her bottom lip. His movements labored, his breathing heavy—she just wanted to die in his arms ... and she did. He was depleting her, only to leave the bare essentials.
 
   Oh my God, Saint... Please don’t stop ... don’t ever stop. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint’s pelvis twisted erratically as he clawed at the bathroom walls. His eyes burned from the changing colors of blood red to bright, Halloween orange as his teleportation reached a fever pitch. He could feel his body claiming hers, taking everything she had. The soulmate connection was real, and he needed this loan—his very life depended on it. He was breaking her down so that he could build himself up. He grunted and moaned loudly, pounding the wall  as he almost flew clear off the ground, his pelvis still thrusting wildly into thin air—his penis pointing straight toward the ceiling and thankfully, away from anything close or he’d surely drill a massive crater in whatever may have been near... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Mmmm, baby!” 
 
   Xenia thrashed about beneath him, her third orgasm making a debut. She was surprised by her arousal during such a strange occurrence, but life with Saint was anything but ordinary and she’d learned to ride the wave of bizarre occurrences like a professional surfer, realizing, there would be no end to them in sight as long as she remained by his seashore. 
 
   You complete me. You are my everything. I won’t let anything happen to you ... to our babies. ... 
 
   “What about you?” she cried out as she wrapped her legs around him, forcing him to drive into her at a deep side angle. If she couldn’t have him there physically, she was more than willing to accept this. A part of her believed this may the last time she would ever make love to her husband... 
 
   You don’t have to worry, baby. I need you. Heaven is hell if you’re not in it with me. How could I go away and leave you here? That’s not an afterlife; it’s a twice warmed death. 
 
   Xenia began to shake.
 
   Don’t you cry. Don’t you dare cry, baby. Don’t mourn me! I’m alive, inside of you! 
 
   And with that, she fell apart again, her river flowing from her form, soaking the sheets like Niagara Falls... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   She forced his hand—that was all he had left. He was barely hanging on to that slippery slope he called Xenia’s hope. He couldn’t compose himself any longer and prayed his soul had feasted until he was completely full. Her walls compressed, slick and wet on his throbbing, thrusting penis as he released forcefully inside of her. Upon looking down at his pumping pelvis, he was slightly amused by his inability to stop gyrating. His body was on auto-pilot, going after what his spirit needed, with or without his assistance. He came harshly, gnashing his teeth and falling into the opposite wall, almost shattering the mirror to jagged bits when he bumped about from imaginary turbulence. 
 
   The loud knocking at the door didn’t stop him. The muffled, “Sir, are you okay?” didn’t either.
 
   After a few moments, he composed himself, though he continued to pant. He caught his image in the fingerprint smudged mirror—he was drenched in sweat. His hair, now rivulets of dark, droopy spirals, made him look as if he’d been caught in a torrential rain storm. His head throbbed, an unbelievable pain. He rubbed his temple and grimaced, continuing to lean against the wall, wanting the pain that pounded his skull to just disappear. 
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” he managed to say to the stewardess through the closed cabinet door. “Just needed to take my medicine,” he called out—and to him, it was God’s honest truth. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Xenia felt him pull out of her, slowly—and what surprised her most was the evidence of his arrival. She gingerly reached between her legs, experiencing a mixture of confusion and delight, and then, she felt … the familiar warmth. 
 
   “Saint, are you still there?” she whispered.
 
   Yeah, baby, just need to catch my breath is all.
 
   “You’re ... inside of me.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   He hesitated, bewildered as he ran her words through his mind, trying to decode them. Then, it hit him. He came, but saw no semen. He didn’t give it much thought during the moment—the orgasm and ejaculation made him almost black out from pure bliss. That, married to the worse headache of his natural life, should have had him lose consciousness. The life force left his body, but truly, it was gone, just the same as when he would physically make love to her. 
 
   He looked down at his now semi-flaccid penis, and noted the moistness on it. My baby’s love juice. He was simultaneously amused and in awe. His body ached as if he’d been working out for twenty-four hours with no break, but his energy level was through the roof. She’d given him what he needed. He went from an empty tank to double full—and he had her to thank for it. As he stood and washed his hands, he could feel her drifting away. She was tired, so very tired.... 
 
   She’d be okay in a few hours, but for now, she needed her rest.
 
   Xenia, baby, I’m leaving now, okay?
 
   “Don’t leave me, baby,” she murmured, half asleep.
 
   Saint smiled. “I’ll be with you. I just want you to get some sleep ... and thank you for tonight.” He waited until he felt her drift farther away, now in the zone of complete tranquility. No doubt, it would be a rest she much needed and hadn’t experienced in quite some time. Despite the stress she was under, it would give her some peace, at least for a few hours. 
 
   He dried his hands and headed back to his seat. Yawning, he stretched his arms and tried to go to sleep as well, even though he was beyond pumped up. He waved to the stewardess and requested another glass of wine to assist him. When it came, he sipped from the glass until his eyes grew heavier. Saint fell into a dream.
 
   He was six years old and on Charlotte Street in the south Bronx. Buildings were burning around him, right down to the ground, and the sound of earsplitting police sirens and screeching fire engines blared in the distance, their rotating lights lighting up the urban streets like pre-lit Christmas trees. Dark birds and bats flew side by side, in a frenzy above him. He felt shielded, protected, even though the delipitated, abandoned buildings seemed to tower haphazardly, alive with menace. 
 
   Burning bricks fell, almost crushing him as they slammed on the concrete, opening the Earth and leaving jagged splits under his tiny, dirty sneaker covered feet. He ran and ran, unable to get away as the night sky seemed to be falling, bringing more bricks, hell-kissed torrential storms and splintered debris begging for a piece of his flesh to slice clean open. 
 
   Then he felt something. Bomb was holding his left hand protectively, and running right alongside him. The Puerto Rican was sixteen again—looking down at Little Pharaoh. He smiled and winked. His bell bottom jeans swayed as he leapt around murky puddles. His chains rattled and his homemade tattoos seemed to glow bright red while he held tight to Saint’s little hand, never letting go. He was protected, and no matter how many burning cinder blocks, planks and falling wreckage came crashing in his direction, Bomb had him and gave him what he needed—for now, he was safe. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Something doesn’t feel right.” Lawrence leaned over the kitchen island, peered up at the clock on the wall and shook his head.
 
   “I know.” Jagger paced back and forth, his gun strapped around his back. “Are you ready?”
 
   “I have to be.” Lawrence shook his head. “I feel the vitality. I was around the man, but the energy here is different, thick and gruesome. It’s not Nizsm.”
 
    “I agree. No use in us calling the police, either. They can’t stop this and anyway, they’ll just send more. This guy has an army of a family and people to do his dirty work. Depending on who is coming, the officers could end up dead. It will never end if we don’t take the bull by the horns. We have to settle this now.”
 
   Saint’s father sat at the table, nursing a cup of hot coffee. “You’re right. It’s not him. I know Nizsm’s energy all too well. He has sent someone. I told Saint it was a trap.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes in anger. “I told him not to go. As usual, he didn’t heed my warning.” His hands trembled. 
 
   “Well, he has done what he felt he had to, Mr. Aknaten, to protect his family.” Jagger sighed. “I’m ready to take out whoever it is. I’m focusing on them right now.”
 
   “I definitely hope so because that’s what we’ll have to do. We can’t leave anyone that man sends, alive. Saint is going toe to toe with the worse of them all. We wouldn’t be able to defeat Nizsm; he is too powerful, too strong. I can’t believe it has come to this.” 
 
   The old man glanced at the clock; it was almost three in the morning. 
 
   “Are the children still with Beset?” Jagger asked, his energy scattered as he got his game face ready.
 
   Lawrence nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “Lawrence, it is really brave of you to be here. I’m proud of you,” Jagger said.
 
   Lawrence smiled down at the ground while he thrust his hands in his pockets. “Some things are worth fighting for. This isn’t just about Saint. It is bigger than him. This is about all of us.” He looked around the room. “The very people we came from, our ancestors—our family, too—they fought for us, and we need to be brave enough to fight for them.” He sighed and rubbed his face. 
 
   Just then, Hassani, Dakarai and Beset, all hand in hand, came down the steps and into the kitchen. The old woman’s tired face said it all. 
 
   “Men, these children have something they wish to share with you...”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Hassani stepped forward, his bare feet soft against the cool, white floor. He swallowed and scratched his scalp, nervousness taking over his little body as he looked at the scowl on Jagger’s face.
 
   “I had a dream,” he began.
 
   His grandfather looked at him and smiled weakly. “Yes, Hassani. What was it about?”
 
   “Two tall men came to our house. I couldn’t understand what they were sayin’.” He looked down at the floor then back up. “They want to hurt me ... and Mommy ... and DayDay ... and Isis.”
 
   “Can dey see uh story?” Dakarai interrupted, his youthful, slightly raspy voice like his mother’s, breaking the solemnness. 
 
   “Day Day, what?” Hassani asked, perplexed.
 
   “They tryna see a story but they can’t read me!” he said with conviction. “I can read them, dough. I see everything they say ’nd do,” he piped up. 
 
   Lawrence and Jagger looked at each other, their mouths dropping open. Lawrence walked up to Dakarai and bent on one knee, touching the little boy’s shoulder. 
 
   “What did you see, Dakarai?”
 
   “I can see them but they can’t see me.” He smiled happily, repeating his chant. 
 
   Lawrence looked at the older brother. “Hassani, can you see them?”
 
   He shook his head, feeling a bit defeated and jealous of Dakarai. Lawrence looked back at Dakarai.
 
   “Dakarai, what are they doing right now?”
 
   “Gettin’ outta a car,” he said hoarsely as he rubbed his sleepy eyes. “Uh black car ... long.”
 
   “It’s a limo,” Jagger whispered. “The bastards are arriving in style.”
 
   “They’re mean.” Dakarai’s eyes watered as he drowsed. 
 
   Lawrence grabbed and hugged the little boy tightly. “Don’t you worry about a thing. We’ll take care of them. They don’t know you can see their thoughts, Dakarai. They’ve somehow blocked all of us, but we can still feel their energy. Thank you for the information.”
 
   “Is Daddy gonna die?” Hassani asked, a fat tear streaming down his face.
 
   Jagger stepped toward the children. “Why would you think that?”
 
   “’Cause a man standin’ in sand was in my dream and he said he was gonna kill my daddy. He smiled when he said it. He must be a bully, just like Eric...” 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint repeatedly looked down at his Rolex and resolved himself to the situation. He wasn’t sure if this meant he was ready to die right at that moment, or it was just plain stupidity on his part, but he’d arrived—and there was no going back. Where he sat, the scent of heated medicinal oils stung his nostrils. The whites of his eyes began to change. He reached up to his face and rubbed his forehead as the all-too-familiar burning sensation singed his irises. He winced when purple vapor wafted from between his slightly parted lips.
 
   Nizsm crossed his arms in the poorly lit, sparsely decorated banquet room that seemed fit for a cage match. The windows were barred and the dungeonesque feel was chilling to the bone. Only a small window and the walls appeared to be made of dark cobblestone. It looked like a set for a horror film and Saint understood that someone always died in horror flicks, especially the gory ones.
 
   “So, what? I’m just going to sit here and keep looking at you?” Saint broke the silence as he crossed his ankles and scowled. “Why do you have to drag this shit out? We both know why I’m here.”
 
   “Yes, for transitional training,” Nizsm replied stoically, his face expressionless, yet Saint could see the evil demon’s body tense. 
 
   Saint rolled his eyes and cracked his knuckles. He sat forward and slowly shook his head, his eyes slightly hooded. “Jesus Christ, Nizsm. You really do believe I’m stupid.”
 
   “No, you’ve proven that to not be true.” He smirked. “I do, however, believe you to be foolhardy.”
 
   “And what would you have done in my position?”
 
   “The exact same thing you did.”
 
   “I know, so foolhardy or not, it is what it is.”
 
   More minutes passed as the men sat across from each other.
 
   “And since we are being candid, I did actually deliberate on possibly training you for transition. It did come into my scope of thoughts.” Nizsm clasped his hands together and peered at Saint, as if he were a strange specimen.
 
   “And obviously that internal battle was short-lived. You resorted right back to the person you’re accustomed to being; your pride wins again.”
 
   “Saint, you’ve not heard a word I said. I warned you. We could have come to an agreement possibly and worse of all, you didn’t heed my advice so now you will suffer the consequences.”
 
   “I told you when I left here the last time, that I wasn’t killing my daughter. I never said anything different.”
 
   “You know what you did! You hid the baby, pretended she was dead! Lies! All lies!”
 
   “I didn’t owe you an explanation. I didn’t owe you shit! You don’t deserve a play by play. That’s my family!” Saint pointed to his chest as his voice shook and temper flared. 
 
   “Now, I know you understand that your act of bravery, though well-intentioned, will lead to your death this evening. It took me quite a long time to calm myself down but now,” Nizsm smiled, “I’m perfectly content.”
 
   “I’m sure you are, Nizsm, I’m sure that you believe you are, that is...”
 
   “I have a question.”
 
   “Yes, what is it?”
 
   “You seem rather alert. I can smell your energy—you are enthused. That is rather strange, considering the circumstances. I take that as cockiness. It will make this all the more enjoyable.”
 
   “No, that isn’t what it is. We’ll get to that later though.”
 
   “There will be no later. I hope you kissed your wife and children goodbye, Saint.”
 
   “I hope you did the same.”
 
   Seconds ticked by as they sized each other up. 
 
   “So what are the ground rules, Nizsm?” Saint stood and removed his thin jacket. He placed it behind the chair and rolled his neck before returning to his seat. “We are going to do this and I want to know what’s up, but let me tell you.” Saint shook his finger at Nizsm. “You know you have to play fair but I’ve accepted that you won’t, so whatever you do, I will hold it against you.”
 
   “You played dirty by tricking me. Your daughter was born. You have no right to demand fairness.”
 
    “There are rules for this. You are already fighting another Angel Child, which is a no-no within itself unless it is in self-defense, which this clearly is not.”
 
   “It is self-defense. You threaten, or shall I say, your daughter threatens everything I built. As far as the rules, I will not use any weapons. We will use our abilities only.”
 
   Saint nodded in agreement. The mothafucka is lyin’, but okay... 
 
   “And this is one on one, right? No one is going to bumrush me in case I get the upperhand?” Saint’s eyebrow rose as he looked up at the cameras in the corners of the room.
 
   “Just one on one,” Nizsm sneered. “And this will get bloody ... very bloody. That pretty-boy face of yours will be destroyed and you will no doubt need a closed casket.”  
 
   A face can heal; your heart will be crushed... 
 
   “So why are we still sitting here, then?” Saint tilted his head and regarded the enemy.  
 
   He knew the reason why. Nizsm was blocking hard, but the energy was potent. He was waiting on something ... stalling for time.
 
   Before Saint could utter another word, Nizsm had his thick hand around Saint’s throat, squeezing, pressing. They stared into each other’s eyes. The intensity mounted as they searched each other desperately. Nizsm grinned from ear to ear. Saint couldn’t see, but felt Nizsm thrust his hand harshly over his chest. Saint gasped, feeling his eyes turn white through and through. The symptoms weren’t unlike those of a heart attack, like his damn arteries were sure to explode.
 
   No! No, this can’t happen!
 
   Air left his lungs and the pain in his chest spread like spilled wine, sending him in panic mode. He reared back in his seat, trying to gain space between him and his attacker. He hadn’t even seen the man get up, except for a silver blur, and he was upon him. Saint reached upward and clawed at the man’s wrist, struggling in the strong, deathly grip. Once the shock of the event wore off, and he’d accepted that Nizsm was doing exactly what his father had warned, he burst from his seat, causing a loud thud as the chair fell back.
 
   But Nizsm held on for dear life. His hand was off of Saint’s heart, but the other kept tight around his neck as he fought to maintain consciousness. It was a slippery slope as the monster’s fingers dug deeper into his flesh. The man was strong, damn strong. A strength that Saint had never seen or felt before—he didn’t have long to get out of the situation.  His knees weakened and his eyes watered profusely. 
 
   With everything he had, he wrapped his hands around Nizsm’s death lock and pried it away, finger by finger. Much like trying to remove a deadbolt with a feather, it was damn near impossible. Saint strained but completed the task. He gasped for air, and felt the blood once again return to his cheeks. Then he growled when his nostrils flared and his irises burned with shades of deep violet, then flame red. Both men underwent this change and the walls shook as the battling duo began to tussle around the room, rumbling—each step causing the  walls and ground  to fracture and crumble as if furniture, instead of flesh, was being pounded. Like two giants in brutal combat, which in many ways they were. From the one small window, Saint caught the flashing glimpse of people running to and fro in the distance and the skies turning angry, bloody red. 
 
   So this is what happens when two Angel Children fight ... two Angel Children like him and Nizsm... 
 
   They rocked the land, tumbling, sparring with one another. The ceiling began to crack as they brutally slammed each other around, tormenting the foundation of the centuries old ruins. A series of dim lights swung wildly while they gained momentum and continued to slash and beat each other until swollen lips and pilfered breaths became customary. There was one slight problem: despite the mutual blocking; they instinctively seemed to know what the other was going to do several seconds beforehand. It was like fighting with one’s shadow with no end in sight. 
 
   “Goddamn you!” Nizsm screamed as he touched the gash above his eye, now oozing with trickles of his spent blood. Saint had come down on his head brutally, slicing the skin open like a razor. He took several steps back from Saint, his hatred growing stronger, as if that were possible. Nizsm took violent breaths while Saint swallowed, feeling the doom and double crossing before the cold hand landed on his shoulder. 
 
   Just then, Nizsm’s third son and third wife materialized, swords in hand and retribution on their distorted minds.
 
   Awww, shit!
 
