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 Chapter One





  True Deliverance Divine Ministries




  “It’s been some months since I’ve taught the six-week course on temptation,” the old preacher began, “but I am still receiving a vast number of emails and phone calls regarding the issue. So here is what I propose: For the benefit of those who were unable to attend the entire six-week teaching, or for those who simply need a refresher, I will do a two-week recap, beginning with this morning’s message. However, I will begin with the last area of temptation I dealt with, which is the pride of life.




  “Interestingly, my brothers and sisters, this phrase is only found once in the bible, but the concept is closely associated to the ‘lust of the eyes’ and the ‘lust of the flesh’ and it is intricately woven between the two. It can be defined as anything that is of the world that leads to arrogance, ostentation, confidence in self, impertinence, boasting and outright rebellion. The Apostle John makes it clear that anything that creates the “pride of life” can be traced from a love of the world. And we are told that if anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. This may surprise you, but Christians have always been and will always be tested within these same three areas of temptation that both Eve and Jesus experienced.




  “Satan has no need to change his modus operandi, because he continues to be successful in his attempts. It behooves us to become well-acquainted with the tactics of the enemy and how to fight against them through the power of Christ. But again, I reiterate for the sake of clarity. We are often tempted through the ‘lust of the eyes’ – the insatiable desire to accumulate those things appealing to our sight, which often fill our hearts, our homes and storehouses for more, better and newer possessions. But before we recognize what is happening, we have already become ensnared by our lust, resulting in the hardening of our hearts to the things of God.




  “Then there is the ‘lust of the flesh’ – which involves the gratification of sexual sins, gluttony, the excessive consumption of drugs and alcohol, etcetera. This is just as lethally dangerous to the Christian believer, which the Apostle Paul warned about in the book of Galatians, chapter 5. He called it the ‘works of the flesh’. However, it is an exhaustive list that could help pinpoint our areas of weakness. I advise you to read the entire chapter in your spare time. But I believe the most malignant of these three areas of temptation is the ‘pride of life’ because it is the very sin that got satan kicked out of heaven…it is this impertinence that seeks to lift itself above all others and satisfy all personal desires…”




  The old preacher paused to wipe his mouth with a handkerchief. When he continued, he seemed to be looking directly at me. But this time I was ready to receive the Word of God with meekness. I had exhausted my options of trying to understand God’s will for my life and was wholly dissatisfied by a religion I lived based only on lip service. So not only was I ready to receive the Word of God, I was ready to be completely transformed from the inside out and to experience a life pleasing to my Savior. No more seeking my own way because it had gotten me in this messed up condition in the first place.




  But despite the preacher’s spellbinding discourse on the prideful inclinations of men’s hearts, my thoughts swayed toward that depressing conversation I’d had with Reuben the night before. I was so hurt that I literally cried myself to sleep and vowed never to speak of him or Taj ever again in life. Not only was I disappointed in Reuben for lying to me about his connection to Taj, I felt as if I couldn’t trust him anymore. That was the saddest part about this whole situation. The one man who I thought was the total opposite of men like Taj had failed the integrity test. I was doing my best to stay focused on the preacher and not give in to my tears, but snippets of Reuben’s voice continued to vie for attention.




  “Just spit it out, Reuben,” I’d demanded. “No more lies!”




  “Okay...okay…I will begin with the old woman. Her name is Betty Duncanson, the ex-wife of billionaire, Mathias Kinsley. Together they built a conglomerate of companies, including Kinsley’s Standard Oil and Kinsley’s Private Subsidiaries. Twelve years ago, Betty divorced her husband because according to my father, she couldn’t put up with his philandering ways. She dropped her married name and moved here to the Bahamas. Since then, Ms. Duncanson has lived a quiet life.




  “My father has been good friends with Mr. Kinsley for years. He was the one to whom my father had sold the beachfront property for twenty-four million dollars, giving my father the bragging rights of holding the largest sold property in the company. Of course, you have since then smashed his record, which I’m sure, will give you a huge push in the real estate industry.”




  I glared at Reuben, because he was stalling, for some reason. I was not interested in hearing about my success or the success of his father at the moment. Being deceived was a nasty feeling and I was not going to let Reuben stifle my anger by showering me with accolades.




  “Where the hell does Taj fit into all of this?” I snapped. “That’s the only thing I’m interested in knowing about.”




  Reuben cleared his throat. “You know him as Taj Brooks, but I know him as Taj Kinsley – the son of Mathias Kinsley and Betty Duncanson…”




  “Is this some kind of sick joke? I don’t believe you.”




  “It’s true, Sierra. Taj is a legitimate heir who will shortly become one of the wealthiest young men alive. Taj’s father is in his final stages of prostate cancer.”




  I barely heard a thing after that. For one, I couldn’t believe that the old lady Taj drove around was actually his mother and not just someone he simply worked for. At that moment, it didn’t matter the amount of money Taj was about to inherit. Because in my eyes, it didn’t make his lies look any better. I felt exploited by the way Taj had used his charms to ensnare my emotions. What was he going to do next? Hand me a million-dollar check as his final scheme to sleep with him? He certainly could afford it. God forbid if Taj thought he could run his games on me any longer! Not satisfied with Reuben’s explanation, I slid out of his bed to my feet.




