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“ I will not be with you any more, except you destroy the devoted thing from among you.” Joshua 7:12
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To The Father 

“I missed you being in my life, Father. Yet, you have always been with me. Even-when I walked myself into danger, you never gave up on me. You guided the footsteps of my enemy to lead me back to you.” Amahle felt the warm wind blow like a loving hug around her. Her lips trembled as she continued to speak. I feel your love in the wind, hear your voice in the trees, and see your face in the clouds. I know I am loved. Happy Father’s Day!”

Special Thank You To:

G. Warren Brathwaite

King David

Sonia Lewis

Tangalayer Oates

Makeda Smith

Rodney Hunter

Gil Chasin

Uzoma Wilkie
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Chapter 1
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The Forbidden

Brody Dabney, a wealthy man, was engaged to Amahle Jackson. He pledged to support equal pay for women, an end to racial injustice, and support for the impoverished. His speeches reflected his commitment to a better tomorrow.

“Get up!” Brody glares down at Amahle.

Her long, curly hair was matted with blood and tears. She had had enough. Since eighteen, she searched and hoped to find a love like her parents had for a man to touch her with genuine love; yet all she saw were lies, pain, and betrayal. She believed she could love through rejection and abuse, and one day, love would love her back. However, it had not happened. She had given up a lot, hoping to be loved. Amahle had no more to give.

She used all her strength to push herself to her feet. “I’m done with you!” Amahle shouted, hoping that someone outside their penthouse suite would hear.

Brody lunged at her, using his fist to knock her to the ground. He then straddled her, wrapping his large hands around her neck. Amahle did her best to fight back. She clawed at his skin until the blackness took over and her body became limp.

Somewhere in North Florida.

His amber eyes peered into the inky darkness of the night. Something just didn’t feel right. Tokoda could feel it in the sharp, cool evening breeze. Although the air was colder this time of year in north Florida, there was a dark chill in the atmosphere that caused the pores on Tokoda’s arms to rise. As a warrior and guard, he used all of his seven senses to protect his people.

Tokoda rose to his feet, feeling the solid ground beneath him. His broad frame commanded respect, with his impressive six-foot-two stature. He was known among his tribe as a master of hand-to-hand combat, and his skill was unmatched among the warriors of his generation. His long, jet-black hair is neatly pulled back from his well-sculpted face, and his dark skin protected him like a cloak in the darkness.

He felt a presence approaching, but he couldn’t make out what it was. He stepped out of the shadows, and the full moon illuminated the treetops of the forest. Tokoda felt a chill run down his spine as a sense of foreboding filled the air.

He took in a deep breath. He could just about smell the stench of death floating in the air. The forest seemed to agree; An ominous mist seems to drift through the air. The old trees sensed a looming dread.

Tokoda’s heart skipped a beat when he heard the unfamiliar sound, so he quickly found a spot to hide from where he could investigate the source of the noise.

The crackling of dry, dead leaves beneath heavy boots could be heard. Tokoda peered through the branches and leaves of his hiding place and observed a man carrying a woman’s limp body through the woods. The stranger stopped at a clearing just thirty feet away from where Tokoda stood guard. He dumped the woman’s body on the ground and then walked away. Tokoda was confused by this man’s actions. He had seen shady things in the forest before. This was different, darker, menacing. The victim had an unusual air about them.

Tokoda watched carefully, weighing his options. It was forbidden for anyone to have any contact with outsiders. The elders insisted on this law, yet only an elder could give him permission. Getting permission at this moment is impossible.

His tribe believed in unity. Native people from the Miji, Olmec, Taino, Calusa, Arawak, and Khoisan created a unique blend of people. Despite their differences, they all found one common belief and learned to bring their unique gifts together for the benefit of all. They formed their own community and called themselves Niji.