   Saint ducked; the first sword sliced the air with a loud swooshing sound. He shot Nizsm a glower as he watched the pompous beast smirk and cross his arms over his chest like some King watching his entertainment for the evening.
 
   Sending your family in for slaughter! You know they can’t beat me! This is a distraction tactic!
 
    Saint thrust his leg out, catching Nizsm’s tall and robust son along the ankle and tripping him forward. Just then, another sword came flying down with the young giant. Saint grabbed both weapons, his palm bleeding as he caught one near the blade and used the other like a hatchet. Saint screamed out, as well as the woman who now stood defenseless. In a millisecond, the young man’s head rolled across the room, the cut so clean it hadn’t even begun to bleed. 
 
   Saint caught the wife out of his peripheral vision, moving around him. She screamed again, getting close enough to punch him brutally in the mouth. Her little fist was powerful and she had been trained to fight. He knew this as soon as her knuckles of steel landed across his oral gate. Saliva and blood flew out the side of his mouth as he turned and witnessed her brandishing a gun. She moved fast, like a lightning strike. But before she could aim it, Saint had her wrist in his grasp. He bore down, trying with all of his might to get her to shake the thing loose. He looked up to see Nizsm fast approaching. 
 
   “I will break your fucking arm! Drop that shit or I will kill you, too!” 
 
   It slipped out of her grip as she stumbled back in shock, wincing in pain. She had no idea who she was dealing with, but he knew she was driven by seeing her son decapitated. As far as Saint was concerned, if she didn’t cool it, she could ‘have next’. 
 
   Nizsm hollered obscenities; his wife and children were on the line. Like Nizsm, he, too, no longer gave a shit about the causalities of their war, as long as they were not his loved ones. 
 
   “You fucking liar! You sent others in. I didn’t believe you and I was ready.” Saint laughed as he grabbed the woman harshly by her thick braids, and escorted her to the far end of the room while Nizsm advanced. “Fucking pathetic! She has bigger balls than you.” He reached the door and double locked it with one hand, ensuring that Nizsm could no longer allow others to enter the den of iniquity. 
 
   “I knew you were lying, you fucking weakling. Can’t even fight me like a man, one on one ...  had to have your kid and broad fight for you!” And with that, Saint slammed her head into the wall, knocking her unconscious and leaving her with a nasty concussion she’d be sure to feel when she came to. “I’d expect nothing less from you!” Saint gritted his teeth and made for Nizsm, who was now backing away.
 
   Saint sucked the blood from his bottom lip and ripped his sweaty shirt off in mid-stride, leaving himself barechested. “If you send one more mothafucka in here,” he pointed to Nizsm, causing him to stop in his tracks, “there will be a bunch of dismembered bodies all over this goddamn room. It’ll look like a damn meat locker. I’ve locked the door, but there is no telling what traps you have in here.”
 
   He watched Nizsm fist and unfist his hands, and his jaw twitch.
 
   “I can ... do this all night, with you ... if you want. You chose this ... now it’s yours!” 
 
   Saint charged the man full speed ahead, tackling him to the ground and beating him with fast flying fists that moved so quickly, it wasn’t clear when the last blow started and where the first one began. His victim’s face seemed to cave in right before his now jet black eyes. Blood splattered everywhere, making a gruesome bloody tie-dye of the surrounding area. Saint had concentrated with all of his might on the love he had for Xenia and his children. It had literally blinded Nizsm, allowing him to become distracted, unable to read Saint’s next act of violence until it was too late. The light inside Saint’s heart and soul shined, making the evil crawl away into the shadows. 
 
   “You wanted me here?! You got me!” 
 
   Saint continued to blast the man’s skull to kingdom come. Nizsm tried in vain to alert some of his peons for assistance; he mustered a scream, until his wide open mouth met with Saint’s bloodied palm. The door shook violently with fists pounding on it, people trying to gain admittance into the room of doom. Saint put his finger up to his mouth.
 
   “Shhhh.” He grinned, the taste of coppery blood gleaming over his teeth, tasting the blood from the wife’s stroke. “Don’t say one ... damn ... word...”
 
   Nizsm tried fruitlessly to shrug Saint off of him, but Saint’s knee was wedged near his groin, and all of his weight upon him. Saint’s growing rage matched Nizsm’s hatred, but it was founded on love for his family—an emotion Nizsm knew nothing about.
 
   Suddenly, Nizsm began to laugh and turn his head from side to side. His eyes were practically swollen shut, his ribs cracked and his nose broken. He looked wearily up at Saint. 
 
   “You ... you really are stupid after all.” He laughed harder, blood oozing out of his mouth, trickling down his chin and pooling under his neck. “While ... you are here, trying to kill me, Dr. Aknaten, my strongest and most powerful children, my two eldest sons, are killing your wife ... and children. So ... in the end, it will still be all worth it.”
 
   But Saint countered his laugh with an even harsher one as a cool breeze burst through the room and they became shrouded in the chilly darkness. Nizsm got quiet then, his eyes showing fear for the very first time in his life.
 
   “Oh no, Nizsm. You see, your sons have a special surprise waiting for them. I know something they don’t know, and it will play out soon enough—when the time is right. I receive no karmic debt by honoring the transition invitation and now, killing you in self-defense. You made the first move—the first act of violence. The tables have turned.”
 
   Nizsm continued to stare up at him. Saint guessed him to be hysterical on the inside, but knew he wouldn’t dare let him see it. Oh no, Nizsm’s pride was too large for that. Even pleading for forgiveness was not an option. His partially opened eyes faded to a muted, muddy green. 
 
   “Every Angel Child needs their soulmate, Nizsm. It is how we are wired. We feel like we are dying without it,” Saint emphasized. “It’s a weakness, but by divine design, so that we remain grounded ... and that is why you never kept your feet to the floor.”
 
   “I ... just have ... one question, Saint.” Nizsm smiled weakly; more blood oozed from between his lips.
 
   “Yeah. What is it?”
 
   “How ... did you make her? How did someone ... like you ... get the Princess of Life?”
 
    “I figured out the secret, Nizsm, after the fact. You can only make a Princess of Life with a soulmate. Not one of your wives, not even your favorite, the one lying there in the corner now with her wig split, is her. You never found her. How lonely your life must’ve been.” Saint made up a sarcastic pitiful expression, then burst into laughter, his rage driving him over the edge. “But that’s okay. We have more in common than you may realize.”
 
   He smacked Nizsm hard across the face. “This is important. Listen up, mothafucka!” Saint’s New York accent fell on the loud words like an east coast snow storm. He’d become enraged as he reflected over the very fact that he was there somewhat against his will. 
 
   “I have weaknesses ... and you have weaknesses. My weakness, Nizsm, is my soul mate, which you don’t have, as stated. So,” he shrugged, “I can’t use that against you, now can I? We’ve covered that. The next one is sex. I’m addicted to sex and so are you. Only thing is now, I am perfectly content with one woman because she is the one—so my problem is solved on that end; I got to knock out two birds with one stone. You kept marrying more and more women, not because of your religion or because you loved them, but one was never enough. You tried to get your fill to nourish that void. That doesn’t matter though; this isn’t about sex or soul mates. It’s about the third weakness, our kryptonite, if you will.” 
 
   He looked at Nizsm, who was anxiously awaiting what Saint would reveal.
 
   “It’s ego ... it’s pride, Nizsm. It’s extreme arrogance, borderline narcissm. I already know this about myself, and I didn’t give a fuck because the rewards outweighed the consequences, but that all changed when I found my Queen. She showed me the world doesn’t revolve around me. However, I make sure now that my world revolves around her. You never humbled yourself! That was your ticket out! You never stopped to ask yourself what you were doing wrong. You always assumed you were in the goddamn right!”
 
   Nizsm’s bloodshot, inflamed eyes grew wider.
 
   “Yeah, now we are getting somewhere. I’m an arrogant son of a bitch. I’m a know-it-all and hate to admit to defeat. I hate to lose.” He increased his stranglehold on Nizsm, causing the man’s eyes to bulge from their bruised hoods. “That, is what we have in common, Nizsm, and it will bring us to our damn knees and ultimately, to our death, if we are not careful.”
 
   Nizsm tried to move beneath him to no avail. Saint pressed down harder, feeling like a boulder on the man’s body. He enjoyed it slowly going limp.
 
   “Before I stepped foot in this damn country, in this damn room, I said a prayer and I meant it. I asked our Creator to protect my wife and children from you, no matter what happened to me, and I’d accept defeat—just make sure my Queen and my seeds are safe and if He was so willing, to give the Rainbeau Knights of the Round Table a new leader who had the skills necessary to see them successfully into the future. I knew I just might lose this fight today, Nizsm. Everyone told me how scary, deadly and evil you were. I accepted it. I prepared the best way I knew how, wanted to give it a fair shot. You, on the other hand, never even thought that far because you took me for a simpleton! A weakling! A coward! You never even imagined you’d lose this, because you were prepared to cheat and lie your way through.”
 
   Nizsm tried to shake his head, but he seemed to get dizzy as more blood pooled out of him. His eyes glazed over, not from tears, but from the strain of not being able to breathe while Saint’s grip tightened.
 
    “You spent all of that valuable time planning how to trick me, to get me here, thinking I didn’t have the brains and forethought to know that once I left, you’d come after my family. While you were busy sending henchmen, I was busy securing my premises. You never once considered that I might be two steps ahead of you! Your demonic seeds have a surprise waiting for their asses.”
 
   “What have ...  you ...  done?!” Nizsm choked out. “What ... have you ... done ... to my sons?!”
 
   The door continued to rock and roll, and the pounds grew louder as ill-fated attempts to enter the fortress failed.
 
   “You never once thought,” Saint continued on with his tirade, ignoring the desperate man, “that I could be smarter than you, stronger than you ... better than you!” Saint tapped the side of his temple. “I’m always thinking but more importantly, I accept my weaknesses and my downfalls. I had to, because power addiction and blind hatred will get ya destroyed, man. Your reign of terror is over. Your weaknesses are my weaknesses, dear cousin, and the worst of them all is ego.”
 
   Nizsm closed his eyes, no doubt realizing his time was up. He’d mistaken him for a bumbling buffoon, an American fool with inferior Asian blood. The product of a soft-spoken, eccentric Korean mother growing up in the inner-city of New York and an Egyptian father whose family had fled for a better life only to discover they’d entered America’s dirty little secret—the South Bronx, declared a poverty and violence ridden warzone. But that place had taught him well, and helped prepare him for this very moment in time. 
 
   Nizsm felt himself invincible before this humiliating finality. His inability to even accept the possibility of defeat and a complete lack of humbleness was the one thing that led him astray, and it fell beautifully into Saint’s lap. He’d found and detonated, Nizsm’s atomic bomb.  
 
   Saint locked his hands tighter around Nizsm’s long neck; the man’s Adam’s apple bobbed underneath his bloodied skin as he swallowed nervously. Saint was hell bent on making this quick. No need to stretch out the inevitable; he wanted the fiend dead and with that, he looked down at Nizsm and quickly twisted the muscles, bones and ligaments to the far right, snapping Nizsm’s neck like a wispy twig on a dying, brittle tree...
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: nineteen]CHAPTER 19 
 
    
 
   Xenia woke up in a cold sweat. A mother’s tuition was the next best thing to psychic abilities and, to some people, they were one and the same. She leapt out of the bed and through the door, storming down the hall to her children’s rooms, one by one. Each room was cool and empty. Xenia moved quicker as she hauled tail to Beset’s bedroom, her long, black satin gown flowing wildly as she walked. 
 
   She rapped on the door, and waited impatiently. After no answer, she turned the knob and entered. The entire room smelled of strong sage. She looked around in awe. She hadn’t been inside the room for at least two days, and it looked nothing like before. Feathers, glass jars filled with unknown powders, and colorful stones were all over the room. Xenia’s eyes darted from one end of the room to the other. Beset was gone and so were her children. Walking further inside, she noticed the swirls of smoke from the sticks of incense and recently blown out white and black candles. 
 
   What the fuck is going on in here and where are my babies?
 
   She exited the room and headed down the steps, soon sighing with relief when she saw her two boys engaged in conversation with their grandfather, Beset sat at the kitchen island with a glass of water and Lawrence and Jagger huddled close, whispering secrets. 
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked as she crossed her arms over her chest, looking back and forth for Isis.
 
   “Xenia, it appears that your sons, as well as your father-in-law and Saint’s friends here, believe that someone is approaching ... someone who shouldn’t be. Hassani had a dream and Dakarai knows their comings and goings,” Beset answered. “We didn’t want to wake you just yet.”
 
   “Wait, where is my baby though?” Xenia asked frantically. “Where is Isis?!”
 
   “I hid her away, Xenia.” Beset stood and cupped Xenia’s arms. “She is safe and no one will find her until it is time.”
 
   “But where is she? I need to know!” Beset pulled Xenia aside and whispered in her ear.Xenia grabbed the old lady and whispered a question back to her. Beset obliged with an answer and patted her back, which helped Xenia calm down.
 
    “Okay, what do my children have to tell me?” she asked in a level voice.
 
    Saint had pulled her aside one evening and told her in great detail of the boys’ abilities after the infamous ‘flying robot’ incident. She knew there was more to it, though—a mother always knows. They were too young for such things, yet it was happening anyway.
 
   Snatching her out of her thoughts, Dakarai stood in the middle of the room and held his head high. Like a radio announcer, he gave another report. Some portions were difficult to understand. To help him along, Beset ushered him over to the table and handed him a box of crayons and a stack of paper, allowing him to draw pictures of what he was seeing and hearing as well. The blood drained from Xenia’s face as she picked up the last piece of artwork. In brown, Dakarai had drawn two tall stick men with frowns on their faces, one holding a bag and the other, a long knife. The paper fell from her hand like a feather to the floor.
 
    “I think it’s best we all stay here in the kitchen, together,” Lawrence urged. I will grab some blankets and pillows for the boys and...”
 
   “Can you bring down my robot?” Hassani said with a yawn. “He’s in my room, by my chair.”
 
   “I sure can.” Lawrence grinned down at him before disappearing up the steps... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint stepped over the still unconscious woman and opened the large stone and steel double doors. A thin trail of light poured out, enveloping him in gold. He wasn’t surprised when he was immediately thrust into an angry crowd, face-to-face with Nizsm’s wives and remaining children. No one said a word. They just backed up and stared at him, their faces twisted and their energy hard to read.
 
   No one dared try to stop or attack him, not even Nizsm’s own father, Osiris, who made his way through the flock, click clacking his cane along the way. The old man was mourning, but he’d prepared for such an outcome. His face said it all. 
 
   Saint had killed this man’s eldest child—he’d killed his own cousin, a man as strong as he— so he deserved respect on that alone. It didn’t mean they still didn’t want to form a lynch mob and provoke him into a violent frenzy, but they knew better. Saint’s energy had grown instead of diminished and anyone who dared to step to him would be wiped out faster than a cockroach on the bottom of a shoe—swiftly, harshly, and without concern.
 
   Lost for words, he looked into the small crowd, smelling their fear and abhorrence, except for one—and he was not sure who the owner of the backstabbing heart was, but he also detected one sigh of appreciation. The energy was female and cloaked in mystery. He searched for her, but who ever it was, she hid it well. 
 
   Despite the power surge, his soul was tired. He stumbled past them into the bright, morning sun, ready to get back home as soon as possible. But when Saint stepped out into the Egypt dawn, he couldn’t hold back a gasp. A sea of people surrounded Nizsm’s home, their faces glowing with unknown intentions.
 
   “Oh, shit,” He whispered as he reached in his pocket, gripping the gun he’d confiscated from the wife. The energy was spastic. So many thoughts and ideas swirled in him that he could barely understand anything being shared. One thing he knew for sure, however, was that they were all family—all Angel Children. He stood there with the blood of their leader on his hands. 
 
   No gun is going to wipe out of all of these people. I’m going to have to fight ... every ... last ... one ... of ... them! He gritted his teeth and stood back. I need to get back home to my family!
 
   Just then, a voice came from the crowd. “Is it true?!” 
 
   Saint looked in the crowd, seeing a short, frail man approach him. He stood on guard, aware that looks could be deceiving.
 
   “Is what true?”
 
   “You killed Nizsm? We heard and felt it. Are we mistaken? I don’t believe so! It was you, wasn’t it?!”
 
   He held back, wary. With them all talking at once, confusing him, and his energy depleted—he was barely able to hold himself up, let alone figure them out. 
 
   “He is the father! His daughter is the Princess of Life! He is our leader!” a woman’s voice screamed. 
 
   “He is! We saw you go in, sure you’d never come back out. We’ve been waiting for you for so long!” someone sobbed.
 
   “You’re one of us! Thank you, Allah!” 
 
   Then people began to talk on top of one another, approaching him steadily, quickly, shocking his senses. The sea of brown, tan and dark faces descended on him, their arms reaching out, their eyes full of hope. Different people speaking various languages—some he could understand, others he could not.  
 
   A man tugged his arm, and spoke in Arabic. “Thank you,” was all he said as tears ran down his face. He fell to his knees, grabbing Saint’s ankles and kissing the top of his sand covered shoes. Saint looked around, a mixture of horror, relief and sadness taking over. 
 
   “Don’t...” Saint whispered as he looked down at the man who continued to shower him with affection and devotion. But the man didn’t listen. Saint repeated his request in Arabic and the man looked up at him and stopped. Saint helped him to his feet.
 
   “Look, my Arabic is rusty, I’m sorry. Do any of you speak English well?” Several hands went up in the crowd. “Okay, you there.” Saint pointed to a man, as tall as he with prominent cheekbones, a short, dense black beard and sunken hazel eyes. “Come here please, and help me.” 
 
   Then man rushed to him, an expression of pure admiration on his face. Saint hugged him. He could feel the man almost buckle from his touch. “I need you to help me, okay?”
 
   The man nodded. “Yes, yes, anything for you!”
 
