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Prologue


The day was scorching, but Toby barely felt the sun. The rays bounced off of his broad shoulders and slid down his straight back. He strode through the slave quarters with more confidence than it was healthy to have, and gave those who had no reason to smile a chance to flash their teeth as he passed by.


Two months. That’s how long it had taken him to finish. Sneaking into the woodshop at night when his wife and daughters were asleep, ignoring the burning and stinging in his hands and the dirt and cotton stuck beneath his fingernails, he had worked. He realized that he couldn’t simply make one—either Cia would throw a fit or Leah would fall into a tantrum, completely convinced that their father loved one sibling more than the other. No, he had to make two. And they had to be perfect, because his daughters deserved no less.


Night after night, he had carved and sanded, making sure the wood was smoother than silk. Then he had taken the material that his mother snuck out of the big house, and sewed it together like he had seen Farah do so many times. He used thin pieces of yarn for the hair, and dyed them black before he glued them, so the girls would know they were beautiful. And he used black ink to make the smiling faces. The night that he finished, he sat the two figures on the table in the woodshop and stared at them.


Cia and Leah had recently turned fourteen, and he’d seen the overseers glaring at them in the fields. It was merely a matter of time before he’d have to die trying to protect them, and he wanted to make sure they had something to remember him by.


His daughters would scream and jump with happiness, and he, at least for a moment, would forget that they were slaves.


The day was scorching, but Toby barely felt the sun. He strode up to his twin daughters as they ran in the grass surrounding his cabin. Farah sat and smiled at them, enjoying their laughter and absence from the cotton field. Old Man Talbert had decided that the slaves were not to work in the fields on Sundays, as it went against the Ten Commandments. Toby didn’t care about the Ten Commandments, but he loved his daughters. And so he had waited until Sunday to give them their gifts.


He didn’t see Old Man Talbert and his son walking up from the distance. The elderly man’s cane indented the ground as he made his way to the slave quarters, leaving remnants of his presence, while his son, months shy of twenty-five, strode proudly beside his father. Both could tell that it was Toby in front of them, even though they were quite a ways off. They could tell it was him from his stride. It had more confidence than it was healthy to have for a slave.


The old man turned around to the three young men following them. The Pritchett boys, Billy, Charles, and George, were the sons of an old lawyer and friend. The youngest of them was seventeen, and the oldest was the same age as his own son. Old Man Talbert’s voice shook with age as he spoke to them and pointed to Toby.


“There he is right there. You stay close on me, now. These niggers can be unpredictable.”


“Yes, sir,” the three men responded excitedly.


Talbert turned back to his son and held his hand out. His son handed him the rifle he was carrying, and he tucked it under his arm.


“You’ll be taking over this here plantation one day soon. You know that, right?”


“Yes, Father.”


“Are you ready?”


“Yes.”


“That young lady you’re courting, you planning on marrying her?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good. That’s the Lord’s way . . . get married, start yourself a family, raise your children right. That’s what I tried to do.”


“You did, Father.”


“Yeah, well . . . I’m getting old now. The Lord will be calling me home pretty soon.”


“Don’t say that . . .”


“It’s the truth, isn’t it? No use lying about it. Hell, I’m glad to go.”


Young Talbert stayed quiet. Even in his mid-twenties, the thought of his father dying still made his bottom lip quiver.


“That’s why I’m making sure to teach you all I know, son. That’s why I wanted you to come out here today. You can’t run the plantation effectively if you don’t understand how to deal with the niggers.”


Young Talbert turned indignantly to his father. “I know how to deal with the niggers, Father.”


“No, you know how to lay down with the wenches.”


With hot coals resting in his cheeks, Young Talbert fell quiet again.


“No use getting embarrassed, son. We’ve all been there. The Lord says a man falls seven times and rises back up.” Old Man Talbert leaned over close to his son and strained out a whisper. “What you think Pritchett sent them down here for? They ain’t looking for a housekeeper.”


Young Talbert glanced back at his three friends and grinned before looking back at his father.


“What I’m trying to show you, son, is that dealing with the niggers is no easy task. They animals, son. Walking, talking, breathing animals. They come from a place where Satan runs rampant, and if you don’t tame them right, they’ll bring the devil straight to your doorstep.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Now, Toby, right there, that’s a prime example. He’s got a feeling about him that he’s as good as a white man. You can tell by the way he looks at you. That’s nothing but the devil, son. You hear? That’s the devil, and it’s got to be stopped immediately. Otherwise, all the niggers will start thinking that way. And can you imagine what would happen if we had a field full of niggers who all thought they was as good as white men?”


“No, I can’t imagine, Father.”


“And you don’t want to, neither. So, here’s how you deal with uppity niggers.”


Toby watched as his daughters threw their dolls in the air, laughing as they caught them and spun them around. Toby’s mother, Elizabeth, had heard all the commotion and come around from her cabin. Even she was impressed with the craftsmanship of the dolls, and gave her son a hug as she watched her grandbabies laugh and giggle.


She was the first to see the five white men, and her gasp sucked all the oxygen out of the air.


For a moment, time stopped. Farah shot up from her seat and immediately jumped in front of her girls, who stood wide-eyed and frozen. Toby stood terrified, but with his fists balled and knees slightly bent, ready for anything.


Elizabeth knew there was only one reason why a slave master would venture into slave quarters on a rest day. A solitary tear ran down her cheek as her body began to shake, and she threw her hands up and fell to her knees. The force of her body hitting the ground forced out her scream.


“NAW!!! NAW, LORD!!! NAW, LORD!!!!! AHHHH-HHHH!!!!!!!!!”