They all referred to this continent as Turtle Island; a term forgotten in today’s world. Since the mid-1500s, they’d resisted European settlers. Tokoda’s tribe joined the rebel natives, who fought in many wars against European settlers. Eventually, Tokoda’s people went back into hiding, finding a rare cave system in northern Florida. In 1935, they avoided discovery by a group of men exploring the unusual Florida caverns. Still, their leader had led them deeper into the cave system and created a block, preventing further exploration of the cave. A new system was established, and the reconstruction of the cave’s entrance gave additional protection. Yet, the territorial guards kept them hidden.

Despite the well-established system, it’s only a matter of time before they are discovered. The year is twenty-eighteen. It was imperative for Tokoda to not allow the outside world in. Tokoda, however, could not keep his mind from thinking of this strange woman. He could sense she was still alive, but barely. Maybe he just needed to help put her out of her misery.

His instincts told him to sit still, so he did.

The strange man brought back a shovel and other unknown items. It took the stranger an hour to dig a two-foot-deep grave, remove the victim’s clothing and place the body in the grave. He covered the grave with dead leaves and then left an indent on a nearby tree to mark the burial site. He picked up the shovel from his victim’s clothes and began walking in Tokoda’s direction.

Tokoda’s heart raced, and he wondered if he would have to confront this monster. He had to protect the cave’s entrance. This was his job. It was his shift to protect the cave entrance from any wanderers. This man was getting too close to Tokoda’s liking.

Just as Tokoda was about to stand and attack, the stranger stopped and dug a second, shallow grave, and threw the shovel and clothes into it. He covered it with his bare hands and finished it up by covering it with dead leaves. Tokoda watched as the man walked away, disappearing into the woods. He listened and heard a loud roar and then a low rumble. He witnessed lights emerge, retreat from the woods, and vanish into the dark. Tokoda waited until the sound went away.

He stepped out of his protective space and peered over at the gravesite. Something was not right. He realized what had been missing  it was the spirit of death; the elders had told him about it. This shows a strong will to live. He admired this and could not resist the desire to rescue her.

He ran to the small mound of dirt, and the smell of turned soil filled his nostrils. As he began searching for her head, he heard a faint heartbeat, an encouraging a sound that pushed him to search faster. He revealed her head as she gasped for air, only to suck in the dirt.

She began coughing, and Tokoda worked to clear off the top half of her body while lifting her upright to help clear her lungs. He rubbed his hands together until the friction became heat. Then the heat became a lit ball of healing energy. He placed his palm with the glowing ball of power on her back where her lungs would be. She coughed until she spat out all the dirt that got into her lungs.

“You’re going to be all right. I’m here to help you.” Tokoda spoke to her in his native tongue.

The beautiful stranger wept as he worked on removing her from the grave. She was naked, dirty, and bloody. Yet, at her worst, Tokoda could see that she was a beauty captured in its innocence. As she gazed into the night, she collapsed into his arms.

He couldn't leave her despite it being forbidden to bring a stranger into their world. She would not survive in this condition. He lifted her and carried her toward the hidden entrance. Before he could make it through the tunnel leading to his tribe, he was stopped by tribal warriors who were also guarding the entrance. This was not a surprise to him; he was expecting it.

“What are you doing?” Kaga approached him with his spear pointed toward Tokoda. Kaga’s long dreads had slipped out of their bun, and despite being in the way, he refuse to lower his spear.

“I know it is forbidden, but I cannot leave her out there.” Tokoda adjusted the weight of the woman’s body. Doing his best not to let her slip out of his hands.

“Take her back there, and leave her with her own kind!” Kitchi held his bold stance, just as Tokoda had taught him. “We can’t allow this!” His voice was firm, but Tokoda could hear the weakness in his tone. He didn’t want to hurt a friend and the man who trained him.

The elder, known for his healing and prophetic skills, heard echoes while on an evening walk through the caverns. An elder made his way to the cave’s entrance. He heard Tokoda’s voice echoing off the walls, carrying the weight of the limp woman in his arms. The young men were now exchanging harsh words, and he could see Tokoda, who usually stayed quiet, was not retreating.