   “Everything I say, repeat it back to these people in Arabic, okay?”
 
   The man nodded again.
 
   “My name is Saint Aknaten, and I’m from the United States.” He waited while the man translated his words.
 
   “Some of you may know my father, Osaze Aknaten. His father and mother were born here, in Egypt.” 
 
   A few people looked around, talking and nodding their heads. His newly hired interpreter leaned over and whispered, “Some of them knew of your grandparents. Some know your father. They didn’t know you were his son.”
 
   Saint nodded.
 
   “You can thank Beset Muhammad for this.” The whispering abounded now. “If it were not for her, I doubt this would have ended as well, not without a miracle. She risked her life to help you.” After the interpretation, the crowd began to clap.
 
   “You all have been suffering under the cruel hands of Nizsm. We are all Angel Children. No one, except our Creator, has the right to rule over us and determine our destiny. These rules should not be in place. Your freedom shouldn’t be contingent upon whether a little girl is born every two to three hundred years. I want you to rule yourselves. Let the Creator be your governor. I don’t want power over you.”
 
   When the man spoke in Arabic to the crowd, the grumbling began, coupled with obvious confusion. 
 
   “Some of you don’t understand. You deserve to be free, on your own. You have a right to make your own choices, form your own opinions. I want you all to organize your own council. I want you to organize your own government, and appoint people via voting! You the people will decide who is in charge! I will order this into law, and it will be the last one I pass.” 
 
   Applause broke out.
 
   “My wife did in fact give birth to the Princess of Life, my daughter. Your suspicions were correct that she had been born, despite Nizsm trying to keep you from the truth and wishing death upon her. However, I will be asking her permission to ban this procedure. This isn’t right. I want you all to never be in this position again and no father, no daughter, should have this sort of pressure on them. She deserves to have a normal childhood, and I,” Saint shrugged his shoulders, “I just want my little girl. I don’t want power and prestige over people, to run your lives and every move. I only want my family and my career—that’s all that matters. This dictatorship and you all living in fear, it ends now!” 
 
   The crowd went wild, cheering, stomping and dancing. 
 
   “There is nothing in divine law that states that this is the way it should be. These rules were made by man and when initially done it was to help keep civility, but just the opposite has happened. It has backfired due to greed. The original forefathers and foremothers, our Egyptian Angel Child Ancestors, did this to maintain order and peace. They were good men and women. They did not fathom that the karmic rules would not be abided by and worse of all, ignored and abused. Well, no more. We won’t take a chance on that again. Make your own Parliament. I will assist you and I have the utmost faith that my daughter, Isis, will approve everything I am saying. Start getting yourselves together, brainstorming and strategizing. I vote this approved. You are free!”
 
   More applause broke out and the people scattered about, most of them, ambushing him with plentiful hugs and kisses. Saint politely pulled away from the overzealous crowd.
 
   “I must leave. I will leave contact information with...” He looked at the smiling man beside him.
 
   “My name is Aahil,” the man offered.
 
   “With Aahil, here.” And with that, Saint exchanged information with the man, who grabbed him abruptly and hugged him. Saint struggled against his grip, smiling sheepishly when the man finally released him. “Aahil.” He took his arm. “Thank you for helping me.”
 
   “Yes, yes, of course!” he nodded happily, tears streaking his face. Saint started to walk away, only thoughts of getting home on his mind.  
 
   “Dr. Aknaten.” 
 
   Saint turned back toward him. 
 
   “You saved our lives!” The man’s voice trembled.
 
   Saint smiled weakly, waved in acknowledgement then took off running from the damned place with all of his might. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Some time later... 
 
   “Do you have everything now?” Jagger grunted as he escorted Xenia back into the kitchen. 
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   She’d stated she needed to use the restroom and it had to be her own private bathroom—the one she and Saint shared exclusively. Though the request was odd, he didn’t delve too deeply. Shrugging, he figured anyone in love with Saint had to be an oddball themselves, a very beautiful oddball she was, nevertheless. 
 
   He couldn’t help but envy Saint as he looked at her playing with their children. It was obvious she was nervous, darn right scared to death, but she saved face for her children’s sake. He admired her luscious, full lips, toned but curvaceous figure outlined under the clinging fabric of her gown. He knew his thoughts were inappropriate, but he couldn’t help it. He didn’t want Xenia for himself; he was simply admiring the man’s tastes. Saint had himself a winner. He saw the adoration for her husband in her eyes. 
 
   He smiled inwardly, happy that he now had a chance to feel what Saint and Lawrence did. Slowly but surely, his relationship with Traci was growing. It was still difficult for him, but her award winning personality and zest for life made it so much easier. He had finally admitted, at least to himself, that he had a thing for all women—sistas included. Saint had him pegged the first day they met and though Jagger didn’t enjoy being put on the spot, he did appreciate the man’s straightforwardness. He also had a good eye; Traci was no wallflower or anything to snub. Saint had expensive taste in items and ladies, and he always made sure he suggested the best to his closest friends and family. 
 
   They hadn’t consummated the relationship yet—Jagger was working on it, but he also wanted to make sure his heart was all right beforehand, because he knew, once they did that, it wouldn’t be just fucking, it would be making love. And to him, that was serious. 
 
   She was different than all the rest he’d met over the years. He hadn’t been in love since the ex. Now, all that was changing… 
 
   Jagger was suddenly thrust out of his thoughts when he felt a glare from across the room. The younger boy—his scorching golden eyes glowed as if they were powered by a yellow gas flame, just like his father’s. A disconcerting smirk appeared on the lad’s face. 
 
   Deaf mute ... sneaky little bastard. Jagger smiled. I’ve never seen one this young before. Nothing strange about him in the least ... looks like an ordinary little kid. But cha gotta watch ’em, they will throw you off guard. Psychic crooks and telekinetic escape artists—you can’t block ’em once they reach maturity, but they can block you easily. 
 
   He felt the magnetic pull as Dakarai tried to play hopscotch with his thoughts. He was breaking in, and Jagger hated it. So he concentrated with all of his might, hoping that with the special wall of mental static he’d built, the mute would become overly-exerted, and he’d seek other prey. 
 
   His plan worked. Dakarai turned away, apparently bored with the game Jagger was playing,  not because he couldn’t win, but because his attention span was rather low. Jagger had to admit that he, too, was a little jealous of the power Dakarai had, although he’d never admit it out loud. It seemed that his weaknesses were leveled out by this rare skill. He’d never grow up and be like his daddy, but he had this—this one card to play, time and time again, and what a creepy, yet beautiful card it was... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint fidgeted nervously in his seat on the plane. He tried to not bring too much attention to himself, and he’d already been held up in customs.
 
   Fuck! Let’s go already! He looked around and out the window frantically, as if that would somehow make the plane taxi down the runway faster. He felt helpless again ... just like when his mother came to him in a dream all those years prior, warning him that his Queen was slated to be murdered. He’d raced from New York to California, but now, he had less control. He was in a totally different country and the slightest mishap would have him delayed yet again. He sulked, leaning back into his seat. 
 
   Osiris’ energy, heavy and dark, stayed with him—the man was in bottomless bereavement. Nizsm’s family had gathered his and his son’s dead bodies, as well as his incapacitated wife, and taken them from the room. Nizsm was put him into a separate room, lain amongst flowers. None of that would matter—Nizsm was going to hell and everyone knew it. He’d broken too many karmic laws, disobeyed their Creator time and time again, and shamed the Angels that had created him, in love. Worst yet, his remaining children would be tarnished from the ordeal. No amount of flowers, kisses, tears and pleading would save his tattered soul. He’d get the same treatment he’d given others and the same forgiveness he’d bestowed—absolutely none.
 
   Saint sighed with relief when the tremble of the airplane increased as it picked up speed. Settling in, he closed his eyes and said as many prayers as humanly possible... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beset coughed. “I must go the bathroom.” She smiled sweetly at Lawrence.
 
   “Again? Ms. Beset, we need to stay here.”
 
   “I know, eh, but some things I forget, eh? I ask forgiveness...” Lawrence got up for now the fourth time and escorted the woman to the bedroom. 
 
   All was quiet when they returned, until a burst of cool air entered the room. It howled, as if it had lips and vocal chords, and touched everyone with a chilled, icy finger. Xenia sat up suddenly with a grim expression, all fears set aside. Everyone looked at Dakarai, depending on him as he opened the floodgates of hidden communication. He peered into the distance at the foyer—toward the front door.
 
   “Oh no,” he whispered. “Tha bad men are here, Mommy.” He turned and clung to his mother’s legs, tears welling in his large innocent eyes.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint gritted his teeth, closing his eyes as he concentrated with all of his might. He held the little brown book with the Archangels in a tight grip.
 
   Come on, come on, come on! Help me!
 
   He could feel the energy at his home; things had gotten terribly out of control. Provisions were in order, but not being there was tearing him apart. Jagger felt like a black hole. Lawrence’s adrenaline was so high, he was barely readable. Xenia was so close to the children that all of their energy was intermingling and Isis was the only calm in the storm. The innocence of babes... 
 
   God, I am not sure how this is supposed to work, but I read ...  shit! 
 
   He started over again.
 
   God, please help me. If I did this right, I need to know.
 
   Saint reflected back to before he’d left the house. His reading had caused him to do things that he felt were unheard of but after meeting Beset, he realized that sometimes the truth was stranger than fiction. Just as the book had said, sacrificed blood could invite who you needed into your home. Saint had intentionally cut his finger several hours after Isis was born, in sacrifice for her—for her and for the rest of his family to be protected. He’d left a drop of his own blood in every single room of the house, almost undetectable to the naked eye. He had been compelled, driven to do it, though he felt slightly insane for following his instinct at the time. 
 
   His blood was the invitation, to serve in his absence until he could be there in the flesh. He knew that when he’d left, the possibility of attack on his friends and family was more probable than not, and he wouldn’t dare leave them there without a contingency plan, something to help until he was able to get back into the house, but he hadn’t said one word. He kept it to himself, so they’d be protected and unreadable.
 
   He took a deep breath, and started over. 
 
   Please send help to my house. I left my calling card—the directions are clear. Go into the rooms where my blood is spilled and protect all inside. I’ve been trying to reach my family, and I can’t. I need help! Mama, please send help! 
 
   Just a little while longer. Let my plan work, it has to work!
 
   He shook with worry, deathly afraid he’d be too late. He just needed to borrow some time, just a little time, and he’d pay a hefty price to have the clock slow down. He didn’t care; he needed someone there to help protect the protectors. He knew, when he’d looked into Nizsm’s eyes as the light dimmed while his life force drained, that the malevolent man’s spirit lived on in his sons. 
 
   They were more soulless than he, if that were even possible, and had an axe to grind. Saint had stolen their inheritance. They would be ruling in the future, were it not for him—and Isis’s birth ruined what would have been their natural birth right. Nizsm swore revenge and that is why the man had almost died with a smile on his face ... he’d almost felt safe, knowing his demonic seed was on the loose, creating mayhem in the Aknaten household. Foolishly, however, Nizsm hadn’t kept them around to help him with Saint—he’d thought he had that on lock.
 
   Saint opened the book, breathing heavily. His attention then shot to his half-opened window. He opened it the rest of the way, concentrating on the dense clouds—the damn clouds, so beautiful as light blue surrounded them, just like in the book. Clouds, with angels, big angels—the warrior angels, fighting for good and murdering evil—slaughtering all in their way. He thought of the spent blood, the discussions with Beset, and everything that had transpired. The change was happening; the air had shifted, the energy amplified. 
 
   The worry had lifted ... and his home was now in shrouded in golden serenity.
 
   He thought about his sons; he could feel Dakarai now. He saw through his eyes the workings of a genius—a quiet genius, peeling back a world no one else could see or hinder. Hassani was also coming in clearer, doing strange, wonderful things. 
 
   They’re working. My little soldiers are working, using their gifts. Protect your mama, boys. Don’t leave her side. Nizsm’s sons have no idea what is in store for them.
 
   Instead of anxiety, Saint now felt complete relief.
 
   Thank you. I’ll be there soon, thank you for the extra time. I’ll take care of this ... just a little more time. Xenia, don’t worry. Daddy is almost home, Goddess, and when I get there, shit’s gonna get ugly... 
 
   He looked down at his watch. “Almost there, baby.” he whispered.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Xenia felt suddenly naked. She tugged at the fabric of her gown, while simultaneously ushering her sons behind her. The doorbell had rung and everyone stood frozen. 
 
   “Dakarai, do the men have the bag and knife you drew?” Lawrence whispered.
 
   The little boy nodded slowly, his bottom lip pouty and trembling, and a sullen expression on his small face. Jagger was already outside, standing post. Everyone quieted when the muffled voices of men talking came through. Suddenly, the voices grew louder, followed by a thud. Beset, Saint’s father, Xenia and her sons rushed to the back of the kitchen while Lawrence made his way to the living room, a butcher knife in hand. Another thud came, this one much louder. 
 
   “Everyone down in the basement, now! Lock yourself in!” Lawrence yelled at the top of his lungs.
 
   “I’ll stay with you!” Saint’s father yelled.
 
   “No, Mr. Aknaten. Help protect them from below, in case anything happens to me! They need one of us with them!”
 
   The small crowd raced toward the basement door and did as instructed. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Suddenly, the front door was kicked in and the alarm sounded, blaring harshly. But just as quickly as it triggered, it diminished and ceased—the intruder had psychically hushed it. 
 
   One man stood above the broken door, dressed all in black, his knuckles bloody and a heinous grimace across his dark tanned face. Slick, dark brown curls coated in sweat peeked from underneath his black skull cap. He stepped over another man that Lawrence believed was his accomplice, and made his way in an angry rush toward him. Lawrence jabbed at the air with precision, the sharp blade slicing the air.
 
   “Don’t come any closer!”
 
   In a thick, Arabic accent, the man pointed behind him and growled, “That man killed my brother! Now he is dead, too. Give me the baby! Now!” 
 
   Where the hell is Jagger?!
 
   “I will cut your throat!” Lawrence said, meaning every damn word as he peered around, tryng to find any sign at all of his childhood pal.
 
   The man in black laughed. “No one is here to help you. Saint is dead.”
 
   Pain surged through Lawrence. He shook his head, reluctant to believe it was so. He’d tried in vain to get a read on Saint, knowing it would be in vain. He could only do it face to face as his powers couldn’t go that far. Jagger had picked him up a time or two earlier in the day, but it was like a bad phone connection with frequently dropped calls.
 
   I would have felt something. I would know. He can’t be... 
 
   The man drew closer, reading Lawrence’s thoughts. “But it is so. Now give me the baby, or you will be dead, too!”
 
   “I don’t know where the baby is!” And he honestly didn’t. “And even if I did, I would never tell you!” Lawrence groaned and lunged, carving through the black fabric of the man’s shirt, drawing a sharp line of bright blood. The man looked down in shock, then ambushed Lawrence, tackling him to the ground. The blade fell clumsily out of his hand. Lawrence struggled beneath him, dodging the blows and violent assault... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Something isn’t right; I need to go up there.” Osaze looked up at the ceiling, hearing the ruckus in stereo. Xenia clutched her children tighter as he spoke. Beset stood beside him. The old woman lowered her gaze to the ground, seemingly in prayer.
 
   Osaze refused to stand there any longer and let the young guys be killed. He’d wrestled a time or two with the likes of this sort, and he was done standing idly by. 
 
   “I’ll be back.You all stay put, don’t come out of this area.” He straightened his back and marched up the steps...
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Suddenly, Saint’s father appeared. Lawrence knew they’d heard the commotion but God, he wished that madman would’ve stayed put. Osaze’s eyes widened at the scene. He picked up a large white vase and raced toward the intruder, smashing it on the man’s head. A loud yell rang through the house as the man fell to the side, blood trickling down his face. Osaze helped Lawrence to quickly get to his feet.
 
   “I gotta ... I gotta find Jagger!” Lawrence breathed heavily, wheezing and holding the back of his head from when he was slammed to the floor. He was in a state of panic, wound up from head to toe, worried to death about his dear friend, his brother in spirit. 
 
   “Jagger!” Lawrence screamed out. “I’m coming.”
 
   “Where is he?!” Osaze barked. “You’re in bad shape too, Lawrence. We need Beset to take a look at you.”  He glanced back at the vile creature’s still body. “Thank God he is out cold. Let’s get you some help.”
 
   “No, we need to find Jagger, first!” He looked around frantically, still holding the back of his head. “Jagger!” Then he became quiet when Osaze pointed to the open front door... 
 
   And his heart fell ten floors...
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint saw flashes, glimpses of the distress in his home. He was going insane, bursting at the seams. No one seemed to notice the house warming. Perhaps, everyone was too busy trying to simply survive the traumatic events. Smoke rose from the floors, starting from the blood droplets left in each room and the surrounding perimeter of the house. Very faintly, a trumpet could be heard, but again, no one noticed
 
   Yet Saint knew. He watched on, his heart heavy but his mind convinced. I’m almost there, just a little more time... 
 
   Wispy trails of violet smoke escaped his lips, this time forming into distinct shapes. Saint looked around the plane. It was too late. He’d made eye contact with a passenger—an alarmed passenger who’d removed their glasses, seemingly in disbelief at was before them. Saint turned away. He knew that in situations like this, it was best to play the fool, pretend as if it wasn’t happening, make the person think they were crazy. He looked back at the now dissipating smoke. Scribed words in front of him made their message clear. It hung for a few seconds before vanishing into thin air:
 
   I’M HERE. INVITATION ACCEPTED.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   During the commotion, the man in black slowly opened his gleaming eyes. He gingerly touched his head, feeling the blood. 
 
   Angel Children. Saint has friends that are Angel Children, too. Not a surprise... ana ta’ban! 
 
   He grimaced. Yes, I feel sick. That parasite killed my brother right in front of me... 
 