Old Man Talbert nodded at the Pritchett sons as he leveled his rifle at Toby, daring him to move. The first of the sons rushed toward Leah, but Toby leapt into him, knocking him to the ground. He jumped on top of the attacker, preparing to pound the life out of him, but one of the other Pritchett brothers pulled Toby off and began to kick him. Toby jumped up, despite being kicked, and lunged at his second attacker, who tripped over a branch as he was attempting to run away. Toby grabbed his head and was about to smash it into the hard ground, but the butt of a rifle, swung like a baseball bat, connected with his temple and knocked him temporarily senseless. The explosions in his head began to die down in time for him to hear the gunshot, and through blurred vision he looked frantically at his wife, mother, and daughters.


It was not until he realized that they were okay that he began to feel the blood seeping from his leg.


“Kill him! You kill that nigger right now!”


Charles, having climbed up from the ground, pointed angrily at Toby as he looked at Young Talbert. “What are you waiting for? Kill him!”


The son looked at his father, then back at his friend. “Are you hurt?”


“What?”


“Are you hurt?”


“No, but . . .”


“Then I’m not going to kill him. He’s worth a few thousand on the auction block easy, and him being broken is invaluable for keeping the rest of the niggers in line. You want revenge? Grab whichever wench you want and take it out in her. But he stays alive.”


Old Man Talbert grabbed his son’s shoulder as Toby ground his teeth in pain. “You really do know how to deal with the niggers, huh?”


“Yes, Father.”


The old man patted his son on the shoulder proudly before turning to the Pritchett brothers. “You heard my son. Do as he says.”


George, the oldest of the Pritchett boys, stepped forward and looked menacingly at Old Man Talbert. “My father will hear about this!”


“Money is money, son. Your father will understand. Now go on and grab you a wench.”


The eldest brother tried to maintain his anger, but he realized Old Man Talbert was right. He took his menacing look and threw it over to Farah, who looked down at her husband as he growled in pain.


“Toby!!!”


“Shut up!” George stepped over Toby, kicking him intentionally, and walked straight up to Farah. Without warning, he punched her across the face, and Toby’s eyes went wide as his wife collapsed.


“NO!!!”


Toby’s cries caused his leg to catch fire. He couldn’t move, but he kept trying. And each time he failed, his wails got louder.


The Pritchett boys laughed as they overpowered Toby’s wife and daughters, striking them into submission. Elizabeth did her best to try and save her grandchildren, but a strong kick leveled her to the ground and left her struggling to breathe.


“When I’m through with you,” the eldest brother sneered at Farah as he yanked her up from the ground, “you’re gonna wish you never met that nigger.” He pulled her bleeding face up so that she could look into his eyes. “I want you to think of him when I tear you apart.”


That’s when Toby felt it. It started in his belly, a feeling like someone was trying to strike a match in his gut. He barely noticed it as he watched his family being snatched away. He was too busy trying to push himself up off the ground, trying, to no avail, to will himself to get up and snatch the rifle from Talbert’s son.


Then the match in his stomach ignited, and the explosion within him caused his entire body to jerk backward. The pain in his leg was gone, replaced by hellfire that began coursing through his veins, getting hotter with every heartbeat. He threw his hands to his head and began clawing at his face.


“AHHHH!!!! AAAAHHHHHH!!!!!”


Toby’s screams were so guttural that his wife and daughter stopped fighting their kidnappers, and instead looked horrified at Toby, who now had veins popping out of his skin as he writhed around on the ground. Elizabeth, having partly recovered from her blow, crawled over to her son as his shrieks reached a fever pitch.


She tried to grab him, but her arms stopped short as her mouth fell open. And just like that, Toby’s screaming stopped, and once again time seemed to stand still.


Slowly, Toby began to stand up from the ground. His leg still housed the rifle bullet, but it had no effect on him as he pushed himself up and stood straight in front of the white men. Young Talbert had his rifle trained, but he had a hard time holding it still. He noticed the same thing that Elizabeth saw while reaching for her son, and the same thing that froze the Pritchett boys where they stood.


Resting in Toby’s eyes, where there were once a pair of hard, determined eyes, were now two smooth, jet-black stones.


“What the . . .?”


The youngest Pritchett brother couldn’t finish his sentence. Before his last word could escape, Toby had leapt in front of him and smashed his fist down on the top of his head. The sound of cracking skull and pummeled brain matter echoed off the trees as the youngest brother shook in place where he stood, and then fell to the ground with a forearm indented in the top of his forehead. Immediately Toby turned to the middle brother, who let the daughter he was holding captive go.


“Shoot him!” Old Man Talbert yelled at his son, who let off two rounds. The first one missed. The second hit Toby in the shoulder. He smiled in response as he stepped toward his next victim.


By the time the middle brother could convince his legs to move, Toby was already in front of him, and he shoved his fist into the young man’s torso. His fist went in so deep that when Toby opened his hand and turned it upward, he was able to grab firmly onto the bottom of the brother’s ribcage. With moderate effort, Toby picked the boy up and slammed him onto his head. He still had a rib in his fist as he yanked it out of the brother’s body, which stayed upright for a few seconds before it crumpled to the ground.


With his face set hard and cold, Toby turned to George. “I am Abioye, son of King Amaru, and heir to the throne of Telemut. You will die knowing my name.”


Farah stared at the man that she thought was her husband. The accented voice that had emerged from his mouth did not belong to the man she married, and though her legs felt like they were strapped to boulders, she forced herself to take a step forward.


“Toby . . .?”


Her husband’s face turned to her, and the dark stone eyes caused her to hyperventilate. “No . . . your husband is . . .”


Before Toby could finish, three bullets struck his body. Two of them pierced his body, causing him to stumble, but recover with another smile. The third stuck him in the side of the head, and he fell to the ground, unconscious.


Old Man Talbert forced himself to hobble over to the body. “I . . . I’ll be damned if this nigger ain’t still alive! No blood or anything!”


Old Man Talbert and his son stared at each other in disbelief as the eldest Pritchett brother, his fear now having subsided, began mourning over his younger siblings.