“What is going on here?” Songaa, the tribal elder, approached.

All the men fell silent as the elder took his time to reach them. The warriors lowered their spears and stepped back as Songaa stood before Tokoda.

“I saw a man bury her, but she is not dead!” Tokoda drops the words with an intense sense of urgency.

“No, she is not  not yet,” Songaa said, placing his hand on her forehead. “Why would a person throw away another person?” He brushed the hair back from her face. “Take her to the healer. The women will care for her, and then we will come to understand her purpose here.” Songaa stepped back to allow Tokoda entry. Songaa looked at the two young warriors. Although they were doing their job, he knew where his people had come from. This tribe was still a place of refuge for those in need.

Tokoda did as he was told by the elder. The healers cleansed and treated all of her wounds, horrified by what they discovered in her. Broken ribs, cuts, bruises, and the large handprints around her neck. She had been through a great ordeal, and everyone that looked at her felt nothing but compassion for her. This reminded them of why they had remained hidden from the world. This told them of the years of slavery they had observed.

After she was cleansed and fed, she was given a sedative tea to drink to relax her so she would sleep, giving her body the time it needed to heal. As she slept, Chief Tate, along with Songaa, Noshi, the medicine man, Tokoda, and his parents. All sat around an enormous cauldron filled with stew to discuss what should become of this woman. Tokoda was asked to explain how he came upon this woman and what drove him to do what he did. He was scolded by the chief for putting their people in this situation; however, the elder and medicine man stood up for Tokoda and found that his actions were admirable.

Songaa spoke. “For generations, we have remained hidden here, but this woman was brought to our doorstep. The Creator led her killer to that spot, right in view of Tokoda, for a reason. We can’t ignore this; we can’t turn away a woman who could be one of our own.”

“Why do you say this, old friend?” Chief Tate locked eyes with the elder, confused by his words.

“Many of our tribes have been lost for so long that the children do not know who they are. We can’t ignore this. The Creator brought her here and instructed Tokoda to take her in. We must obey. It’s because of the past disobedience that we are scattered and lost.” Songaa looks at the faces of the men before him.

“She is a young woman who has been through a lot. If we send her out into that world, she will be killed.” Noshi, the medicine man, now spoke. “If we adopt this woman, who will be her parents? Who will teach her our ways and accept her as one of their own?” Noshi looked toward Tokoda’s parents but both looked away, avoiding eye contact with him.

“I will take her as my daughter. I will teach her our ways.” Songaa, the elder, spoke up, breaking the odd silence.

“Your wife has passed on. You are old. How will you take on the responsibility of this woman who is not a child?” Chief Tate raised his thick, gray brows.

“I can see in her spirit she is longing for the love of a father. These things I can give her before I join my wife in the great after.” Songaa had read Amahle’s spirit. She also brought back memories of his late wife.

“Tokoda, you are the one who found her. You can make her your wife and teach her our ways. She is of marrying age — and you are well past it.” Tate tried to find a more reasonable option for the young woman.

Tokoda looked at both his parents; each gave him a warning glare. He bowed his head and then looked at the chief. “I think she should be with Songaa. I am only interested in marrying a woman from my tribe.” He knew his parents would not approve of him taking in the stranger.

“So, there we have it,” Songaa said. “I learned her name is Amahle, and she is now of the bear clan.” He glanced over at Tokoda. “She is now one of our own tribe.”

Tokoda got his not-so-subtle message and lowered his head. Everyone else agreed, and the chief ordered that Amahle be placed in the home of Songaa.

The next morning, Amahle was met with a throbbing headache that made the light seem bright. She whimpered in fright when an old man’s voice called out to her, and she saw him coming closer, a wooden bowl in his hands. As she sat up in her bed, her heart raced with fear and confusion. She glanced down and saw that she was bathed and had a clean bandage wrapped around her. She felt the softness of the leather dress she was wearing. The old man brought the bowl close to her, and she could feel the warmth of the liquid as she drank it. When she finished her drink, a wave of relief washed over her as her migraine disappeared. She felt the tension in her body release as the pain evaporated.