   His eyebrows narrowed as he continued to play dead. He watched the duo move toward the front door and make their way outside, then gingerly got to his feet and opened the small velvet bag in his pocket. A fog emerged from it, coating the air particles as if a dusty rug had been shaken. He wished for a wind to carry it faster, but, it would be in due time.He smiled, happily basking in his naiveté and lay back down, closing his eyes, pretending to be incapacitated ...  slyly waiting for his snare to clench the inhabitants in one choking grip...
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Several minutes later... 
 
   “Don’t touch it, yes, I’m fine!” Jagger barked gruffly as the group re-entered the room, using their bodies as crutches to help him maneuver. 
 
   “Let’s get you some help. You’re bleeding, Jagger,” Osaze announced as he shook his head and looked at the battered crew. “You both need help, I’m calling Beset.” 
 
   He sighed as he made his way swiftly across the room and opened the basement doorway. He descended half way down the steps and looked at the two women and children as he clutched the banister, sitting close together, their eyes shining in the dimness. 
 
   “Xenia, we have the situation contained.” The women sighed in relief. “Beset, Jagger and Lawrence have endured some injuries, please come up and have a look.”
 
   “Of course.” The woman promptly got to her feet and made her way towards him. 
 
   “Xenia, so that the children aren’t upset, give us a chance to get the area tidied up a bit.” He winked at her. She frowned and nodded, shaking her head. He knew he was understood—that wink was their ‘child proof’ communication, an understanding that tidying up meant there was a damn body lying around so she needed to stay put.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beset studied the wounds on Jagger’s shoulder and upper thigh.  A bullet had grazed him and he’d been stabbed before he eradicated half of the situation and killed one of the bad men that dared to appear at the doorstep. 
 
   She ran her hands over it, assessing what she’d need to take care of the nasty situation, she winced, turned away and gripped the side of her head, feeling woozy.
 
   “My ... head...” she slurred.
 
   “I’m not ... feeling so good.” Lawrence fell to his knees, his eyes rolling. Beset’s eyes widened as both slumped to the floor, unable to keep focus. She looked behind her, catching Osaze as he obliviously approached them with three glasses of water on a tray.
 
   “We need to hurry and...” He stopped in his tracks and looked around, but she could see from his expression, it was too late. The glasses fell to the floor, breaking to pieces. Beset screamed out as she watched a blank expression cross his face as the man fell to his knees, seemingly rendered speechless.
 
   “Allah!” she called out in panic as she too, had weakened. She could no longer support her own weight, as she went crashing down.
 
   She gasped.
 
   “No! Stop! Cover your noses...” Her voice trailed as she fell foward.  She now knew what had happened, and before her lids fully closed, she glared at the man across the way, his little bag gripped in his hand, and a smile across his twisted face. She could hear the sounds, the groaning...
 
   Jagger, Lawrence and Saint’s father struggled, all three moaning loudly in discomfort before surrendering to sleep... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Xenia covered Dakarai’s mouth in the dark. She feared his whimpers may alert the wrong person. In her heart, she could feel something wasn’t right. The house had become suddenly quiet. The cold basement wrapped its arms around her and the children, and wouldn’t let go. She hated how cold it would get down there and it seemed that no matter what heating and cooling company came to assist, things stayed the same. She had been happy to leave the place to Saint, for him to do whatever it was that men like him enjoyed doing all by their lonesome.
 
   She focused on the here and now. Something was terribly wrong upstairs. She couldn’t hear a thing, and it troubled her to her core. 
 
   Something now was moving ... something caught her attention. 
 
   Across the room, on the wall, a small red dot grew and grew until it was the size of a small platter. It didn’t move and drew more curiosity than fear from her. 
 
   I can feel my husband with me, but he isn’t really here... Oh God, Saint! Please hurry!
 
   She didn’t dare call out to her Father-In-Law, Lawrence, Beset or Jagger. She didn’t dare let whatever it was, know without a shadow of a doubt that she and her children were breathing, praying for their lives. 
 
   Hassani whispered, his soft hands squeezing her calf muscle as if his life depended on it ... and just maybe it did. “I’m scared, Mommy...” Xenia looked down at his eyes that gleamed in the darkness. 
 
   “I know, baby. Everything will be okay. Just keep quiet, okay?” she whispered back, her heart beating a mile a minute. 
 
   Dread filled her.  Her father-in-law had assured that he’d be right back; he was going to get the carnage away before his grandchildren had a chance to witness it and Beset left to tend to the guys’ wounds. Before Saint had departed, he’d warned her and explained that she had to stay in the house, no matter what happened. Beset had blessed the house several times, walking around with an eagle feather and sage. She’d prayed over it and spoke in a language that was so foreign to Xenia, it almost sounded made-up for effect. Regardless, Xenia had to protect her children and craziness was never as real as it was right then, at that moment. She tried to calm herself, and prayed with all of her might.
 
   Saint, if you can hear me, if you can feel me, my God! We are in trouble! I need you! I need you now!
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The man in black sniffed the air. Something wasn’t right. He could smell Saint’s energy all around, and an uncomfortable warmth moved through out. Overwhelming, like a furnace on full blast. The scent, like musky cologne, filled the room, almost nauseating him. Yes, he knew that scent—it had filled the chamber the first time he’d met his father’s adversary. He was sickened at some of his mother’s sister wives, who were seemingly basking in it, loving it, as if they were being seduced. He saw them tossing Saint glances and he was sure his father gave consequences for such betrayal later that evening—just one more reason of many for the charismatic playboy to be cut down.
 
   He got to his feet and raced around, screaming and yelling as he searched for the newborn child. He stopped, cursed and caught his breath after several wayward moments of running in circles, from room to room, and coming up empty handed. No wonder his father had sent two of them. It was at least a three man job; the damn house was larger than he’d anticipated and he didn’t have a clue as to where anything was. As he caught his bearings, his eyes narrowed on the basement door. 
 
   He looked at the ground as he now stood right before it, a low forming fog, dense, cold as ice, began to seep. Where was the warmth? Where was the peaceful greeting? No ... this was cold, brutally cold, like being stabbed with an icicle. He pulled on the basement door. Locked. He pulled harder, nothing. He just knew that behind it was his treasure trove. He stood back and, with all of his brute might, kicked the door down. It flew off the hinges, falling haphazardly on the steps. A scream came from below. 
 
   Yes indeed, Xenia.
 
   Violently perverted, gruesome and grotesque thoughts consumed him as he descended the steps, drawing closer. He feasted off of her fear. He could almost taste her anxious sweat in the air. Step by hurried step, he made his way until he was sinking in the plush carpet and looking at darkened walls with large, black surround sound speakers embedded in the partitions, as well as a colossal movie screen, partially shrouded in dark red curtains. 
 
   “Very nice home ... shame he’s probably dead by now.” The man surveyed the expensive radio gear. It was obvious that Saint was serious about his music but only the screams of his wife and children as he killed them would be music to his ears now. He went through the space, opening up doors, slamming things and running his hand in the smallest of cracks and crevices. 
 
   “Come to me!” he called out and threw a chair across the room, causing a loud crash. Then, he looked down. His feet were surrounded in fog—the same fog from was upstairs, only it wasn’t his. The spell in the bag was much different. His breathing became labored as it weighed him down, pulled on him, made each step laborious. 
 
   He yelled out as he passed the pool table and reached the small office entrance. He pulled on the doorknob. Locked. Grinning, he stood back and kicked it in. He stood inside the sparsely furnished room—and found them.  
 
   He was surprised to see three. He’d only felt two. Xenia gripped her children tightly, her chest visibly rising and falling, her skin gleaming with sweat, despite the cold. The children whimpered like tortured puppies. The man in black grinned, their fear tasted so good... 
 
   “Hello, beautiful woman,” he mouthed as he took a step closer. Before he could enjoy his discovery, Saint’s desk lamp lifted in the air and hurled toward him, barely missing him before it crashed into the wall and broke. The man’s eyes grew wide.
 
   Not only his daughter, but his little sons have power, too? This is unheard of! 
 
   He looked at both the little boys, his anger roused, almost as thick as the fog that continued to follow him from room to room. He then noticed the red circle on the wall, growing right before his eyes. The little boy yelped and hugged his mother tighter, distracting him from the vision on the wall.
 
   The little monsters look just like him...
 
   He began to block hard, causing confusion for Hassani. 
 
   “Hey little boy, if you throw something at me again, use your little magic powers to try to hurt me, I will hurt you, your brother and mother much worse!” 
 
   The man in black smiled with satisfaction after giving the harsh warning as he continued to approach the trio... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint clutched the airplane arm rests as the plane bounced about on the landing. He glanced over at the glowing L.AX sign, now visibly seen from his window. They’d arrived and he was itching to get off of that plane at sonic speed. He wanted to be the first one out, not wait for bumbling, slow passengers to get their overhead cargo full of touristy knick knacks as they prepared for leisure cocktails and bathroom breaks with screaming infants. He undid his seatbelt and stood as the plane was still moving.
 
   “Sir, please remain seated until the plane has completely landed and is no longer moving,” a short, petite blonde stewardess said to him, her lips pursed disapprovingly. 
 
   He debated on arguing with her but didn’t want to cause a scene and get held up. He was on borrowed time. He still had trouble getting a read on his family, and his calls to Xenia, Jagger and Lawrence continued to go unanswered. He knew why. There was a disturbance, and that was an understatement. 
 
   His heart beat out of his chest. Jagger and Lawrence were well trained, and they could handle hostile situations, but Nizsm’s eldest sons were almost as bad as he was and would resort to trickery if they were losing ground ... just like their old man.
 
   Saint sat back down in his seat and grinded his teeth. Finally, the moment arrived and he bolted from his chair, grabbed his bag and moved so quickly off the plane, he almost knocked another person down.
 
   “Sorry!” he yelled over his shoulder as he ran down the short walkway and navigated quickly through the airport. He hadn’t checked a bag and even if he had, it would just have to stay there. Like déjà vu, he raced against the clock to his parked Lamborghini, jumped inside it, and hauled his ass out of there, with nothing but a long, silver streak and a thin trail of hot smoke behind him... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “He’s gotta gun, Mommy,” Dakarai said, causing the man to look down at him with frustration and wonder. “And ... and he wants to kill lil’ sister ... and ... his brother dead. Uncle Jagger kilt his brother...”  
 
   A deaf mute?! Saint’s son is a damn deaf mute?! 
 
   He now understood why he didn’t pick up on the boy. It was a pity that such a rare, sweet find would have to perish.
 
   He wished he could just kill them all—shoot them in the head and be done with it, but he remembered his father’s warning to not kill anyone until the baby was in his hands. He may need them for questioning—would torture them if necessary, and that would be delightful. He knew Saint wouldn’t leave them without protection; he just had no idea it would be to this extent and with the most unlikely of people ... children. 
 
   He looked down at his feet, noting the rising fog that ascended slowly up his legs. He knew what it meant now ... he knew all too well. Saint was coming and he was running out of time. Fear struck upon remembering his father’s repeatedly throwing in his face that he and his brother couldn’t take Saint down. Only he could—and he knew in his heart that something had gone wrong, terribly wrong, making this situation all the more critical.
 
   He wouldn’t waste valuable energy going through this palace searching in vain anymore. Someone was going to talk to him and he knew the best person to do that was the woman. After all, she was the only person in the house who had absolutely no powers or abilities. He could easily crush her.
 
   He tried harder to block Dakarai, knowing it wouldn’t help, but he had to try. The boys were protecting their mother, creating an energy fortress, making it difficult to even reach her. Their faces held forbidding scowls as the two held hands around their mother, enclosing her in a protective circle. What disturbed him was the lack of fear, especially from the younger one. His body turning cold as ice, he shuddered and kept his eyes locked on the smallest of the group. Still no fear. He was either a fool or soulless ... or maybe both.
 
   How silly to be afraid of a little boy. He’s just a child. 
 
   But something was going on with this child ... something beyond disturbing. 
 
   The fog kept rising, and scent returned, stronger. Things were slipping out of his control.   
 
   Suddenly, an object lifted from the floor, flashing and blaring with a deafening noise. The toy robot flew toward him at incredible speed.
 
   “No!” He ducked, stumbling backwards, and his anger flared when the toy brushed harshly against his ear, cutting it before crashing into the wall. He tried to stay focused so he could get past the energy field to the weakest one—their mother. Upon attempting a step, he screamed out in sheer pain from the burn of debilitating shock waves through his entire body, as if he were being electrocuted. Something, or someone, was protecting them. Something unlike he’d never experienced before and it terrified him.
 
   He tried to read the woman’s mind, to put pressure on her, but it was blank.
 
   Something is blocking her thoughts. She can’t do this on her own, this strongly! Her sons! Fuck!
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   As he struggled to block Dakarai and break through the psychic fortress the two boys built, Xenia reached in back of herself and pulled the gun she’d stashed from her earlier bathroom visit, on the side of her black panties, by her hip. Her hand shook violently; she took a deep breath, trying to cool herself down. Dakarai continued to rattle off play-by-play of the man’s plans, despite the man screaming at the young child to shut up.
 
   “Shut up! If you don’t shut up, I will kill you all!”
 
   Dakarai ignored him and continued—he had already seen the truth, and called the man in black’s bluff. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   I’m going to blow their heads off! He gritted his teeth and briefly shut his eyes.
 
   No, I can’t! I still need them as leverage ... and ... if Saint is on his way, I’ll need them. He’ll do anything for them, I can’t beat him without the children but ... I can’t even reach them! 
 
   Everything continued to fall completely apart, right before his eyes. 
 
   Hassani, though still apparently dazed, continued to cast objects toward him, some of them slamming harshly against him. He’d had enough and made a lunge toward the boy, groaning from the extreme pain, and trying to move past the electric shocks to his body.
 
   The woman pointed a gun at him.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that!” 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Her hand shook. She’d never shot and killed anyone before. Cutting someone, beating them up and slapping them around was different than this. Holding that gun and shooting it would’ve never made her afraid under the circumstances, however. That wasn’t the problem at all; it was bigger than that. She was a mother. Her most precious jewels, her children, were in danger but that was just it—her children were there. She was terrified they’d be scarred for life after seeing the scene play out, having to watch Mommy shoot a man dead. But what could she do? It was him or them.
 
   The fog grew thicker, now knee deep and the floor was no longer visible. When it rode up past his stomach, Dakarai giggled.
 
   “Daddy’s here!” he whispered.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The entire house began to shake. Xenia was fully aware that this wasn’t your typical California earthquake. This was happening only right there, on that specific plot of land, and it felt as if a giant hand had picked up the house and juddered it like a saltshaker over a plate of bland food. Xenia held onto the gun and Dakarai and Hassani gripped her leg tighter as they moved all around to sidestep books on the shelves falling to the floor and almost hitting them in the head. That’s it ... now or never.
 
   The children screamed as they heard the loud popping noise of the gun. The man in black fell back, and as he did, like a phoenix rising, something large, big as a kingdom, rose from the smoky base. Its massive white wings expanded, flapping—so grand and bright, they were blinding. Whatever it was, its back was to Xenia and her babies, looking down at the man in black as the fog thinned, now misted over his trembling body. Once the shaking had ceased, the image was clear. Xenia gasped and covered her mouth as her gun dropped into the murky fog remnants during the shock of her life. The Angel had long flowing black hair, its eyes completely white, barely distinguishable against the white backdrop of the cornea, and it stared at her, looking over its wide, armored right shoulder for the longest time. A red jewel lay embedded in the middle of its forehead and though Xenia felt terror, she also felt peace. She knew it wasn’t there for them—it was there because of them. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint was only three miles away, but he may as well have been in China as far as he was concerned.
 
   Why is this happening again?! He felt himself become anxious though deep inside; he could feel that someone, or something, was there to help. His prayers had been answered, he was already assured. He could feel his father, his friends, their minds were unreachable, but he felt their slowed, beating hearts.
 
   As they lay there, a protective cloaking broke through the foggy spell. They remained comatose, but unbeknownst to the son of a wretched man, they were protected so that no further harm may come to them while they slumbered...  
 
   Just give me a few more minutes, baby! Hold on, for just a few more minutes!
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The man in black struggled, trying to get to his feet to no avail. The wound in his shoulder burned and ached. He knew she’d aimed for his head, but the room had spun out of control, throwing off her aim. As his eyes focused, he screamed out in horror. For looking down at him was the grand angel, its wings so large, they bended at the ends while they spanned the small office space. It said nothing, did nothing—it didn’t have to.
 
   But the man in black knew what it was. This was no ordinary angel; it was Gabriel, the wrong archangel to mess with. He was the messenger and when he appeared, something very important had to be shared. 
 
   So this was who the Creator sent. This was who Saint’s mother had requested on her son’s behalf. She’d given up another privilege to ensure that her son got what he needed, when he needed it. She knew that without this assistance, her only child may not make it in time and then he’d be destroyed. He’d never survive if his family was murdered. He’d walk into a pit of fire, just to escape the pain of living one more day. 
 
   Nizsm’s son was out for blood, and he didn’t care who died for he knew deep down that Saint had murdered his father. It hit him while he studied the deaf mute who looked at him with a self-serving smile. Just like Saint. 
 
   Not only that, his brother was gone, too, and he’d had no chance to mourn him.
 
   Someone was going to pay.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint’s mother couldn’t let harm happen to his family. Min Jae had hidden in the shadows when her granddaughter was born, watching and helping usher little Isis into the world, kissing her daughter-in-law’s cheek and falling in love instantly. She needed this. She’d begged and pleaded, and now—here the archangel stood, in a mansion in California.  He had important work to do, but he’d been called away to help. Yes, here he stood and he would not leave until the job was done...
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Jibra'il!” the man in black uttered, using Saint Gabriel’s Arabic name. “Jibra'il  revealed the Qur'an to the honorable Prophet Mohammed!” the man in black screamed as he now gripped his chest. 
 