•   •   •


Seven days later, Toby hung by his wrists in a steel box. The encasing was tall enough that Toby’s feet couldn’t touch the ground, and large enough for the local sheriff to walk in and ensure that the slave wasn’t dead. Judge Matthew Pritchett had gotten word about the death of his two sons, and sent the message that he wanted to be present to see Toby die for what he’d done. His trip would take six days, he’d notified the sheriff, and he fully expected for “that goddamned nigger” to be alive when he arrived.


By day three, the sheriff commissioned the local blacksmith, in the most immediate of terms, to build a steel box that could “trap the devil himself,” and to have it ready by day’s end.


•   •   •


The day Judge Pritchett arrived in town, there was already a mob ready for his command. The news of the murders had spread, though the fantastical parts were left out, and the townspeople were eager to see Toby meet the most gruesome end possible. There were only a few who lacked excitement—Old Man Talbert and his son, who had told the sheriff that they would be absent from the public lynching, George, the eldest Pritchett son, who had only spoken gibberish since the murder of his brothers, and the deputies who were assigned to watch over Toby during his time in jail. Ignoring the advice of the sheriff, one of them walked up to Judge Pritchett as he was tying up a noose in front of the drunk and rowdy mob.


“Judge! Judge! I . . . I think it’s somethin’ you need to know ’bout this here nigger! This ain’t no ordinary nigger, Judge! It’s somethin’. . . somethin’ straight outta hell gotta hold of ’em!”


The judge spun around, half drunk himself. His fury caused his face to turn bright red. “You damn right somethin’ outta hell got a hold of ’em! He killed my boys!”


“Sir . . . I . . . I think you should reconsider this, sir.”


“What? You don’t think we should kill this nigger for what he done?”


“No, sir . . . I mean, he ’serve to die for what he done but, Judge, you ain’t seen what we seen the last couple days . . .”


The judge held up his hands to get the attention of the crowd, but that did nothing to pull them out of their drunken stupor. Eventually, Judge Pritchett pulled his gun out of his holster and fired three shots into the air.


Everyone’s mouth shut as he put his pistol back on his hip and began talking. “Look here, fellas; we got ourselves a nigger lover!”


Immediately, the mob ignited again, and focused all of its attention on the terrified deputy, who began seeing his life flash before his eyes. Judge Pritchett’s wrath snatched him from his highlight reel as the lawyer grabbed him by his shirt and yanked him forward.


“You listen to me, and you listen good! That animal killed two of my boys! I don’t give a damn if that nigger made a pact with Satan himself, that black bastard is gonna die tonight! Now unless you boys know how to tie up a noose, or fancy gettin’ hung, I suggest you step aside . . .”


The judge let the deputy go with a shove. Once released, he looked at his colleagues, who all seemed to know that the sky was about to fall, though no one would believe them. Understanding that there was no use in trying to talk sense into the mob, they all ran home, put their families in their cellars, and prayed until it was over.


•   •   •


Elizabeth, having heard of Judge Pritchett’s arrival, snuck off the plantation amongst all the commotion. A few times she was seen, walking as fast as her aging legs could carry her, and would’ve likely gotten detained, but everyone knew she belonged to the Talberts and she had her papers with her. She was growing too old to be any trouble anyhow.


Forcing her muscles and bones to push forward, she had finally made it to the jailhouse, and the steel box out back where her son hung by his wrists, suspended in mid-air.


“Jesus!”


The stench inside let her know that they hadn’t taken Toby down in days. His waste lay pooled under him.


“Mama . . .?” Toby spoke in a strained, barely audible voice. He did his best to pick his head up. “Mama . . .?”


“Yea, baby, I’se here. Right here.”


“Mama . . . where’s Farah?”


“She . . . she done ran away . . . her an’ the girls. Ain’t safe for ’em no mo’, baby. Jus’ ain’t safe. They done good so far . . . ain’t been brought back yet . . .”


“Mama . . .”


Elizabeth stepped closer to her son.


“Mama . . . I got somethin’ ’side a me . . . can’t control it . . . I keep tryin’ fight it, Mama . . . but I can’t . . .”


Toby’s mother ignored the stench now, and walked close enough to her son that she could see the sweat dripping from his body. “I seen what you got in you, Toby. I seen it wid my own two eyes. Now dem white mens . . . dem white mens comin’ a’ kill you tonight. They gon’ make you wished you was dead long befo’ you die, too. Whatever it be that you got ’side you, no matter if it be from God or da devil . . . whatever it be that you got ’side you, you let it out this night! Don’ you fight it none! You lets it out, an’ youse take dem white folks straight ta hell wid you!”


The sound of the mob cut through the silence, and Toby knew they couldn’t be far away. “Mama . . . you go . . . now! Go now!”


Elizabeth hesitated.


“I loves you, too, Mama . . . now go!”


Elizabeth backtracked until she had stepped out of the metal box, and disappeared into the woods as the mob came over the hill, arriving at the prison.


•   •   •


An hour later, Toby’s mother would not have recognized him. His face had swollen to three times its normal size, and many of his bones lay cracked and smashed within his flesh. His right eye hung from its socket and bounced around on his cheek, and three of his fingers had been chopped off with an axe, and now choked him as they were stuffed into his mouth. Finally, four white men lifted his head and slid a noose around his neck. He could barely hear the laughter of the men around him, but the drunken camaraderie in the air, the brotherhood that inspired his mutilation, caused him to wish for death.


Once the rope was tight and secure around Toby’s neck, three of the men stumbled over to the other side of the oak tree, and began hoisting Toby up. Every inch felt like a foot, and Toby began to know what it was like to suffocate. He groped and clawed at the air as his feet left the ground, and the entire weight of his body pulled down on his neck as his lungs fought to expand.


The three white men, satisfied that he was up high enough, tied the end of the rope to the tree next to them, and watched Toby’s legs kick for the ground.