  “Did you know he was driving around his mother and acting as if she was his employer?”




  “I had no idea.”




  I narrowed my eyes at Reuben.




  “I swear, I’m telling the truth,” he said in his defense. “I don’t even know why he’s using Brooks as his last name. Taj can be very evasive when he wants to be.”




  “It seems like you know him pretty well,” I said, “since the two of you looked pretty chummy in that photo.”




  “That photo is two years old,” Reuben explained. “We took it at Taj’s mother’s residence in Lake Cunningham Estates, several weeks before I’d left for Beijing.”




  “What was the occasion?” I inquired.




  “My father had sent me to take photos of the property that Ms. Duncanson wanted to put on the market for sale.”




  As Reuben spoke, snippets of my conversation with Jennifer began to replay in my mind – the one we’d had in Starbucks about my inquiry into Taj’s background. Some things she said back then had been an enigma to me, but now, I could see how some of it fit into this craziness I was hearing. To say I was stumped would be an understatement. Did Jennifer know that Betty Duncanson was Taj’s mother? Why would she make a statement saying that Taj had family in the Bahamas if he didn’t? Or maybe she was just regurgitating whatever evasive nonsense Taj had told her. I pushed those questions aside for later so that I could refocus my attention on Reuben.




  “So you’re confirming that you and Taj are more than casual acquaintances?”




  Reuben rubbed his head before he replied in a measured tone. “We hung out a few times, but I would not consider him more than a casual acquaintance. We crossed paths because of our fathers’ connection. He had called me for advice from time to time, but that is the furthest our ties have gone.”




  “When did you last speak to Taj?”




  “Does it matter?”




  “Of course it does! You looked me in my eyes and lied about all this. How do I know you’re not lying to me now?”




  Reuben sighed. “I’m sorry I deceived you, but I held back the information because I panicked. I was afraid of losing you to someone else. I know that was selfish and egocentric of me, but I’ve loved you since –”




  “I don’t want your explanation and I certainly don’t want to hear about your empty words of love.”




  “They are not empty words. I love you –”




  “When did you last speak to Taj?” I repeated, putting a stronger emphasis on ‘speak.’




  “Several months ago,” Reuben huffed.




  “I don’t believe you….I bet that Sullivan contract was part of your elaborate scheme to keep me for yourself! Now I know what your motives have been all along!”




  “The Sullivan contract had nothing to do with this,” Reuben said. “I recommended your services based on the merit of how good you are and how hard you had worked to achieve your goals.”




  “I don’t believe you!” I retorted. “You’re no better than Taj. Both of you are lying bastards!”




  Reuben closed in the distance between us, his shoulders slumped in regret. “Sierra, please, hear me out. I never had any intention to hurt you. You were so angry that day when I mentioned Taj’s name that I lost my nerve…”




  I flinched when Reuben brushed a strand of hair out of my face. I yelled, “Don’t touch me!”




  “I don’t blame you for being upset, but keep your voice down, okay?” Reuben paced away from me, resting both hands on the top of his head. He looked as if the entire weight of the world was on his shoulders, but I couldn’t care less. He continued, “I’m trying to explain the truth to you, but you’re not in the presence of mind to receive it.”




  I shifted my weight to the next leg and spat, “Try me.”




  “Like I said, I haven’t been in contact with Taj for months. The last time we communicated was through email while I was in Beijing. He wanted advice on dating a woman from the islands.”




  “Why?”




  “I don’t know. I told you Taj is evasive about the things he does.”




  I narrowed my eyes at him again. “Please tell me that you hadn’t anything to do with Taj and Jennifer getting together.”




  “Maybe indirectly…I don’t know. Taj had asked me to recommend some of the women I knew who had a good reputation.”




  “What do you mean by that?”




  “He didn’t go into much detail. He simply wanted a woman who was trustworthy. So I gave him Jennifer’s name and several other women from the office. Obviously, I didn’t tell him about you because…Sierra, I know this looks bad, but I need you to believe me. When I saw Taj at Jennifer’s funeral, I hadn’t any idea he’d gotten engaged to her. I spoke to him briefly at the church and even then he was being standoffish with me. Taj does what he wants and when he wants and doesn’t feel as if he has to explain anything to anyone. I’m not trying to put him in a bad light, but that’s the type Taj appears to be.”




  “You said you didn’t see Taj until the day of Jennifer’s funeral,” I told him. “How did you know Taj Brooks and Taj Kinsley were the same person?”




  “I don’t know. I guess it was Esther’s detailed description of him. I figured it out eventually.”




  I held the sides of my head and shook it. “You should have been up front with me about Taj’s true identity.”




  “I’m sorry, Sierra. But as lame as my reasons are, I was afraid I would lose you to him. He is set to become one of the wealthiest men alive…”




  “Would you please stop saying that? It doesn’t matter if Taj is rich and that he and his mother have been deceiving everyone. I’ll get over it. However, I had expected the truth out of you, because I thought you were different.”
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