   St. Gabriel stared down at the man, and placed his large foot on his chest, putting pressure. The man in black screamed as the bottom of the foot felt like a hot rod branding him, eating into his flesh where it touched. Never once did the angel speak. 
 
   It was not his assignment to destroy the man, only to help freeze time. Gabriel was the best at it. He could stop intervals where needed, and no one would be the wiser. He was the physical ‘pause’ button. Gabriel was the messenger, the Angel of good tidings, and he had a message alright—a great one for Xenia and her offspring, but one that the man in black didn’t want to hear.
 
   He was the appointed mediator between Heaven and Earth, and he spread peace to Xenia and her children and unparalleled fear to the man in black, just by his mere presence. Oh yes, St. Gabriel was angry. He felt this was beneath him, but he understood ego had no room here, and that the Creator loved the Angel Children, and put their needs in high regard.
 
   Saint still had to do the actual work. It was the law and how their world functioned. Rules were rules. If you broke one, someone just might break you...
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: twenty]CHAPTER 20 
 
    
 
   Saint burst through the side door of the house, leaving his car parked haphazardly in the garage. Jagger, Beset and his father were the first ones he saw in the parlor, face down in a cloud of gray vapor. Instinctively covering his nose, he raced toward them. The half open front door with a body outside of it drew his attention next. 
 
   He reached down and felt his father’s and friends’ pulses and exhaled a sigh of relief. He knew the plan, however. They were merely left alive because Isis hadn’t been found, and for that, he was thankful. He could also tell, that his invitation had been granted. Someone was in his home, for the smoke directly around them was the kind of peace and tranquility, not detriment and malice. Yet they’d all be shot dead if Nizsm’s spawn had their way. Purple orchid haze escaped from between his lips as he registered the horror of it. 
 
   Then he slowly closed his eyes and concentrated... 
 
   The basement. 
 
   The fog parted as he stomped toward his destination. His eyes burned orange, then red, and the irises changed to the shape of a snake’s as his nostrils flared. 
 
   You are in my mothafuckin’ house, messing with my family! My Queen! My children! How dare you!
 
   He stood in front of the basement, taking notice of the destroyed door. Saint raced down the steps, almost tumbling forward as his body tried to keep up with the speed of his legs. The fog continued to move around his feet, spreading and fleeing away, as if it were made of white mice frightened for their lives. His rage grew as he saw his favorite CD player and most of his musical equipment  pulled out the wall and toppled over, but he had no time to lament over it. He made a mad dash toward his office—for he knew, that’s where the party was at. 
 
   “Daddy!” he heard his son call out, before he’d even rounded the corner. Dakarai had felt him before he even saw him. From the doorway, Saint watched a larger than life angel—Gabriel!—slowly disappear but before Gabriel had all but completely vanished, they locked gazes. Gabriel’s white on white eyes, didn’t hide his fury. Saint saw the golden trumpet semi-tucked underneath the thick feathers of Gabriel’s left wing, and smiled. Gabriel nodded, then disappeared into thin air, his job done. Time had been paused for the additional time Saint needed, and now it was over. Saint was home, and the fun would begin... 
 
   There, on the ground, was a man wearing black from head to toe, looking stunned.
 
   “Gyasi! How you doin’, man?” Saint grinned as he stooped low in the now thin layer of smoke, looking at the bewildered man as if he were the remains from a fucked up night of public intoxication and debauchery. Saint cocked his head to the side, and continued to survey him, unable to wipe the obnoxious grin off of his face.
 
   Gyasi looked up at him, seemingly too paralyzed with fear to move.
 
   Saint glanced over at Xenia, blew her a kiss and winked, then looked back down.
 
   “That’s right mothafucka, I’m not dead. You knew that though, and that is what made you even angrier.”
 
   Hassani laughed, covering his mouth with his hands, apparently amused by Saint’s illustrious profanity which he typically guarded tightly around his children. But he wasn’t himself right now. 
 
   He looked over at Xenia. “Baby, cover their ears.”
 
   She nodded and brought the two boys heads into each of her hips, and covered their ear with her hands.
 
    “I see your brother, Haji, met Jagger. Yeah, Jagger doesn’t take any shit. You didn’t expect him to pop ’em right in the damn head with that gun, now did jah? Blew his fuckin’ cap off!” Saint grabbed Gyasi by his collar, hoisting him up with his fist. Saint’s eyes burned, turning pitch black through and through. 
 
   Gyasi gasped. Apparently he’d never seen such a sight before.
 
   “You’re goin’ to pay today, ya feel me?” Saint said under his breath, but still loud enough for Gyasi to hear.
 
   He dragged Gyasi toward the door then hesitated. “You know what, Xenia, this is going to get pretty nasty, baby. Do me a favor, get the boys and go into the entertainment room. Don’t go upstairs though. There is something going on that might upset the children if they see it.”
 
   He immediately thought about the dead brother’s body right outside the front door and the others, face down, appearing dead. His children had seen enough; no need to make matters worse.
 
   “Close the double doors behind you and lock them once you get in there … and turn a program on, loud.”
 
   Xenia ushered her sons past the two men, sparing the bastard Gyasi a look before she slammed the door closed behind her, leaving the crazed animal, better known as her husband, alone with his new found prey... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “It’s just you and me now, Gyasi.” Saint smirked.
 
   “My father is dead, isn’t he?” His voice shook.
 
   “You haven’t been paying attention,” Saint mocked. “You already know the answer to that. I wouldn’t be here if he wasn’t.”
 
   Saint picked him up and slammed him against the door, almost knocking him unconscious.
 
   “Cool trick you pulled upstairs, incapacitating everyone. You didn’t expect all these people to be here waiting on you and you didn’t expect for my sons to be ready to go to war. You got punked by some little ass boys! Ha! Ain’t life grand?” Saint laughed. “Surprise, surprise, mothafucka!” His eyes watered as he continued to laugh harder and harder, tempted to buckle over. Saint found the situation disastrously sidesplitting, yet his need for revenge fueled him forward past his own home-grown amusement. 
 
   “What are you planning to do with me?” Gyasi asked coolly, his dark eyes slitting. 
 
   “Your worst nightmare has already come true.”
 
   Gyasi gave him a look of bewilderment.
 
   “You’ve lost your high post position; you’ve lost your father, and now you’re going to lose your life and to add to that, St. Gabriel has laid his eyes on you, had to leave his post to come babysit, so you’re a dead man in the hereafter as well...”
 
   “I thought you were one of the good guys?” Gyasi cried, an angry cry tinged with fear. “You don’t really want to do this, do you?! I was just ... carrying out my father’s orders!”
 
   “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong. I have no problem snuffing out people like you. That’s what I was made for and the challenge is accepted. I truly do want to do this and you weren’t just carrying out orders. You and your brother were more than happy to oblige, didn’t think twice about killing women, the elderly and children—my woman and children. I’ve been dreaming about this for a little while now and now that you’ve entered my home, invaded my space, terrorized my family and forced an Archangel, of all things, to have to come into my home to assist me, I’ve no choice but to grab my reward—and that’s listening to you draw your last breath. Oh, and by the way, the notion that angels are nice, cute and cuddly has proven to be a myth, right? We are their children after all. It is important to know one’s spiritual parents! Stay informed, bruh!”
 
   Saint hissed, brought his face close to his, almost touching noses then punched him so hard in the gut, Gyasi’s eyes crossed as his knees gave out. He slouched toward the floor as if his bones had melted on contact.
 
   “I didn’t tell you to have a seat, man!” Saint pulled him up against the wall again by his shirt. 
 
   “Just get it over with!” the man pleaded.
 
   Saint grabbed him around the neck, forcing his fingertips deep into his throat, drawing crescent shaped cuts of blood from his nails.
 
   “Shut the fuck up!” Saint shouted between clenched teeth. Just then, he heard the television blast from the entertainment area. A line from the ‘Lion King’ came through crystal clear. “You must take your place in the circle of life.”
 
   “Perfect timing,” Saint smiled at Gyasi as he watched the man lower his gaze, seeming to accept the fate he knew Saint had written in stone.
 
   “Okay, Gyasi, you know, I was going to drag this out a bit, enjoy myself. It’s been a long ass few days, but seeing as I haven’t seen my family in a little while and I have to undo the bullshit you pulled upstairs,” Saint screamed angrily, “we can just get right to it. I must admit, you’ve spoiled my fun, forcing me to have to rush.”  Saint looked at him and deliberated. “My gun would cause too much mess. I don’t want your blood messing up my office. So I’ll do this…” 
 
   He bit down on his bottom lip and gave a swift, hard chop to Gyasi across the Adam’s apple, cutting his breath, just because. 
 
   Gyasi’s eyes bucked and he gasped for air, his legs shaking from the extreme pain. Saint slid him off the wall and stood behind him. He put his arms under Gyasi’s and locked his hands stiffly behind the man’s head. He felt Gyasi shiver and try to break free to no avail as the full nelson was being put into play. Saint applied hard pressure—bending the man’s neck forward, cutting off the spinal fluid to the brain—and simply waited. Seconds later, Gyasi slumped down, the last breath of his life slipping past his lips.
 
   Saint let the corpse drop haphazardly to the ground like a bag of spoiled trash and looked down at him. “I’ll take the garbage out later. Don’t worry, I’ll come back soon to throw you out. I can’t have you stinkin’ up the place. My house isn’t the city dump or Holiday Inn.” He stepped over him and made his way to the door. “You can’t come over here unannounced. Nevertheless, I hope you enjoyed your stay.” 
 
   Saint snapped his fingers and began to sing, “Ho-tel! Mo-tel! Holiday, Inn! Say, if yo’ girl starts actin’ up, then you take her friend!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint burst out of his office, closing and locking the door behind him. He didn’t want to risk Hassani or Dakarai running in and seeing the mangled body of the man that scared them half to death earlier. He walked swiftly toward the entertainment room, banged on the door and screamed out over the loud Disney movie. “Xenia! It’s me, baby! Open the door!” He banged again.
 
    Xenia swung the doors open and leapt into his arms. Saint hugged her tightly and soon felt his sons grabbing hold to his legs. He smiled widely, kissed the top of their heads, then her cheek, looked back down at them and smiled.
 
   “Everything is going to be okay, soldiers. The bad man can’t hurt you anymore. He went away.” The boys’ smiles were brighter than the sun.
 
   “Saint.” Xenia’s face grew grave. She pulled him closer and whispered in his ear.
 
   He looked at her, nodded and turned. “Baby, I need to go upstairs. Keep the boys down here a while longer and don’t go into the office. I’ll take care of that issue as well. Oh, and I know where she is. I had that set up before I left.” He winked, turned away and raced up the steps. 
 
   He made his way back to the foyer. The sleeping fog still hovered over the others. Saint stood some distance and concentrated, trying his hardest to move the airborne sleeping potion out of his home, even though he’d never tried to move something that was non-solid. The protective smoke began to dissipate. He pushed his hands out in front of him. He swallowed deeply, and forced the front door further open with his mind. It opened quickly, banging against the house. He then took another deep breath, directed it, and within moments, the miasma began to dissipate until it was out of the house and floating upward into the sky. 
 
   Saint raced over to Jagger, Beset, Lawrence and his father. He gently tapped the sides of their faces until they came to. Jagger was the first to rouse from his blood-stained spot on the floor, followed soon by Lawrence. Moments later, his father opened his eyes, dazed and woozy. Beset was taking too long. He felt her pulse; it was very weak compared to his earlier check. 
 
   Saint looked at the three men as they rubbed their heads and got to their feet. 
 
   “She’s not breathing right ... she’s not opening her eyes,” Saint said frantically as he began to lightly shake her. “Beset ... Beset!” He gathered her tighter in his arms, squeezing her to his chest, trying desperately to revive her. 
 
   He grabbed Lawrence’s collar. “I need you to go into her room, the guestroom, and look under the floorboard in the closet.  There, between the floors of the house, is a make-shift small nursery I made for Isis, for Beset to hide her in. The door is locked; here is my key.” 
 
   Lawrence nodded, took Saint’s key ring and made his way up the steps like a bat out of Hell.
 
   Saint turned his attention back to Beset.
 
   “Son,” his father said weakly. “Let’s try to lay her down, and you go ahead and try to heal her. I’ll put her head on my lap.” Saint anxiously helped move her body then slid down next to her. He put his hand over her heart, and moved her hand to his chest, pressing deeply with his fingertips.
 
   “Come on, Beset ... come on!”
 
   Saint’s mind raced as he continued to receive no response from her. He couldn’t go through it again; he’d lost too much. He wasn’t even sure Beset knew it, but she’d become the grandmother he’d never had. His mother’s parents wanted nothing to do with him until he was a teenager, and by then, he had no desire to form a relationship with them. His father’s parents had passed before he could even remember them. He’d lost his mother, James—his surrogate father and boss—countless friends he’d grown up with ... and now this. His heart couldn’t take much more.
 
   “Beset! Damn it!” 
 
   He pressed harder, rocking the old woman in his arms like a baby, bringing her head up from his father’s lap. Spirals of her long salt and pepper hair flowed out from under her head wrap.  Maybe her heart couldn’t take the sudden slumber; after all, it was an infamous Egyptian spell just like the one she’d concocted to protect Isis. There was nothing mysterious about it, It was in several books Saint had read and, just maybe, it was like many viruses that affected the very young and very old in more adverse ways. 
 
   “Saint,” his father whispered as he gently touched his shoulder. 
 
   Saint lurched back, his eyes becoming glossy. “No! I can save her!” he protested. 
 
   He picked her up and hastily carried her into the upstairs hall bath. No one followed him; his intensity was all consuming and it was quite obvious he wanted to be left alone. Saint turned on the bathtub water. He looked around, noting some of the toiletries that Xenia had recently purchased for her—lilac scented bubbles and rose shaped soaps. The old woman smelled like them.  
 
   The water was cool to the touch. He lowered her into the water, hoping to shock her senses. After plunging her into the icy liquid, he pressed on her chest a few times, then gently opened her lips and blew warm air into her mouth. Cerulean fog left his mouth and went into hers. The lights in the bathroom began to blink and flicker as he drained the energy from the room and himself, to continue to move forward. 
 
   He felt himself become lethargic and light-headed, but he continued on. He refused to fail ... he refused to let her go. After a few seconds, Beset’s eyes flew open. She gasped for air and her soaking wet clothes clung to her frame as she frantically splashed about. Saint quickly lifted her out of the water and placed her gently on the floor, propping her head with a towel. He leaned down and kissed her cheek, unable to hold back his smile as he watched her confusion grow and the color return to her face.
 
   “Beset, please don’t ever scare me like that again.” In a world of pain, he rubbed his chest. His heart beat erratically. He’d given a bit of himself to bring her back, and he’d need to rest for several days to recuperate. The last forty-eight hours had caught up with him, and his running on adrenaline was now officially on ‘E’. But he didn’t care; she was saved, just as she’d done for him and his daughter. For his entire family... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint placed Beset in her bed to rest, then flew down the steps to Lawrence, who held Isis in his arms. He handed her over. Saint gripped that baby with all his might, so thankful that she was okay. He kissed the baby over and over, showering her with flowing affection.
 
   “You’re okay, Isis,” he choked. “Everything is okay now. I love you so much.” 
 
   His heart burst with love—unexplainable love that a father has for his child, for his precious angel. After a few moments, Saint cleared his throat and looked back at his father, Lawrence and Jagger. Even Jagger smiled through his physical pain. Saint walked over to his father, kissed his cheek then handed his daughter to him. 
 
   “Lawrence,” Saint said softly as he peered out of a window at nothing in particular, “That man is downstairs in my office. I need you to...”
 
   “I already know.” Lawrence smiled and raised his hand. “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   “Not by yourself,” Jagger choked out. “Let me get this guy out the front here before someone sees him, and then...”
 
   “Wait a minute, Jagger.” Saint laid Jagger down on the floor, placed his healing hands over the wounds, and healed him with the little bit of strength he could muster. After a few minutes, it was done. Now, Saint could barely walk.  He was completely zapped, unable to help so much as a fly. Lawrence led Saint to the nearby couch, helping him raise his legs.
 
   “Saint, it is imperative that you rest here for a little while. You have no more energy and could impair your system permanently if you do anything else today. You’ve over-exerted. First Nizsm, his son, then Beset and now Jagger. That is too much, even for you.”
 
   “And I had to fight one of his wives and take out another son while I was there. He tried to ambush me.”
 
   Saint’s father shook his head and turned away.
 
   Saint grimaced but conceded, knowing he needed to follow the sage advice. He closed his tired eyes. Lawrence was right. He wanted to immediately get rid of the bodies, gather around his family again and celebrate—but it was physically impossible. He had never felt such exhaustion in all of his life. 
 
   Jagger’s gruff voice broke through the peace and tranquility. “Don’t worry, Boss. Lawrence and I will take care of everything. We know exactly what to do.” 
 
   Jagger had removed more than his share of bodies, never to be found again. It was the nature of his job. Lawrence would ensure that it was still done with respect. You didn’t just throw an Angel Child into the ground; there was a protocol that had to be adhered to, even for the wayward ones that worked for the Lords of evil.
 
   Lawrence knew the prayers inside and out, and then, the brothers would be burned. Not with a match and gasoline—by their own psychic acts of nature, so that no remains would survive the harsh flame. 
 
   “And so do I. Please rest, son. We know how to take care of this.” Osaze assured, allowing Saint relax just enough, to drift into a deep sleep that his battled and bruised body so desperately needed.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Hours later... 
 
   Xenia burst into Beset’s bedroom to check on her. The day had been nightmarish.  She wanted her children close to her, but at the final hour, she’d resigned to the fact that her offspring were not interested. She laughed as they insisted on sleeping in Hassani’s room, remembering that is where all the good toys where. 
 