The lack of air was all he could see and feel. It was all he could comprehend. Though his remaining eye had gone wide with terror, he never saw the metal bucket that Judge Pritchett brought up to him. He never felt the liquid that was tossed all over his body. All he could feel was death, cold and heartless, creeping into his body.


And just when he thought it was all over, the fire inside of him and the liquid that rested on his skin ignited at the same time. Toby’s body now lit up the night sky, and Judge Pritchett laughed, completely unaware of his fate. The fire was much too bright, much too intense, for the aristocrat to see black eyes and a smile on a burning slave.


With a tug, the slave reached up, grabbed a hold of the rope that he hung from, and yanked down on it. It snapped immediately, and Toby’s body fell to the ground.


All the laughing stopped when the mob realized that Toby was standing up straight.


With a burning hand, Toby reached toward Judge Pritchett, who screamed and jumped backward into the mob, leaving two full buckets of flammable liquid behind. Quickly, Toby grabbed the two buckets and flung them into the mob.


As the propane landed on the drunken men, Toby sprinted into the crowd, igniting everyone he touched. Before long, everyone in the mob was afire, and the screams reached all the way into town, where the deputies hugged their families close.


Taking his time, Toby strolled through the crowd of burning men, taking each one out of his misery. He tore out hearts and ripped off limbs, smashed heads and crushed throats, and when he found his rage was still unsatisfied, he walked over to the tree that he had been hung on, ripped it out of the ground, and began beating the men into the hard earth.


Between the thunderous pounding coming from the woods, and the maniacal screams, the townspeople were convinced the times of Revelation had come. They prayed to be taken up to heaven with the Lord.


It wasn’t long before the arms of Toby’s body began to fail him. He was still aflame, but he refused to stop destroying his enemies. They would know his rage, and they would feel his wrath. And so he continued lifting the tree, and crashing it down, until his body, having burned too long, refused to function any longer.


Not having anything else with which to fuel them, the flames on his flesh began to die as Toby collapsed where he stood. With the uprooted tree lying on top of him, he used his last breath to laugh out loud, and he died.





PART ONE






Chapter One


“The country is all abuzz with the upcoming elections!” the female reporter spoke with emotional excitement. “In this historical time in American history, and no doubt world history, we are looking at the possible installation of the first African-American President of the United States!”


The newscast had been repeating every ten minutes or so, and Nathan had the scene memorized. The multicolored crowd jumped up and down in anticipation, while a large black bus pulled up and into the open park area, stopping far enough away from the cameras to give it an air of mysteriousness as it waited idly in the parking lot. The flashing of cameras provided a staccato beat for the masses.


“You can feel the electricity in the air! The Senator has just pulled up, and this crowd can barely contain itself! After his meteoric rise up through the political ranks, the Senator now is nothing short of a superstar! These people may as well be at a concert!”


Slowly, deliberately, the large door of the black bus swung open, and a walnut-colored man emerged, wearing a bright smile and waving at the people gathered. The noise level of the crowd doubled as it tried to push forward, but was held at bay by security guards.


“Here he is! Here he is, ladies and gentlemen, the man many hope to be the next President of the United States!”


The man walked forward and attempted to shake the hands that were groping at him. One younger-looking white lady held her baby out and over the barricade that had been set up.


Nathan grabbed the remote as the Senator grabbed the child and began to kiss it on the cheek. Shaking his head at the television screen, he held up the remote to change the channel, but realized that there would be nothing better on. He would much rather watch a black man on television being applauded than being arrested, but he’d seen so much of the latter that the former no longer made him smile. Defeated, he dropped the remote back into his lap and laid his head on the sofa.


His depression poured into the room like a high tide.


The television screen was the only source of light in the room. If the shades had not been drawn so closely together, he would not have been able to tell by the fresh light of the sun that a new day was beginning. Instead, he relied on the fact that he’d woken up at 6:30 a.m. every day since college.


He fit well within the dark mood of the room. The shadows from the pictures on the wall, the large table, and the plant by the window seemed to silently complement his pain. His disposition would scream to all who observed him that he was the loneliest man this side of the city line, despite the fact that there were two others in the house.


Standing, Nathan made his way over to the refrigerator. He was healthy-looking, with nice muscle tone, a lean build, and had salt-and-pepper hair and a moustache. People who saw him without a coat on tended to be surprised, and an attractive lady at the gym had once told him that his face added a decade onto his body. He walked tall and proud, despite his perpetually long face.


“A person may never meet you, may never say a word to you, but will automatically respect you because of the way you walk.”


Nathan remembered his father, Thomas Freeman, speaking as he, a seven-year-old boy, sat on his father’s lap beside a colored-only water fountain in rural South Carolina. Nathan had only recently learned to write 1960 on the headings of his school assignments without turning the six into a nine.


“No matter how you’re feeling, never walk around like you’re anything less than royalty. Besides, we got power in our blood . . .”


Now, even at fifty-five, Nathan had never forgotten. The sudden thought of his father struck a nerve in Nathan’s chest.


A half-hour or so passed, with the solitary man sitting by himself in front of the television, trying to place himself in an alternate reality. The sounds emerging from the smaller bedroom brought him back from his daydreams, and Nathan wished he could fall into the floor.


The man that emerged from the smaller bedroom was tired. Like every trial and tribulation he was meant to endure in life had struck him the night before. Although he knew exactly where he was, he was lost. His face was sunken in and his eyes were the same color as the fresh rose petals that hopeless romantics threw onto their beds before making love. It was apparent, looking at his size and his height, he should have weighed much more than he actually did. His clothes were shabby and torn, and although there was a refurbished bathroom right next door to his room, his stench hollered that he hadn’t showered in days.


For a while, Clarence tried to hide it from his parents, but two years ago it had proved useless. The constant rocking back and forth, the jitters and the incoherent stares couldn’t be ignored. For two years, Nathan had watched his son fade away like the final scene of an overly dramatic movie. And for two years, Nathan had tried to maintain the hope of seeing his son with a light in his eyes and a smile on his face one more time.