   But she knew it was deeper than that. They had a special connection that had grown exponentially over the course of the last few days. They had a new respect for one another and now shared a bond even closer than the one previously formed. Dakarai insisted on piling into the bed with Hassani, cramping their small bodies like sardines, but they appeared more than content. Hassani even placed his arm around his little brother. The sight of it filled Xenia’s heart with joy. She stepped in to check on Beset. The woman rested on the side of her bed, still feeling lethargic and rubbing her throat. Her voice was hoarse, and she battled a cough. She nursed a hot cup of tea with fresh lemon Xenia insisted upon serving her, and held sleeping Isis close to her after the grueling day she too had endured. She’d insisted on holding that baby—she needed that baby right then and there... 
 
   Xenia waited patiently as the woman held her a while longer. Beset’s eyes glossed with happy tears, and soon, she held out the precious baby, placing Isis in her mother’s arms. After that, Beset slowly closed her eyes, and crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
   Xenia leaned down, and kissed Beset softly on the cheek, holding her daughter extra tight as she flicked the small lamp beside the bed, and left the room, closing the door quietly. Taking gentle strides, she made her way down the steps in the quiet, serene home. She entered the den, and sat down in the overstuffed, regal chair. Staring at the dark fireplace, she imagined a roaring flame, wishing it were lit. It always gave her comfort when she and Saint would have discussions in front of the lit fireplace that he would start, just for the two of them. It was so romantic, so beautiful. 
 
   In that moment, she fancied she could smell her grandmother’s perfume as she cradled and rocked the baby. She finally could have her way ... She’d been strong for hours, not daring to let all the pent-up sadness and anger leave, knowing if she lost her composure, it could hurt her boys. But now, all she could do was cry and rock back and forth; the deep, hearty emotions bellowed out, unstoppable. Torrential sighs of relief escaped her mouth as she held that baby tight, her fingers sprawled across the back of the infant’s head, making sure she was secure. 
 
   She looked down at her blessing, kissed her lightly upon her tiny nose, then the cheeks and lips.  Isis was sleepy, her eyes opening every so often. It didn’t matter, Xenia was going to have her say.
 
   “Isis, you know my heart beats for you and your brothers. I am so happy to have you, baby.” Her voice trembled and caught in her throat. The words came out chopped up, drenched in pain and sweet relief. I wanted you so badly, Daddy and I both did, and he made sure, we got to keep you. Now, I really do have it all. I love you so much, baby.” 
 
   She shivered, and kissed the baby again along the cheek, rocking her steady against her breasts. Soon, she felt heat and a glow from the fireplace. She gasped in pleasant surprise and looked upward, toward the staircase. Though it was a distance away, out the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of Saint’s turned back as he walked back into their bedroom, shutting the door behind him...
 
   Thank you, honey, for the fire ... and thank you for my sweet baby girl...
 
   She thought back to Jagger, Lawrence, Osaze and Beset. They’d all played key roles, they’d worked together and saved her little girl’s life. Ahhh yes, Beset. Xenia smiled as she relaxed a bit in the comfortable seat, her crying subsiding. She leaned back in the chair as the fire warmed her face and limbs. She couldn’t help but smile as she thought about the crafty old woman...
 
   Beset and Saint had plotted months in advance. He’d cut an area in the closet and allowed the old woman to create it how she saw fit. Beset had made an unbelievable nursery, four feet high and twenty feet long under the guestroom’s expansive closet with a shallow, built in crib. She’d been working on it for weeks, hoping she’d never have to use it. Saint had gone inside of it several times, ensuring that it was progressing to his satisfaction, and helped hammer some parts of it down, securing it.
 
   Inside was a large bottle, attached to an even larger cooler and wooden slab. All Isis had to do was suck on the nipple as she would any other time, and the bottle tilted downward, allowing immediate flow of chilled breast milk. After fifteen seconds of inactivity, it would stop until the sucking on the nipple would begin again. There was a full supply of Xenia’s breast milk inside the electric cooler, enough to last at least two weeks. Xenia laughed, now knowing where all the milk she’d frozen for a few days had gone. She’d shrugged it off thinking it had been accidentally thrown out; not realizing Beset was stock piling it. 
 
   This also explained the hammering she’d hear occasionally coming out of the old lady’s room. She’d asked Saint about it, but he always lied saying he was hanging a picture for her— but there were never any new pictures on the walls.
 
   Xenia had taken a closer look at the crawlspace—and was truly amazed. A blanket was secured to the floor for cushioning but unable to be moved, so as to avoid smothering and two plastic battery operated fans on opposite sides of the odd enclosure, ensuring the baby didn’t get too hot while lying in her small bed. The upper boards were also creased, allowing airflow. Of course, the baby was found with an overly full diaper—there was no way around that—but every other need was taken care of, including her telling Saint’s father at the last minute where the child was, just in case she perished in the attack.
 
   Everyone was shocked at how resourceful, resilient and smart the old woman was. It also explained why she kept going into her bedroom while they waited for Nizsm’s sons.
 
    So Saint, this is why you disappeared into the guestroom at odd hours of the night over the past few months with tools in hand, no shirt and sliced up, old jeans! You were keeping good on your promise—to protect our princess... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you?!” Damon, a tall, blonde man, scowled as he looked at Brooks in disbelief. “You come in here with no news. You’ve been gone all this time and then we find out you’re back home but you don’t seem to have a clue as to the mission and what your assignment was.”
 
   Brooks grinned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Damon. I don’t know anything about that. What assignment?”
 
   The man ran his fingers through his hair and stepped back from Brooks. He sighed loudly, while the other men looked at one another in confusion.
 
   “He’s lost his mind,” Damon whispered to them. “Do you have amnesia?! Jesus!” Then in a louder voice, “Hey, did any of you get any reports or records from him, from the Rainbeau Knight Group? People will think we made this shit up!”
 
   “Sir, I checked my emails from Brooks and none of them were there. It is like they were wiped clean! I can’t even really recall what they entailed either. It’s really strange.”
 
   “Me, too,” another man piped up. “Everything is gone and I know I got some; I just can’t remember what they were for.”
 
   Brooks kept his silly grin pasted on. “Why did you ask me to come here? What was the assignment about anyway? I’ve been having some problems with my memory lately.” He frowned and scratched his head.
 
   “What?” Damon yelled angrily, gripping Brooks by the chin and turning his face to him. “Look, Brooks, we sent you to California to spy on Saint Aknatnen and the Rainbeau Knights and find out everything they were planning so we could shut them down!  We are a group designed for the upliftment of the white race, Brooks, remember?! Thing is,” he scratched his head as well, “I can’t recall what the fuck we discussed after that! We’ve been trying to get a hold of you for months, thinking you were still there or dead. Come to find out, you’ve been home for a while now and didn’t even let us know. What have you been doing all of this damn time?”
 
   Brooks looked dreamily out their office window, ignoring Damon as the man continued to hurl questions his way. Just then, a young woman with dark, mocha skin, natural curly hair and jeans so tight every curve of her legs was well defined, walked past, just outside the window with what appeared to be two of her friends. She tilted her head back, laughing, and moved carefree right on past, like a breath of fresh air.
 
   “Damn she’s a real beaut! I’d love to get up close and personal with her,” Brooks said breathlessly.
 
   “What tha FUCK?!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Are you coming down?” Saint cradled his cellphone as he took another shot on the pool table.
 
   “What is this all about?”
 
   “I wanted to play a game of pool with you, like I told you.”
 
   “Do I need a robe? I’m bringing a robe. It’s too cold down there.”
 
   “Stop being a big baby and bring your sexy ass down here.”
 
   He heard her laugh on the other end. “Alright, let me check on Isis one last time. Beset is reading the boys a story. I want to kiss them goodnight and then I’ll be down.”
 
   “Alright.” 
 
   He disconnected the call. Saint tossed his phone on a nearby chair, hunched down, and shot the red ball into the pocket, causing a loud clinking sound. A few moments later, he could feel her ... sense her ... almost taste her. She approached from behind but he kept his back toward her, grinning to himself.
 
   “Saint, what the heck is going in here?” Xenia asked softly. He casually looked at her over his shoulder, watching her eyes roam the game room that he’d prettied up with romantic red candlelight and the soft, erotic sounds of old-school sounds of Jodeci. 
 
   “I want to get it on ... let’s be alone, alone...” the R&B trio crooned.
 
   He turned away from her and hit another ball into the pocket, moving leisurely around the green, felt table.
 
   “You don’t have any damn clothes on. You’re butt ass naked. You said we were playing pool...”
 
   “We are.” He kept his back turned and hit another ball into the pocket.
 
   “Uh, I thought with a different set of balls, Saint ... not like, just two.” She snickered as she walked casually past him, her white silk robe wrapped tightly around her body. 
 
   Saint grinned, appreciative of her humor. He then removed the rest of the balls from the table, placing them back inside the racking triangle. Before Xenia could utter another word, he lifted her off the ground, and delicately placed her on the table, snatching her robe open and exposing the matching silky gown underneath that clung to her tawny, oiled body. She gasped. He watched her eyes widen as he leaned possessively over her, and traced the side of her neck with the tip of his tongue in a languid oral assault. He glanced up to stare lazily at her parted lips, then down to her nipples that strained against the flimsy fabric of her gown.  He exhaled loudly, then grinded against her, spreading her legs wider and intertwining their fingers.
 
   “I’m taping you,” he confessed, looking up at a corner of the room, where a tiny red light was on. 
 
   “A sex tape?” her raspy voice purred.
 
   “I prefer to think of it as…” He ran his fingers casually through her hair. “…documentation of a job well done.” 
 
   “So ... you’re going to fuck me on the pool table and videotape it?”
 
   Saint sucked his bottom lip seductively. “That’s the plan.”
 
   “I thought that in the game of pool, it was improper to be a banger?” Xenia teased as Jodeci’s sexy lyrics inspired her to move sexily, enticingly on the hard green billiard cloth. She slid upward and gave him an irresistible come hither look. 
 
   Saint glanced back up at the camera. “In this case, it is excusable. I want to get the money shot, or rather, the bank shot, on tape. You had me waiting so long, I thought I was going to have to hold the blue ball.” He smirked. 
 
   “You plan to break me off a little somethin’ somethin’?” Xenia grinned as she wiggled, removing her robe and gown and slipping them past her feet to the floor. 
 
   “I won’t choke, and I plan to cinch the position. For someone that doesn’t enjoy shooting pool, you sure know what you’re talking about.” He bent down, taking her Hershey kiss nipple into his warm mouth. She moaned in response, running her hands up and down his back. 
 
   “Enough of my family played. I picked up on a thing or two.”
 
   “Well.” Saint raised his head and looked intensely in her eyes. 
 
   “Do you know the term, ‘drill’?”
 
   His sexy intonation clung to the air like vapor.
 
   “Oh, you’re quiet? Don’t have anything to say?” he asked softly in direct contrast to his all-pervading facial expression, and he knew it. “It means to beat someone at the game...”
 
   “...And you use, your cue ... stick?” She smiled naughtily up at him, placing her finger in her mouth and sucking it slowly.
 
   “I do, and I don’t need an extension. It grows all on its own.” He moaned seductively, reaching down and grabbing the base of his dick. He watched Xenia peer downward, as he rubbed it briskly, his thumb moving quickly over the swollen head seeping with pre-cum. “You like watching me jack off my stick?”
 
   Xenia popped her finger back in her mouth and looked into his eyes. “Yes...”
 
   “Before we get into any stroking, I think my pole needs polishing. Can you help me out?”
 
   Xenia grinned as she grinded her hips sensually to urge a response from his throbbing member.
 
   “You want me to put it my mouth?” she asked, child-like softly ... sexily.
 
   “Put it in your mouth...”
 
   “Put it in my mouth?” she repeated as she got on her knees on the table and beckoned him to join her on the green bed. He did.
 
   “In your mothafuckin’ mouth...” 
 
   They played together, amusing one another, but not long after, he was done toying with her. He gripped the back of her head as she enveloped his cock in her mouth, guzzling him loudly, making him rock against her, and lost himself. 
 
   “Yeah ... keep tonguing me down! Suck it good, baby ... shhhhhit!” His head lulled back, his hips slowly grinding to the rhythm of her hot mouth. He looked down at the thin trail of saliva on her bottom lip from the tip of his dick, enjoying her tricky mouth work. He wanted to take it to the next level.
 
   “Baby, let’s switch up.” He moved her beautiful body just as he wanted her, in a sixty-nine position, their mouths close to each other’s candy. Saint lay on his side, with Xenia’s head on his thigh while she took his shaft into her hands, and began her oral loving once more. Saint jerked against her, hissing as he gently pulled her hair. He then lowered his lips to her drenched pussy, making her purr as he rubbed his mouth and tongue on it, creating an avalanche for the perfect orgasmic storm, fit for a Queen. And the camera captured it all…
 
   Jodeci sung ‘Feenin’ while Saint gripped his baby’s leg, bringing her as close to him as he could, killing her softly. Xenia was unraveling right before his lips... 
 
   “Come on baby, stop squirming away. I’m hungry. Let me eat this pussy the fuck up ... mmmm!” He gripped her tighter, locking her legs with his arms. His lips curved upward in an impish grin, knowing she couldn’t help it ... she was storming, coming undone, shaking ... speechless.
 
   I ...  can’t ... leave you alone ... you got me feenin’ ...  the music went on.
 
   He looked down. Xenia had stopped sucking him. With her head thrown back in ecstasy, she was getting full enjoyment from his treatment. His ego gave him a high-five as he kissed her inner thighs—his gourmet dinner. 
 
   “Wake up baby; you came so hard you passed out again.” He looked down between his legs and saw her eyes fluttering.
 
   Every freakin’ day and every freakin’ night – I wanna freak ya girl, your body’s so freakin’ tight... 
 
   He pinched her inner thigh, causing just enough pain to bring her out of the sexual coma. She whimpered and droned as he circled his tongue with diligent pressure over her upright clit. The nub swelled even more from his tongue dance. He made love to the small bud, treating it as if it were a rare jewel, and then he felt her falling apart again, her thighs clamping across his ears, muffling the music as he continued to work on her, bringing out the best her body had to give. 
 
   “Eating my bride on the pool table,” he murmured. “Making her pussy scream and cream my name ... I heard this pussy whisper, ‘Saint’ tonight.” He moved his tongue faster and faster now, going in for the final kill.  “Writing me notes, dripping, wet, love letters all in my mouth, all over my lips ... drunk off this pussy, in love with this pussy ... ruining my goddamn table, Xenia. You’re so fucking wet! I will have to lick all that up; it would be a shame ... to waste any of this.” 
 
   And with that, she was gone, gone and gone—shaking violently, so much so, it looked as if she may be having a seizure. But he knew better, he’d seen it too many times before. Saint let it play out, delicately circling her pussy folds in slow, lazy circles with the tip of his tongue until her body finally released her from the exquisite climatic tremors. 
 
   “Oh ... my God,” she managed to finally utter after being tongue locked for so long. Saint delicately picked his flower up from the table and pulled her in his arms, her face to his. The over-powering orgasm had caused a tear to fall from her eye. Saint gently wiped it away before lowering his lips to hers, consuming her—letting her savor the epicurean banquet she’d given him. Her mouth curved against his and a smile blossomed as they kissed so deeply, a kiss fit for soulmates. 
 
   “You’re the love of my life ... you belong to me, baby,” he said softly as he slowly rocked her, holding her like a precious doll. She was still spent, barely there, as if he’d made her system shut down, like a machine that had short circuited. Saint kissed her lips softly, then set her flat down on the pool table. He looked down at her, his fingertips tracing over the delicate, soft dips of her body. He traced the thin trail of dark pubic hair in the triangle of her groin, enjoying the texture against his skin. 
 
   Then he lowered himself over her, judiciously opening her legs wide and positioning his lips right by her ear.
 
   “I’m going to push deep inside of you, baby ... deep ... deeper ... the deepest.” 
 
   At his first thrust, she gave out a keening moan. He pushed his hungry cock into her saturated wetlands, her pussy lips grasping at the rigid rod of flesh. Saint peered down between their thrusting bodies, loving how the knotty ridges and veins on his rock hard dick looked and felt in her tightness. Her pussy was so right, perfectly fit for him, massaged every inch of him—rubbing against him, grasping at his dick, loving it and making him cry out. It was his turn to melt, to fall apart, to die a little bit as his Goddess turned him into a shell of the man he once was as the out of body experience turned him out.
 
   “Oh God, Xenia ... Oh, baby! You just don’t how good you feel!” 
 
   Keith Sweat serenaded, “Make it last forever…” 
 
   Saint’s thrusts increased as he bottomed her out, making her scream and shake under his weight. He breathed heavily; sweat cascaded down his face as he peered over his shoulder, at the red dot in the corner of the room. He winked at it, slowed, plunged his hand in one of the pool table pockets and retrieved a small remote. Suddenly, as the sweet lyrics continued to play, a small screen appeared, showing them earlier, eating and sucking each other. 
 
   “You’ve never seen yourself on tape making love before.” He chuckled lightly next to her as he began to thrust inside her again. He’d taped them before, but she’d always refused to watch. This time, he had her captive. He balanced his weight on his hands and watched her watch her pussy getting eaten on the video preview.
 
   “Oh my God,” she exclaimed in embarrassment, closing her eyes. “It’s that really what we look like?”
 
    “Tell me what you see me doin’,” he said, his heart pounding as he got off on her watching him on the camera. She opened an eye, then the other, looked at the camera and grinned.
 
   “Come on, tell me.” He lowered back down closer to her, forcing her to wrap her legs around him.
 
   “Uhhh!” he moaned as the feeling started to take him over. 
 
   “Your head is between my legs,” she said softly.
 
   “Yeah, and what else?” He pushed from side to side, rotating his hips in an angry rhythm, demanding her pussy bend to his percussion. 
 