That hope was gone now, though, and the remnants of it burned like salt on an open wound.


“Uh, Dad, you mind lettin’ me hold onto a couple bucks?”


Nathan didn’t even turn his head. He looked into the television screen, trying to ignore the stench and the reflection in the television screen.


“C’mon, Dad, I ain’t gonna get messed up today, I promise. I’m gonna take the money, and go and get me a nice shirt, and find me a job. I jus’ need a lil bit a money to eat with; that’s all. I’m gonna go down and get me a burger, then I’m gonna go find that job. I jus’ need a lil bit a money, Dad.”


“Don’t call me that.”


“Huh? Call you what?”


“Dad. Don’t call me Dad. My son is dead.”


“Awww, c’mon, Dad. Don’t be like that. I jus’ need a few dollars . . .”


“MY SON IS DEAD! YOU HEAR ME? DEAD!”


Clarence stumbled back in surprise, feeling the kick in his father’s words, and retaliated in kind. “It’s a few dollars. Give me the goddamn money.”


Nathan focused back on the television screen. Right before he managed to zone out again, both he and Clarence heard movement in the larger bedroom. The one he and his wife shared.


“Aw hell . . .” Nathan whispered to himself. And before he got up and attempted to stop the inevitable, his wife found her way to the doorway.


“What’s going on out here? I heard someone shouting.”


Clarence quickly put on his most innocent smile. “Mama, can I have a few dollars, to get somethin’ to eat?”


Nathan could feel his wife’s heart drop.


“What happened to the job you were supposed to be getting, sweetheart?”


“It ain’t come through yet, Mama. But don’t worry ’cause I got another one I applied for. I’m waitin’ for the man to call me back. So I need a few dollars to get somethin’ to eat and get me a nice shirt for when I start the job, Mama.”


“Baby, why don’t you take a shower? Then you could put on some nice clothes, and I could even go with you down to get a new shirt. How’s that sound?”


“Naw, Mama, I can get everything myself. I just need a few dollars for it.”


“Come on, baby, let your mama take you to the store. Maybe we could even go and see a movie, like we used to do. Remember when you were—”


“Naw, Mama, I don’t remember. Now can I please get the money?”


The reminiscent smile on Sonya’s face slowly disappeared, and she looked down at the floor. “How long are you going to keep doing this to yourself, baby? How long?”


“Mama, can I please get the goddamn money?”


Sonya slowly shook her head. “Alright, baby, bring me my purse. It’s on the table by the door.”


Clarence found his mother’s purse and rummaged through it, taking every piece of money he could find. He tried to make up for this theft by lying to his mother, telling her sweet nothings that she would partially believe, throwing logic out of the window.


“Thanks, Mama. Thank you, thank you. And I really am about to go and get this job. Watch! Next time you see me, I’ma be a workin’ man. And I’ma give you all this money back, I promise. I just needed a lil bit for today.”


After he got what he needed, he quickly ran over to a coat lying in a heap by the door and threw it on. Then he opened the door and darted out, leaving it swaying behind him.


The disgust of Nathan and the sorrow of Sonya combined to create an air thick enough to choke on.


“Lord, bless our child,” Sonya said out loud as she closed the front door, as if God had entered as Clarence was leaving.


“You’re kidding, right?” Nathan turned his head and stared at her.


“Now, why would I be kidding about something like that, Nathan?”


“Assuming there is a God, why would He take the time to bless Clarence when you keep giving him money to shoot up with?”


“First off, Nathan Freeman, there is a God. You know there is. Now we may be on hard times right now, but don’t you go giving up on the Lord. The Lord hasn’t given up on you yet.”


“Spoken like a true holy roller.”


“Second, that boy has to eat. I will not have my baby starving on the streets.”


“He belongs to the streets now, Sonya. At some point you’ll have to admit it to yourself. He’s not ours anymore.”


“He belongs to the Lord, that’s who he belongs to.”


“Okay, look, Sonya. You begged me night and day to let him move back in with us and, eventually, I gave in. That was my fault. You begged me to help him out with clothes, with food, with everything, and I gave in. And my reason for doing it even went beyond you. I did it because, like you’re doing now, I hung onto this little ray of hope that Clarence would one day throw his needle in the river and go get a job at the bank. But it’s time to step into reality, sweetheart. Clarence is a crackhead. He won’t go to rehab, he won’t go get counseling, all he wants to do is sit in that crackhouse down the street and shoot up all damn day.”


“Nathan!”


“It’s the truth! And it’s time you accept it. The only way that boy is going to turn around is if he realizes that he has nothing. He has to realize on his own what he’s done to himself. And you make it impossible for that to happen. I can’t kick him out ’cause you’ll cry around the clock until I go out and find him and tell him to come back in. I can’t deny him any money because you give in and hand over your purse to him every time he asks. You are his crutch, Sonya. And as long as he has you, he’ll remain a crackhead forever.”


Sonya turned quiet and her eyes started to well. After she grabbed hold of her emotions, she shook her head, wiped her eyes, took a deep breath, and straightened her back, standing as tall as she possibly could. “I will not turn my back on my son.”


“Well, then say goodbye to him now. It’ll be easier than doing it when they find him overdosed in a gutter.” Nathan got up and started to walk toward the door.


Sonya’s eyes started to well again, and this time she let one tear fall from each eye. “It’s like you don’t even care,” she said with a voice that stopped Nathan in the doorway.


He paused for a few seconds, then turned around and faced her. “I do care. I care more than you know.”


He walked out the door and sat on the front porch. In an attempt to clear his head, he started watching the various cars go by, but ended up wishing he was in one of them.


Outside the air was crisp, and the sudden drop in temperature kept Nathan alert. He blew into his hands and then rubbed them together to keep them warm. He remembered that his father used to do the same thing during the winter. His father, Thomas Freeman, the man who would never let his chin drop lower than his Adam’s apple.


Beginning to lose himself in his memories, Nathan continued to reflect about his father, and then about his childhood, all the way back to the one-room schoolhouse down South with no windowpanes . . .


By age seven, Nathan had learned just about everything they had to teach him at the colored schoolhouse, and spent most days helping the teachers with the older students.


Thomas Freeman realized that his son was gifted. Though he had never gone to school himself, he made it a point to associate regularly with people who had, and Nathan impressed him more than his friends ever could. So when he found out that the schools up North were actually doing what the court said, letting white kids and black kids go to school together, he identified where his son needed to be.


“I’m sellin’ the land,” he declared to his wife, Martha Freeman, and his son on Nathan’s eighth birthday. It was a humid evening, and they were all gathered around the birthday cake that Martha had made earlier.


“We movin’ up North. I hear a black man got a chance to be somethin’ up North, and ain’t no better gift I can give my son than the chance to be somethin’.”


Martha and her son stared at each other with wide eyes. They had often talked at night, while Martha was preparing Nathan for bed, about what it would be like to go to the big city, telling make believe tales of dancing and stardom instead of bedtime stories. But they also understood how long their land had been in the Freeman family, how it had belonged to the Freemans even before slavery ended, and how promises were made from one generation to the next to keep it that way.


“We never had no genius in the family before,” Thomas responded, reading his family’s mind. He was made a father in his twenties, and took over the farmland after his poppa’s body was found face down in Chestnut Creek, courtesy of the local Klan chapter. The patch over Billy Johnson’s left eye was the gift Thomas’ father left for his son. They shared the same penchant of never letting their eyes touch the ground, and putting their pride over their safety. Until he realized his son’s potential, Thomas had accepted, and even anticipated, following in his father’s footsteps.


“My father would understand,” Thomas reassured himself and his family before directing his son to blow out his birthday candles.


Four months later, Nathan was an alien. He didn’t talk like the other students, he didn’t walk like the other students and, for the majority of the school year, he barely said a word. Neither he nor his parents had anticipated the level of depravity that it took to survive in the city, and they all began to yearn for the days of unobtrusive farm work. Those days were gone, however, and they all unearthed their ways to survive. Nathan’s was only speaking while in the confines of their tiny, one-room apartment, where things made sense. Outside of that, he refused to open his mouth.


The white teachers and students began referring to him as “that slow little Negro boy,” and the Negro students came to his aid more out of obligation than relevance. During a teacher conference that had taken months to get scheduled, Thomas and Martha Freeman stood dumbstruck while Mrs. Landey, Nathan’s homeroom teacher, told them that their son was probably retarded.


“I’m sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Freeman, I’m sure this is hard for parents to hear, but I don’t think your son belongs in this type of educational setting. There are exceptional schools designed to fit his specific academic needs.”


“And what are his academic needs, Mrs. Landey?” Martha Freeman had grown hard during her time in the city, though she tried her best not to let her family know. “You said it yourself, he does all the work! His grades may not be perfect, but they’re decent, right?”


“Yes, but . . . well, Mrs. Freeman, I have a class full of students, both Negro and white. I may not like it, but that’s the way it is, and I have to deal with that. It’s all I can do to stop my classroom from turning into a jungle, and the last thing I need is some mute little Negro boy twiddling his thumbs while I’m trying to teach . . .”


Thomas sat quiet, with his jaw set tight and his eyes narrowed. If the city had made Martha hard, it had turned Thomas Freeman into a creature. He’d realized very quickly that, in the city, pride could either get you murdered or make you infamous, and he hadn’t traveled hundreds of miles away from the Klan to get taken out by crooked cops or overzealous hustlers. Though it wasn’t his plan, he ended up making himself invaluable to Jimmy Jinx, the most infamous colored gangster in the city. His eyes would always focus on the blood on his hands whenever he tried to wash them, but he and his family were safe.


“You wait a goddamn—” Martha began, but Thomas put a hand on her shoulder while he stared at the teacher. She glanced at her husband, and then sat back in her seat, satisfied.


“When my son comes back to school, he’ll be talking. He’ll be talking enough for all the white boys you got, and then some. And believe me, he gon’ have some stuff to say . . .” Thomas leaned forward into Mrs. Landey’s face. “. . . but let me find out that he ain’t bein’ treated fair, or that you ain’t giving him the grades he deserve, and we gon’ meet outside this school building, you understand? Teacher or no teacher, I moved up here so my son could make somethin’ of himself. He got a problem, and we gon’ fix it. But if you get to be the problem, Mrs. Landey, then I’ma have to fix you. We understand each other?”


The tone of Thomas’ voice stopped Mrs. Landey’s voice from escaping. She nodded her head vigorously as she sat frozen in her seat. Thomas motioned to Martha, who gathered her things, cut her eyes at Mrs. Landey, and walked out with her husband behind her.


It was that night that Thomas Freeman sat his son down at the only table in their apartment, and shook his world.


“I’m gonna tell you a story ’bout one of the men in our family. If I’m countin’ right, he’s your great-great-great-great-grandfather. His name was Toby.” His father spoke as if it was common knowledge. Nathan wanted to laugh, but his father’s face showed seriousness that Nathan had never witnessed. Thomas took a sip of whiskey and reflected on the words that had been passed down through his family before he continued.


“They say all the men folk in our family get our pride from him. Toby was a slave, but he wasn’t no ordinary one. They say his granddaddy was royalty over in Africa. Brought that royalty over from Africa wid ’em, and passed it on down his bloodline.”


“What’s royalty, Daddy?”


“It means he was a king back where he come from. That made him royalty. Made Toby royalty, and make us royalty, too.”


“You mean we kings, Dad? Like, with crowns and everything?”


Thomas took another sip of whiskey. “Yeah, we kings, but this ain’t our kingdom.”