   “I’m losing my mind on there ... Uhh! Damn, Saint,” she cried, distracted by his pounding, forceful thrusts. She looked back at the screen. “You are eating me alive on there.” She laughed louder, blushing. Faintly, he could hear the noises, the sex sounds that became their sensual symphony. 
 
   “You look good. Look how beautiful you are, Xenia.” He pointed to the corner of the room. 
 
   He could feel her getting impossibly wetter as he rammed his cock in and out of her, and spoke the sexy words.
 
   “Look at your body on that tape, look how much you turn me on, baby. Watch me smile while I eat your fucking pussy ... loving that shit...”
 
   “Mmmmmm!” She bit down on her bottom lip, clamping her eyes closed.
 
   “Open your eyes.” He briefly slowed down, picked up the remote again and put the screen on live viewing. He looked at the image of him on top of her, his hips tightened, her thighs now wide open as he fucked her, her arms wrapped around his neck. Their bodies glistened with sweat.  “What do you think of that? Look at us.”
 
   He was truly impressed. This wasn’t Saint’s first rodeo. He’d had countless tapes of him fucking the shit out of women from years past. After he became famous, he ceased the activities immediately. All of those relic recordings were destroyed after he made Xenia his wife, but he never lost his taste for his ego-driven voyeurism. He thought making love on camera was absolutely beautiful, stunning, and he loved every recorded second of it. It involved the utmost trust because this wasn’t some random pussy he brought home to drill; this was his damn Goddess, the owner of his heart. 
 
   He looked back over his shoulder and pushed the remote, turning to another video—one he’d taped years ago of the two of them making love in New York, right before his accident, on the middle of his kitchen floor.
 
   “Oh my God,” Xenia gasped as she looked at it. He knew from her expression that she remembered it.
 
   “I don’t want to see this.” She shook her head and smiled, turning away. 
 
   Saint gripped her chin, forcing her face forward. “Watch it ... watch it, Xenia. Look at yourself! Look at me fucking you! Open your damn eyes, baby. Watch my dick going in and out of your little wet pussy.” They both moaned loudly after his twisted words were uttered.
 
   “Uhhh! Uhhh!” He gripped her shoulder and bit gently into her neck as he grinded harder and harder against her, making her greet his rigid, pounding thrusts.
 
   He watched her glance sheepishly at the screen, a smile budding across her face. He glimpsed over his shoulder then looked back down at her. She was watching him turn her over on her stomach on that cold ass kitchen floor, bring her ass up in the air, and enter her like he owned that shit, had it registered with the state of New York. Her scream on the film echoed throughout the game room, making both of them grunt and scream at that very moment. It was too much. He couldn’t last long like this; he was losing his resolve. Her watching turned him on so much, he felt himself come apart. 
 
   “Saint!” Xenia hissed, writhing beneath him, her legs crawling up and down his back. She roughly caressed the side of his face. “Fuck baby, you’re so deep in me! Damn!”
 
   “Stabbing that pussy, baby! Killing that pussy, baby!” Saint hissed, rocking her hard into the table, making the four posts rattle as he reached under her, forcing her slick body into him, owning her lock, stock and barrel. Cock, rocked and non-sterile ... nasty, filthy, grimy, fucking beautiful... 
 
   His balls slapped against her fat pussy lips and he screamed her name, demanded she give him what he wanted.
 
   “Come on! Come on, baby! Shit!” he urged, wanting to see her fuck face again before he couldn’t turn back, and all bets were off. “It’s me ... your man, let yourself go.” 
 
   He didn’t want her holding back—he wanted her unashamed and ready. She looked up at him, her eyes glassy and her resolve shattered. Saint pressed harder against her, her body jerking and shaking, her pussy throbbing and drenching his dick with each thrust as she came so hard, her orgasm made her buck, forcing him to ride her violent waves. 
 
   “Xenia!” 
 
   She continued to shake, her eyes unfocused and helpless screams pouring forth. Her legs locked, then relaxed, toes pointed downward like a ballerina’s. Then the peace returned. 
 
   There is nothing from me that you can’t have ... ever. But right now, right this second, it’s my turn... 
 
   He shoved his hand under her ass, bringing her to him, closing them in so tightly, air couldn’t move between them if it tried. Xenia seemed to get a second wind and grinded hard upward against him, her face now just as intense as his.
 
   “Mmmmm ... uhhh! Ahhhh! Uhh! Yes, baby! Keep rockin’ those hips ... your pussy jerkin’ my damn dick! What tha deal, mami?! Oh, so you ready, huh? Tryna make me fuck around and lose it up in this goddamn pussy!”
 
   “So deep in my pussy...”
 
   “Deep in your mothafuckin’ vertical smile...”
 
   “Vertical smile?” Xenia repeated as she kissed his cheek.
 
   “Yeah ... you like that?” He grinned as he kept pumping away.
 
   “I do ... that’s nice.”
 
   “Mmmm ... Uhhh! You ready, baby?”
 
   “Are you going to cum in my pussy, Daddy? Let me see your face!”
 
   “I’m ready to give you this home-brewed happy juice, baby!” He looked into her eyes, kissed her roughly and grinded fast and hard, driving deeply inside of her until his cum shot inside of her, over and over, filling her up whole.
 
   “Uhhhh! Ohhhhh Xenia! Ohhhh, baby! Goddamn it, baby! Mmmm, oh my God ... feels ... so ... good ... uhhh ...” He trembled violently then gentled as the erotic pool table ride came to a slow end. He lay there on top of her, feeling her, breathing harshly against her flesh, holding her so tight, he’d just die if he had to let go anytime soon. 
 
   “Oh my God.” He sighed, barely having the energy to speak. His hair was soaked, as if he’d just gotten out of the shower and the coolness of the room made his body suddenly aware that he wasn’t in Kansas anymore. He didn’t care; he just needed a couple more minutes to regroup, a little more time to bask in the afterglow.
 
   He felt Xenia’s ribcage rising and falling beneath him, her coconut scented skin titillating his fancy. 
 
   “Baby, you just don’t know what you do to me,” he said with his head buried between her breasts. He fought the urge to fall asleep right then and there, while still deep inside of her. He waited for it, and then fell in the familiar comfort of her stroking his tresses. His lids lowered. He tried to fight it, but the need to catnap was just too powerful.
 
   “I guess ... I guess we should ... go upstairs...” he said drowsily, his tongue thick and unwilling to cooperate.
 
   “Yeah, we should, but why don’t you just lie here with for a bit longer. Besides, there’s a good movie on.” Xenia reached beside their entangled bodies and picked up the remote, increasing the volume. Saint grinned, his lids now completely lowered as he snuggled closer to her, wrapping his legs around hers. 
 
   Moments later, he drifted asleep to the surround sound of his Queen having back-to-back orgasms on a kitchen floor, one cold morning in New York City... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint shut his laptop and pivoted at his desk. The day had drawn long. The past few weeks had been jam-packed and he was completely spent. As he stood to leave, he heard a knock at his office door.
 
   “Yeah, come in,” he called out as he continued to gather his belongings.
 
   The door opened, and Jagger walked in, an impish grin on his face.
 
   “Hey, Jagger, you’re back from vacation. Good!” 
 
   Jagger closed the door behind him. “Yeah, it was good.” He sighed. “You look well rested.”
 
   “I am, finally.” Saint stood, smiling broadly. “You have that look.” He shook his finger at Jagger. “So I take it you and Traci are getting along well?”
 
   “More than well.” Jagger shoved his hands in his pockets. “But anyway, thank you for the offer, you know, the full time offer.”
 
   “And what is your decision?” 
 
   “I think I like it here in California. I think I want to stay.”
 
   “Okay cool, but don’t try to change the topic. I don’t feel like reading you. I’m in a hurry, so just spill it.”
 
   Jagger laughed. “Well, yeah, things have been going really well and ... I ... think she might be the one. I think you were right. You should be a professional matchmaker,” he joked.
 
   Saint laughed. “Nah, it’s not my forte. I just got lucky with you. I just had a hunch about you and her. I’m glad it is working out. It feels good, doesn’t it?”
 
   “What? The sex? Awww man! It was amazing!”
 
   “No.” Saint burst out laughing. “Not that—being in love, the feeling of being in love, man. Nothing beats it. You look brand new.”
 
   Jagger turned away.
 
   “Oh, so you were all ready to tell me about boning her, but you act like you’re flabbergasted when it comes to affairs of the heart ... You’re in love.” Saint grinned, looked down at the floor then gradually approached the door where Jagger stood close by. 
 
   “I am,” he freely admitted. “Completely.” A smile burst across his face. Saint touched his shoulder.
 
   “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day, Jagger. You make sure you do what you need to do to keep her happy. As long as she is deserving of your trust, don’t put that wall up ever again. Remember how you feel right now, right this second. Let that be your guide, the thing that brings you back at one.”
 
   “Yeah, I will. I don’t want to lose her, Saint.”
 
   “I know. Once you find the one, and that’s threatened, you’re never the same. You were able to get over your ex, because she wasn’t the one intended for you. It hurt like hell, but you were more upset about the betrayal versus her being gone after all was said and done. Jagger, once you find your soulmate, that’s it. Things won’t always be easy, but it’s always worth it.”
 
   And with that, the two men walked out the door, talking and laughing ... and politicking the work agenda for the week, the way Rainbeau Kinghts of the round table, often do... 
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: twentyone]CHAPTER 21 
 
    
 
   “Are you hot? I’m hot.” Xenia asked as she stood up from the bed and checked the thermostat in their bedroom.
 
   “Ya damn straight I’m hot, just look at me, tippin’ on my dick!” Saint teased. 
 
   Xenia rolled her eyes. “Childish!” She laughed. “These are some crazy California temperatures lately.” She returned to the bed and sighed as she plopped her head down on the pillow. “You’re missing her, aren’t you? And she isn’t even gone yet.”
 
   Saint slowly closed his phone and set it on the nightstand.
 
   “Yeah, I do, but she insists on going back to Egypt. She said she misses home. That’s where she was born and grew up; all of her friends are there. I can understand that.” Saint nodded and smiled, trying to be diplomatic and sympathetic, though his sadness consumed him. She was someone he expected to see in the mornings, to have interesting conversations with and be told words of wisdom that no one else could give. He’d miss that. He’d miss her. Beset was scheduled to leave in two days. She refused to allow them to make a big production out of it, nor throw her a party or do any festivities. She insisted that the pleasure was all hers, and though she loved Saint and his family, she desired to go back to her native land. 
 
   She knew it was safe now, and she wanted to be in her homeland and see it free in her lifetime.  During the course of those last few weeks, Saint had assisted the Egyptian Angel Children in forming their council and gave advice to the best of his ability. He wanted them to thrive and be successful, and he wanted to have no part in it once they were on their feet. He also reassured that once Isis got a bit older, he’d get the moral permission needed. So many things had happened, mostly good, but Beset’s pending departure hit Saint hard—especially after he had to fully accept that once she was gone, she wouldn’t be returning. She repeatedly expressed her gratitude to Saint for saving her life—not understanding that she was truly the Angel, not the other way around. 
 
   “I look at you sometimes, and I think to myself Saint, I would just lose my mind if I lost you, baby.”
 
   Saint looked earnestly at his wife, hearing the slight trepidation in her voice. They’d been through so much together; it was starting to take its toll on her in a brand new way. She knew she’d signed up for adventure, but nothing that would bring her so close to looking death in the eye. Regardless, she loved him and she wouldn’t leave, despite her fears. He didn’t want any more drama, but he knew that his lot in life would demand an upheaval from time to time—some unforeseen matter that he’d need to address in a drastic way. It was the way of his gift, the nature of the beast, and he’d accepted his calling in life years ago. Nevertheless, it tore him up how it affected his family. 
 
   Xenia was strong, and she’d hang in there, but it didn’t mean she wasn’t human, that she didn’t hurt or worry. 
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, baby. That’s the whole reason for this. You say you need me, and I know I need you. The children need me, the Rainbeau Knights of the Round Table and the Queens need me. I have to stay on my toes and in the game. I still have a lot of work to do.” His eyes narrowed as he looked down at her lips. “I’d like to work on you right about now though.”
 
   He glided to her side of the bed, causing the white, smooth sheets to gather around his thighs, until he swung his legs over her velvety thighs. 
 
   “Mmmmm.” He ran his lips along her chin, easing his way up to her face, aglow from her nightstand light. 
 
   After the harrowing ordeal to restore Beset to the land of the living, he’d slept two days total, only rising to shower, take restroom breaks, light a fire for his wife and child, and forced meals from Xenia. He spent the next week getting back into the groove of things at work but he had never been fully recharged. He and Xenia had been left to quickies, more than he’d like, the boys barely let them out of their sight and were just now beginning to relax and feel safe in their own home again. 
 
   But now, it was time. He shoved her nightshirt up, exposing his meal. He felt his rod stiffen, like iron against the softness of her feminine, downy groin. He continued to kiss all along her face, then wrap his ankles around hers, pinning her under him. There was no room between them for even a whisper to float past. 
 
   He gave a satisfied smile. She knew she was in trouble, big trouble. So he pressed his pelvis against her, thrusting, grinding the fabric of his boxers between his rock-hard dick and his wife. Oh no, this would be no quickie. He hoped she’d had a good nap earlier, because she’d have needed that reprieve to refuel. 
 
   “What are you going to do to me?” she asked shyly as she traced the side of his face. Her warm, Scope scented breath tickled his hairline.
 
   “I’m going to tease you ... taste you ... take you ... I’m going to take my everlastin’ time ... and,” he turned serious, “Xenia...” 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I need to feel your fucking pussy clutch my cock.” He was no longer trying to be pretty with romantic words. His dick meant business.
 
   “Mmmm.” She smiled, her lips curving as he forced his groin against hers once again, pressing firmly, making her feel what he had to offer.
 
   “Don’t try to move ... don’t try to get away ... don’t beg for help,” he teased, smiling as his hand drifted to her breasts.  He removed his boxers and hers, too. Her oversized nightshirt with ‘Tweety Bird’ on it soon flew off, just like the animated creature, to the side of the bed, to join his dark green and black pinstriped underwear and her silky pink panties. 
 
   “Let me taste your fuckin’ tongue.” 
 
   The words dripped out of his dirty mouth like honey. Xenia opened her mouth, and he thrust his tongue inside, moaning as he gripped her tightly. His kiss was rough, demanding, had him draw her even closer to his hard, taut body. The muscles shifted in his back as he settled into a more comfortable position. He gradually reached up, fawning over the curly twists of her kinky soft hair, then pulled the tresses with might, causing her to whimper as he left her mouth and licked hard against the side of her neck, down to her breasts to feast on the luscious chocolate mounds.
 
   “I love your tits, so goddamn beautiful.” He sucked each one, taking turns and gently rotating the nipples in his sweltering mouth, making her moan and twist underneath him. He threatened her with his body, forcing her down, staying in control. He wanted her his way... 
 
   His lip grip and sucking became more determined, harder, and wetter against her warm flesh. She screamed her pleasure when he feasted on her breasts over and over again, stroking lightly across her collar bones and shoulders, his hair ruffled by her nomadic fingers.
 
   “Shit, baby,” he murmured, his erection growing unbelievably larger and harder. He felt her shudder.
 
   Ohhhh, she is going to get it good tonight... 
 
   He left from her breasts, rose onto his knees and flipped her onto her stomach, cradling her around her belly as he hoisted her into the doggy-style position. Before she could breathe another breath, Saint knelt behind her and jammed his long, hot tongue into her pussy, causing her to yell even louder and slam her fist against the headboard. He pulled her ass cheeks further apart, exposing her crack while lapping and sucking at her pussy, making it drip and cream the goodness he’d been dying for. Sitting back, he watched her fountain run before returning to his scene of the wet crime—swallowing it down, not getting enough as he pushed his face in her fleshiness, nose deep, overdosing on her pheromones and the intoxicating aroma of her saturated pussy. It was his favorite flavor and fragrance; if he died right at that moment, he’d be in bliss... 
 
   “Your pussy tastes like cherry pie ... mmmm.” His continued to eat and eat, until he had taken in the last drop. Pure gluttony. Xenia tore at her pillow and thrashed about, out of control. He kept catching her and placing her back into the position he desired.
 
   “I told you not to move. Do I need to restrain you, Xenia?” he warned. The tone wasn’t comforting—it was a delicious threat. Xenia coyly looked over her shoulder with a raised brow. 
 
   “I don’t know. Do you?”
 
   A brief pause.
 
   You asked for it. 
 
   Saint rose from the bed, disappeared and returned in a flash with handcuffs and a spreader bar. Oh, things were about to get real... 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint flipped Xenia onto her back. He grabbed her wrists and handcuffed her tightly to the bedpost. He could see by her startled expression, the twisting of her bottom lip and the ‘deer in headlights’ expression, that this was a surprise. These antics typically took place in the red room but Saint decided to christen the bedroom as well tonight with her sweet sighs of mercy. 
 
   He pushed her legs far apart, and placed the spreader between her ankles, along with the matching black iron cuffs. Xenia smiled, then that faded as she soon realized he wasn’t done. 
 
   “Yeah, you thought that was it, huh?” he taunted.
 
   He grinned, revealing the other item in his hand—the thigh spreaders. She huffed and bit her bottom lip, her eyes glazing over in anticipation with a dab of trepidation. He always knew she was at pitch level of excitement with these sex games, but there was always a small inkling of fear due to the unknown of what he may have up his sleeve. 
 
   He crawled over her, like a wolf upon a rabbit, and in a blink of an eye, the nightstand light was turned off, though he never moved his hands…. 
 
   In the pitch dark, he heard her whimper and the sheets move along her bared flesh. He gently touched her nipple, making her jump. They were still soft and warm from his earlier sweet oral devouring. He traced her body with his fingertips, then settled at her navel, lavishing her bellybutton with a flick of his tongue. She squirmed with abandon, exciting him all the more. Her breaths accelerated and could see the glistening sheen from her teeth and full, glossy lips in the murkiness. 
 