“I . . . I don’t get it . . .”


“It’s the reason your granddaddy got himself killed, and your great-granddaddy, and the one before that, too. Somethin’ ’bout having king’s blood in yo’ veins that don’t allow you to bow down, even to white folks. I’d probably be dead by now, too, if we hadn’t moved up North. ’Stead I, well, I turnin’ into something I don’t really want to turn into, but I got to in order to survive. You understand?”


“Yes, Dad.”


“Yo’ grandmamma, she always used to tell me don’t never get too angry. She say that royalty we got in us, it comes with some-thin’ else. Comes with a rage, a blood lust that we can’t control sometimes. That’s when she tell me the story of Toby.”


“So what happened to Toby, Dad?”


“They say that royalty in his blood come with something he ain’t know was there. One day the white folks come and try and take away his wife and little girls, and whatever was inside him come out. They say he killed those white folks as easy as you breathin’ right now, and even when they shot ’im in the head he still ain’t die. Couple days later the mob tried to lynch him, and yo’ great-great-great-great-granddaddy left every man in that mob wid a closed casket.”


“He killed them?”


“They say killin’ ain’t the word for what he done to those folks.” The father refilled his whiskey glass. “She told me that story when I was ’bout your age. She told me, and I ain’t believe her . . . ’til I moved up here, and realized the things I was capable of. Now I ain’t so sure she was making it up.”


Thomas’ voice trailed off as he reacted to the scenes that played back in his mind.


“Dad?”


Snapping out of his trance, Thomas turned back to his son.


“They say whatever Toby had in ’im, we got in us ’cause we from the same bloodline. The women in our family always used to tell me and my brothers never ever get too angry, or Toby might come for us, and we’ll get the night eyes. At least that’s what your grandmamma called it. Don’t never get too angry, she always told me, cause if you do, Toby’ll come for you. And if he get you, it ain’t no comin’ back. You destroy everything and everyone in your path, until finally you destroy yourself.”


“Dad, I . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about . . .”


Thomas Freeman slammed his hand down on the table. Nathan nearly jumped from his seat.


“You don’t have to know what I’m talking about! You got power in your blood that you ain’t ready to understand yet! So I don’t wanna hear about you being too scared to talk in school no more, you understand? You a king, goddammit! These people should be bowing at yo’ feet, worshipping the ground you walk on! You go into school tomorrow, you open up your mouth, and you let ’em know that!”


“But, Dad, I can’t . . .”


“I ain’t askin’ you, boy, I’m telling you! I’ll be in the school with you tomorrow, and I’ma stay long as it takes until I hear you speakin’! Starting tomorrow, you make yourself known!”


Dropping his eyes, Nathan stared down at the table. “Yes, sir.”


It wasn’t long before he felt his father’s index finger on his chin, raising his face back up. His eyes apologized for yelling, and Nathan forgave him.


“You never put your head down, and you never get too angry. You never lose control. Every man in my family lived by those rules, and you’ll be no different. You drop your head, and you disrespect your blood. You get too angry, and Toby might come for you.”


Nathan nodded his head at his father, and the room fell silent as both father and son contemplated the new information. Nathan began to stand up from his seat, feeling the heaviness of tomorrow’s task weighing down on him, but after a few steps he stopped himself, paused, and made his way back to the table.


“Dad?”


“Yeah?”


“Can you tell me the story of Toby again?”


Thomas Freeman smiled, recalling and reciting the story that his grandmother had told him, and that her grandmother had told her. Nathan’s stomach jumped with his father’s intonations, and though he was too young to realize that this was the story he’d been waiting for, he was old enough to comprehend that something was different when he went to sleep that night.


The next morning, Nathan told his father that he didn’t need to come with him to school anymore. It was the first time he had seen his father smile in months, and Nathan took that grin with him into the classroom and up to Ms. Landey’s desk.


“Good morning, Ms. Landey.”


“Oh my God! The mute speaks! Hey, everyone, look!”


The class stopped talking and Ms. Landey stood and motioned at Nathan. “The little black boy speaks! I guess you aren’t retarded after all.”


Nathan began to draw back into himself, lowering his head as laughter from the children began to fill the class. But he remembered his father, and he remembered Toby, and kept his head up.


“I’m not retarded, Ms. Landey. I just didn’t want to talk. I’ll be talking from now on, though, and I want you to know that I realize you haven’t been grading my papers. You’ve been marking them with Cs and giving them right back to me, the same way you’ve been doing with all the other Negro kids. I’ve got every paper you’ve ever given me, and I’ve checked each one with Courtney’s. We always get the same answers, but she always gets As, and I always get Cs. That’s not fair, Ms. Landey.”


The classroom was silent now. The black students began to nod to each other, while the white students stared at Ms. Landey, eager to hear her response.


The teacher’s indignation picked her up from her seat and she scowled as she glared down her whistleblower. “How dare you accuse me of such a thing, you dirty little upstart!”


“I’m not trying to be disrespectful, Ms. Landey; I want things to be fair. So does my dad. He told me to tell you that he’s willing to meet with you outside of school to discuss it.”


Nathan didn’t know he had reiterated a threat, but Ms. Landey’s pale face let him know he had struck a nerve. Her fear of Thomas Freeman quickly won over her outrage. She pointed for Nathan to sit down at his seat, took a deep breath, and began with her morning lesson.


Nathan brought home straight As from that day forward.


•   •   •


“Why don’t we go to breakfast?” Sonya peeked out the screen door at Nathan. “It’s been a rough morning. We should get out of the house.”


Nathan was jerked away from his memories, and hated his wife for a few moments before he turned and saw the sincerity in her eyes. “Why can’t you cook?”


“I don’t feel like cooking. We should go out. It might lift our spirits.”


Without excitement, Nathan stood up slowly and made his way back inside the house. He put on a pair of pants and a shirt, and looked at his long face and salt-and-pepper hair in the mirror. He still loved his wife, although it had become harder and harder to show it. He hoped that instances like these reminded her that she still had whatever heart he may have had left.


Sonya waited by the door as Nathan grabbed his keys. They walked out, one after the other, and he locked the door. After getting in the car, Nathan started the ignition, and just before he put the car into drive, Sonya turned toward him.


“Thank you.”


Nathan nodded slightly, shifted the gears of the car, and they drove off in silence.





Chapter Two


The night sky was peaceful, as if God Himself had put everything to rest after the sun had set. The stars shined bright in their set places in the sky, as the wind hummed the nocturnal soundtrack that would continue to play until the slightest of light rays broke through, indicating the dawn of a new day. The air up here was thin, like a strand of thread, and for a while it sat undisturbed in the peaceful dark, until first a grumble, growing louder and louder, and then an object, pierced through it.


Only something manmade could disturb such serenity.


The plane continued to make its way through the dark clouds, going hundreds of miles an hour. The occupants in the cargo bay were mysterious figures, with equipment hiding their faces as if they are ashamed of their purpose. The two pilots, sitting in the cockpit, directed their attention constantly from one gauge to another to another, making sure that all elements of the flight and the plane were conducive to the mission.


The three men in the back sat still, clearing their minds of everything else except the task at hand. This was how they were trained; to ignore all else, and focus solely on the successful completion of the objective. Attached to their clothing was tactical weaponry, and these men had mastered the use of each one of them. They had trained for countless hours in every environment imaginable, enduring conditions that would have easily broken any lesser of men. But these three had survived, and had shown themselves worthy of the task set before them. Even their slow, steady breathing reflected the hours of training they had completed. They were weapons; human robots programmed over and over again with the same simple command—complete the objective.


When the global positioning system in the cockpit showed that the plane had reached its destination, one of the pilots rose from his seat and walked toward the back. He told the three men that it was time, but they’d anticipated it, and had already rechecked their equipment to ensure that everything was in order. As if on cue, all three of the men stood together. When the pilot remaining in the cockpit was given the word, he pressed the flashing, bright red button in front of him, and the back hatch to the plane opened, revealing a screaming night sky. The wind, displeased with being disturbed, charged through the compartment with incredible force. The three men withstood it. They had been trained to. After going through the necessary preparation procedures, each of the men mechanically walked to the edge of the hatch, and, one after the other, jumped from the plane.


Their stomachs rose into their throats as they fell rapidly toward the earth. They put their bodies in the right aerial position to slow their descent, and after reaching the correct altitude, they pulled strings attached to their clothing and deployed their parachutes. They were now low enough to get a good view of their target. The bunker was well lit, and although they were still airborne, with the night vision equipment they could make out security personnel on patrol around the building. They landed softly, expertly in the bush on the outskirts of the bunker, and it was only after removing the equipment that was no longer necessary that one could make out the differences between the three men. Two of them stood out, their skin tone contrasting with the darkness. The other blended in well.


They moved through the brush with stealth, weapons drawn, and faces tight. They walked low enough to avoid being seen by any of the security, but high enough to keep aware of their surroundings.


When they came into close proximity of the first guard, the first of the three signaled to the other two to stop and wait. Then he snuck up behind the guard, who had been daydreaming for the past hour, quickly covered his mouth with one hand, gripped the top of his head with the other, and snapped his neck. After laying the guard down silently on the ground, he signaled for the others to continue following him. They were now at the target building, and each of them covered a particular direction, so as to make sure that all of their sides were covered. They made their way up the stairs and along the makeshift balcony. This was the entrance route with the least resistance, as they had already determined, and the door on the far side of the walkway was where they planned to enter. Everything was going according to plan.


Just as they reached the ladder that marked the halfway point between the steps and the entrance, two guards unexpectedly emerged from the door.


Initially the guards had been laughing, lightening the mood of the night, but as soon as they saw the three men, they immediately opened fire. The trio of operatives took cover positions and fired back, dropping the two guards fast, but not fast enough. Their weapons were silenced, but the guards were not, and the shots fired were sure to draw more guards to their location.


They ran for the door, knowing they must complete the mission as quickly as possible. After entering the bunker, they made their way down the stone stairs and stopped at the corner. They could hear footsteps approaching, and again, as if by cue, they each peeked around the corner and shot the approaching guards. They then started making their way down the hallway, toward the metal door where the American scientist was being held, but before they could get there a dozen guards came from around an adjacent hallway and began to open fire. The elite soldiers each ducked around a corner, narrowly avoiding the bullets aimed at them. The guards, after they stopped firing, began screaming something in a foreign language. There were too many people talking for the soldiers to translate, and they could only make out words and phrases—“enemies,” “kill them all,” “move the scientist,” “no escape.” Two of the three men kept their backs against the wall and held on tightly to their guns, but the third one, the black man, threw his gun on the ground.


“Tango, what the hell are you doing?”


The soldier didn’t answer. He took a deep breath and calmed himself, like he had done on the plane.


“X, you pick up your weapon, goddammit!”


Xavier didn’t answer; he waited for the right moment. And when the army of guards was close enough, he came from around the corner and struck the first one in the throat, crushing his larynx. Then he started attacking the rest of them, rendering most of them dead with one blow. Xavier kicked one in the knee, popping it out of place, then punched one in the ribcage with his fist angled, puncturing the heart, then back-fisted one on the side of the head. For a reason foreign to Xavier, none of the guards were shooting at him. They were all trying to attack him, and he was killing them one after the other. He was not tired, he was not fatigued; he was doing as he had been trained. He side-kicked one of the guards in the nose, then turned around and grabbed another guard’s arm, maneuvered around, and broke it. Then he popped out another one’s elbow, turned around and broke his neck. More guards were coming out from everywhere now, but Xavier could have gone on fighting forever. He smiled, knowing he was perfect in his combat, and there was no way he could be beaten.
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