   “I’m,” he kissed her delicately along her left hip, “going,” another sweet peck on her upper thigh,  “to,” one more, right along her groin, the soft strip of hair tickling his chin, “fuck ... you ... good! Make you scream. Make you beg. I’d told you during the very first time I made love to you, that you’d never want another man’s dick inside of you again after I got done with you. I marked you, baby. I’m a permanent tattoo across your very soul.”
 
   She shook, bucking into his body as he gripped her legs.
 
   “Saint! Saaaaiiint!”
 
   “Louder!”
 
   She shook uncontrollably, slurring the syllables. “Sssssssssssssssssssssssssssssaaaaaaiiiinnnt!”
 
   Feeling the coldness of the steel against his chest, he pushed his face into her groin, sliding his tongue up and down her moist slit. Xenia began to pant and sigh loudly. 
 
   “Mmmmm, Saint ... Ahhh!” 
 
   The handcuffs rattled, clinking against the bed, and the chains around her legs knocked as he consumed her, over and over. He gripped her hips and grinded his chin into her engorged pussy lips, his tongue moving so fast across her slit and special zone it looked like a long, pink, svelte blur. 
 
   “Cummin’ all over my fuckin’ face! You keep cumming on my face, goddamn it! Keep! Fucking! Cumming!” he roared, grabbing her tighter, sucking harder, making her stomach rise and cave with each labored breath. She squealed, her orgasm racing toward her core as if it were in an Olympic track meet. “Is that what you do, huh?!” His voice was gruff, rough, deep and vibrating. “You make me eat your pussy juice?!” 
 
   He sucked harder on her bud, making it leave its hood and stand tall and shine with slick glory. “Cum in my mouth! Cum hard in my damn mouth, baby! Come on! Give it to me!” he barked as he went to her again, sucking so fast and hard, her pussy was drenched as if in a torrential storm.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Ohhhhh, Ahhhh! Uhhhhh! Saaaaaaint! Uhhhhhh!” 
 
   Xenia’s body convulsed beneath this beautiful specimen that she called her husband. He just kept right on, tongue sparring with her pussy as if they were at war. And he was winning ... he was damn sure winning. He gripped her ass cheeks tightly as she yelled her final call, then slowly fell back into his grasp, sighing and panting, her eyes rolling back. He slowed his movements, then stopped. He couldn’t help it; he smiled, then laughed huskily against her pussy—his lips vibrating her nether ones... 
 
   She tried to shift to no avail. He knew it tickled. 
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Woman, there is a damn ocean here in our fucking bed.” He laughed again, “Mmmm, you came so hard, baby.” For old time’s sake, he gave her pussy another light lick, making her shudder. 
 
   Xenia laughed, her body covered in sweat as it spoke to him, telling him exactly what she needed. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   He ran his fingers up and down her stomach, softly ... sensually. He loved how smooth her skin was, always so supple, so feminine. He’d get high off her smell, her excited pussy, the sweetness of her skin, the taste of her tongue and lips. He simply could not get enough of her. But he needed more—he needed something he’d never had and his mind raced on just how to achieve it. He removed the handcuffs and spreaders, then returned to resting on her groin.
 
   She ran her hands through his tousled black hair. “What’s going on, baby?” she asked.
 
   He swallowed. “I have an idea. I want to try something with you that we’ve never done before.”
 
   She slowly sat up, forcing him to relocate.
 
   “Well, tell me what it is, Saint. I always told you I’d try what you want at least once, as long as I didn’t get hurt. I trust you, I do...” She twisted and turned on the lamp beside the bed.
 
   He sat up on his elbows and looked up at her. Taking a deep breath, he looked down at the sheets and coiled part of the fabric between his fingers.
 
   “I don’t really want to say right now, I just want to try it. Can I just show you?” He looked up at her, a sly smirk on his face. He knew she didn’t trust him completely, though she pretended to, and right now, that was part of the fun. 
 
   “Hmmm, Saint.” She grinned. “I don’t trust that smile on your face. This better not be anything like the time you wanted to—”
 
   “Nah.” Saint laughed. “Nothing like that ... nothing like the elevator incident.” He laughed harder, remembering how upset Xenia was when he pulled the emergency switch, trying with all of his might to have his way with her in the small claustrophobic confines.
 
   “We could’ve been arrested!”
 
   “No one was there in the plaza at that time. You were just a chicken.” He gave another hearty laugh as he watched her grimace then smile. 
 
   There was a brief pause. “So.” He rubbed his hands together and looked over at the clock. It was one in the morning. “I want to take you somewhere. Throw on some quick clothes, and let’s go.”
 
   While Xenia dressed, Saint put on a pair of jogging pants and headed down the hall to Beset’s room. He knocked on the door then waited patiently. The old woman came to the door, smiling and looking as if she’d been wide awake. 
 
   “Beset, do you mind? Xenia and I need to step out for a little while; can you keep your eyes and ears on the boys and Isis?” Saint whispered.
 
   “Why of course, Dr. Aknaten. I was reading anyway, cannot sleep.”
 
   Saint nodded. “Thank you, Beset.” He made his way back down the hall to the master suite. There Xenia stood, her purple parka wrapped over a shirt and denim capri pants.
 
   “Okay.” She sighed. “I’m ready.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The drive was quiet as Saint made his way under the star dotted navy blue sky. He turned the car off and stiffened in his seat. Soon, he exited the car, walked around, and opened Xenia’s door, helping her out of the vehicle. They walked hand in hand in the open low-cut, desolate grass field. 
 
   “Wait right here,” Saint instructed as he let go of her arm and continued to walk forward an additional fifty feet or so, assessing the area. His shoulders were slightly slumped as he took each step, in deep thought. He knew she had her eyes on him, wondering what he was up to. He suddenly stopped and turned on a dime, facing her head on. Their eyes locked as he swiftly removed all of his clothing. Saint exhaled and inhaled deeply as his excitement grew. He briefly closed his eyes, then leisurely stretched. Xenia held her arms and rubbed them. He knew she wasn’t cold; she was just anxious.
 
   In the distance, city lights glowed and the wind seemed to pick up speed and velocity. The centrifugal force around Saint’s ankles caused the grass surrounding him to softly sway. His hair blew briskly as he stood his ground. Light soon emanated from Saint’s being. He was traced in a warm, white glow, from head to toe. He unfolded a blanket he’d brought along; laying it down in the field, then retraced his steps toward her, but faster. Taking her hand, he led her to the blanket.
 
   “I’m going to lie down and go to sleep, and I want you to lie down beside me. Let’s rest together.”
 
   He knew she had questions and was biting her tongue. This was something he wanted, no, needed, and he appreciated her keeping her inquisition within and just allowing the event to flow naturally. Saint wrapped his arms around her waist, ushering her closer. He removed her parka, letting it fall around her shoulders until it finally puddled around her feet. The rest of her clothing followed. Saint had exposed the masterpiece for his slow viewing pleasure. He bared not only her body, but her very soul. 
 
   He lowered her down to the ground, shrouding her with his body in the vast field, and kissed her. Sprinkling delicate, sensuous, moist kisses along her face, lips and neck, their eyes met several times over while he slowly caressed her face, his fingertips gliding gently back and forth along her jaw. The most special of memories weaving itself into their psyches—a memory they’d never let go of. It was them and Mother Nature under the moon—a new beginning to savor for many years to come. 
 
   Their mutual intensity built until they’d fallen into a comfortable groove. Peace overcame him, and he embraced her tightly as he closed his eyes, and fell blissfully asleep. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Thirty minutes later... 
 
   Xenia gasped and held on to her man’s rigid body for dear life. Saint’s eyes fluttered open as he realized he was levitating. He quickly secured Xenia to his naked body. 
 
   “It’s okay, baby. I’ve got you ... not going to let you fall,” he assured her, holding her tightly. This time, he didn’t tell his body to lower back to the ground. Oh no, this time he stayed in mid-air.
 
   The wind whipped past them as they ascended further up into the air, approximately four feet off the ground. Xenia looked in amazement, her curls moving softly across her face. She dared herself to look beyond their floating bodies and gasped when she saw all the tiny city lights in the distance. Their beauty was unbelievable... 
 
   And then he seasoned his lips with hers. Saint kissed her so forcefully, passionately, embraced her so tightly that her worries almost completely vanished. 
 
   “I’m not going to drop you, baby.” 
 
   Gripping her even tighter, he flipped them so that she was now on the bottom, and he on the top. She was terrified, though she knew the short fall wouldn’t hurt her. It was just the thought that this man she loved almost more than herself, was floating and here she existed with him, in his semi-state of slumber, having this special moment in time. She closed her eyes and tried to steady her pounding heart—trying to block out what was transpiring; it was too surreal. There’d been too much excitement, too soon. But her retreat was shortlived as he invaded her thoughts.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Open your eyes, and trust me,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
   He demanded it, and he would get it from her. He had to have it; he needed for her to believe in him. He flipped her back around, forcing a scream so loud both of their eardrums rang. Then, they both laughed as he squeezed her. The winds calmed, and a sense of peace infused both of their spirits.
 
   He positioned her just so—moving her legs over his shoulders, upright on his chest, as if he were a human chair. Saint repositioned himself, ever so slightly, so that his mouth could reach her forbidden zone, his shoulders and neck now aligned with her inner thighs. She murmured something incoherent when he languidly licked up and down her love, gripped her ass with his hands, brushed his tongue tenderly over her clit. Xenia sighed and bucked against him as he held her lower back securely, gliding his fingers back and forth from her ass, and upward, unhurriedly loving her down and melting between her thighs, as if he were a part of her—a mere extension. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Saint held her tight, reassuring her with his body that he would not let her go anywhere, only draw her closer to him. He continued to ingest her, making her dizzy with euphoric orgasms that were aerodynamically magnificent. He swallowed her feminine serum and syrupy sweetness ran down her soft, inner thigh, glistening under the moonlight. He licked her leg, not wanting to waste the precious nectar. She was so close, that only a few more tongue dances made her pour her sweetness into his awaiting mouth. He smiled, satisfied, as he looked up at her. 
 
   After a few moments, he positioned his narrow hips between her supple inner thighs, still floating beneath her, without a care in the world. Xenia closed her eyes and held him tightly around the neck as she felt him plunge deeply upward inside of her, thrusting forcefully over and over again without hesitation. Saint shuddered and moaned loudly as he gripped her hips, feeling her juice drizzle down his hungry shaft. He pounded upward, forcing her body to take all of him, accept him graciously. They both cried out simultaneously, moaning and sighing. Xenia opened her eyes when he started to fly slowly across the spectacular L.A. evening sky. He sped up his pace as he ushered her along. 
 
   Then, while still inside of her, he flipped them once again, making her shriek and laugh. He started again, thrusting with brute determination as he held her tightly to him.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere, baby.”
 
    Their mutual addiction to one another was now bursting through the atmosphere like a fireworks explosion. It had a life of its own and the intensity was out of this world.
 
   “Ahhh, Mmmmmmm,” Saint moaned as he continued to push in and out of her vessel, getting what he so desired. He intertwined their legs and lay down flat upon her, nestling his face in the crevice of her neck and shoulder blade as they continued to rock above the Earth. His fingertips dug deeply into her lower back as he arched and began to move more aggressively. 
 
   “Uhhh! Uhhh! Mmmm, sweetie ...”
 
   She whimpered, that kind of whimper he knew all too well, the one he waited on, the moan he relished. Her lovely orgasm was building and he wanted it, needed to feel her shaking beneath him in the little death. Finally, she soared with unbelievable back to back orgasmic waves—and her climax electrified his own body, giving them both the beautiful shock of their lives.
 
   “Oh my God, Saint. You’re so deep inside me,” she panted. He was throbbing inside of her, his dick holding them tightly together—keeping them truly as one.
 
   Saint pulled his hips back, then lunged forward forcefully, sticking in position then retreating, causing them both to scream in the cloaking winds while their bodies blended amongst the twinkling city lights. 
 
   “Oh, baby! Feels so good!” He rotated his hips, holding her as close as possible as his thrusts became so hard and strong, he feared he wouldn’t be able to control himself. “Ahhh! Xenia!!! Mmmm, baby! I’m gonna cum! I’m gonna cum so deep in you, baby!”
 
   They locked eyes as their hearts stopped—and then it was done. Saint drove in her again, so hard that her spirit moved. His grunting echoed, as he continued to pump and take her over and over, making her body bend and obey his throbbing cock’s commands. He was balls deep, covered her in lovely liquescent, never letting go as he shot his load deep within her comforting, pouring confines. 
 
   “Ahhh! Ahhh! Mmmm, Xenia ... shit, please ... Ahhh! Mmmm!” 
 
   Xenia wrapped her arms tighter around his neck, her gaze locked with his.
 
   “Fuck! Mmmmm...” Saint kept saying the mantra until he had expelled all of his warm seed deep inside of her. 
 
   As they recouped, they began to descend back toward the ground. He held her so lovingly, so beautifully, then pressed his lips to hers and kissed her feverishly until they’d reached the ground. They lay there for a moment, still reeling in the dreamlike experience. After a while, he stood and picked her up in his arms. Saint placed her delicately onto her feet. After a couple of steps, she began to lose balance so he picked her up again, lovingly kissing her along the bridge of her nose.
 
   “Are you okay?” he said softly, grinning down at her, their noses touching.
 
   She nodded, smiling up at him, and she had that look ... he loved that look. It was the same one he’d seen when he knew for a fact, that she, too, was in love with him. It was the look of what happens to a woman’s heart when a deserving man captures it—and he treasured it. He’d paid his dues to this woman, and she’d paid hers to him. Their life was not easy, but it was perfectly designed and tailored, fitting their souls to a ‘T’.
 
   He sat her back down on the ground. Xenia dressed while Saint walked back over to where he had originally disrobed. He put his garments back on and rejoined her. They looked at each other, not saying one word. Nothing needed to be shared—it was already understood. They made their way back toward the car, hand in hand. 
 
   Their fingertips playfully dancing along one another’s, like two teenagers in the throes of new love, and that was exactly how they felt. It never got old; each day was revamped and brand new. Saint started the car and they began to drive home where he had high hopes of making love to her again and again once they reached their bedroom. He needed her so badly. She was in his system and he never wanted to be cured.  
 
   As they drove back home, his mind raced. The beauty of their lovemaking always gave him new insights and ideas, and this was no exception; in fact, it was more vibrant, due to the fanciful experience. He knew at that very moment, without a doubt, what he had been created to do and achieve: To shower the world in knowledge of sensuality and love, to embrace and encourage the black Queens of the Earth, and the Rainbeau men who loved them, and to never allow others to define or tear them apart.
 
   As Saint held on to Xenia’s hand while they drew closer to their home, he glanced out of the window, up at the sky. A broad smile spread across his face. He looked over at his Queen, watched her slowly fall into a deep sleep. She’d missed the show, but that was okay. He saw what he needed to; the message was loud and clear. The stars in the heavens formed in the shape of Egypt, twinkling and sparkling brightly for his viewing pleasure. 
 
   It was almost as beautiful as the two grandiose, solid gold and diamond covered chairs, sitting side by side, that awaited Saint and his beautiful bride, upon their heavenly arrival in the hereafter when their time came. The Creator had heard his pleas. Saint had made it clear that a life without Xenia was Hell times two. He would never have to endure that, even in another life.  Gabriel sounded his trumpet for Saint’s ears only. The message to his heart was received.
 
   And all the beautiful black Queens said, “Amen” to a man named Saint. He came and reminded them of their God-given right to reign supreme—giving them the tools they needed to achieve their amorous nirvana and destiny, through his continuous teachings of self-appreciation, sexual freedom and respect, personal perseverance and simply just being.
 
   Saint smiled as he continued to deliberate, and think of all the Goddesses out there in the world that he wanted to continue to assist through his message, his calling, his reason for existing.
 
   I just want you to live, Queen. You die a little bit every time you let someone rob you of what is rightfully yours. Someone stole your crown. Take it back and reign, Goddess ... Rainbeaus come after tears pour from the sky. That rain is from your radiant eyes. And then, one day, you stop crying. The sacrifice is over. You are no lamb on a sacrificial altar, Beautiful. There is nothing but sun for you, from here on out. Follow your heart’s light. You are the prizm of color in the Rainbeau’s heart; otherwise, he disappears unnoticed, and without a trace, in shades of dismal gray. 
 
   And the Queens listened, because he was worthy—and so were the Rainbeaus waiting for them, desiring them, needing them. 
 
   Nothing existed that would hold the Goddess within back, because Saint truly was saved and SAINTifed. He would continue on his path until he drew his last breath, because he understood a Queen’s worth. 
 
   Now, it was up to her to know, as well.... 
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: bookclub]BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS 
 
    
 
   1. In this third book of the series, Saint and Xenia have a daughter. What if any, significance do you believe the gender of the child played in possible psychic abilities yet to be revealed?
 
   2. Saint is more comfortable with his abilities and gifts now. What do you believe enabled him to embrace them?
 
   3. Saint and Xenia’s relationship was once again tested. If you were Xenia, could you handle being married to someone like Saint? Why or why not?
 
   4. When Saint and Raphael had the confrontation in the bar, what to you was a significant point that Saint made during the heated debate?
 
   5. When Saint spoke in Texas at the Rainbeau Conference, were you able to relate to anything that he stated? Why or why not?
 
   6. Saint has become fast friends with Jagger, despite their tumultuous start. Jagger is a complicated soul. What do you think about him?
 
   7. Lawrence is a calm, intelligent Native American Angel-Child that Saint met in the second book of the series. They have a very close friendship now. How do you believe that he has helped Saint in his personal and professional life? 
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