“How do you feel?” Songaa spoke in her language.

“Much better.” She adjusted herself in the soft bed. “Who are you, and where am I?” She looks at Songaa, then around the room.

“One of our people found you last night. You were in a pretty awful state, but you are alive now. My name is Songaa; I have adopted you as my daughter. I only hope to love and protect you, as any father would.”

“Adopt me, but I’m a grown woman, and ” she protested but stopped. “My father is dead  ” Her words hung in the air as she thought of her deceased father.

“I am not here to replace your father, but you will need guidance to thrive here,” Songaa offered to take the wooden bowl from her, and she placed it in his hands.

Amahle fell quiet as the old man spoke. Safe now, she reflected on the events that had led up to this moment. If she left this place, Brody, her now ex-boyfriend, would send one of his henchmen after her and make sure she stayed dead this time. She was clueless about how she got here and if it was safe in the long run. Part of her wanted to flee, while something deep inside her told her to stay.

“I don’t know what to do.” She confessed to the old man.

“Therefore, I have become your father,” Songaa said, giving her a warm smile with a twinkle in his eye. The old matchmaker had plans.

Something is not right, Amahle thought. No man smiled at her unless they wanted something.
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Chapter 2  
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Politics and Murder

Brody’s footsteps echoed on the stone tile floors of his penthouse suite as he paced, taking in the City’s view of Winter Park, Florida. He had taken a deep breath and steeled himself for the dreaded call. He decided this was his only option to cover his tracks. Brody frantically called the local sheriff’s office, his voice trembling as he spewed out the fabricated lie.

“How long has your fiancée been missing?” The intake officer cross-examined Brody, asking rapid-fire questions over the phone.

“Midnight on Friday was the last time I saw her. I thought she just needed air to cool down, so I let her leave.” Brody paused, taking a deep breath to let out a sorrowful whimper. “She’s my everything! I don't know where she went.”

“Sir, we will do the best we can. An officer is coming. Please sit tight and just stay calm. We will do everything in our power to bring your loved one home.” The intake officer placed Brody’s call as a top priority because of his position within the community.

A sudden pounding was heard at his condo’s door. Instinctively, he knew who it was. He ended the call with the officer and walked towards the door. The pounding changed to a metallic tap, and the doorbell rang incessantly. His cell phone alerted him someone was at the door, giving him a clear view of the security system who it was.

Keisha Sanders was ready to storm the condo and attack Brody. She had been Amahle’s best friend since childhood. Brody knew he would eventually have to face her;

Brody opened the door. “Keisha! Is she with you?” His blue eyes were drowning in his sorrow, his blonde hair was disheveled. Brody wore a light blue button-down shirt. The buttons were unaligned. He looked like a hot mess.

“You haven’t heard from her either?” Keisha looked at him, puzzled.

“No!” Brody broke down sobbing again.

“I have been calling her cell phone for days. She’s not here?” Keisha is surprised by what she was seeing and hearing. “Did you call her mom?” Keisha steps inside the condo and closes the door behind her as Brody steps away, turning his back to her.

“No, not yet. Friday we had an argument that ended in a full-blown fight,” he said, his fists clenched in frustration.

“Who did she catch you with?” Keisha knew Brody couldn’t keep his hands to himself.

He turned crimson. Spinning around, to glare at Keisha. Is Amahle's disappearance the only thing on your mind?”

“Maybe she left you for good!” Keisha locked eyes on Brody.

“Then why hasn’t she contacted you?” A slight smirk appeared on his face, a mist of arrogance now hovered around him.

Keisha looked away, her eyes searching for any sign of her friend. The condo appeared immaculate and clean, not in the shambles she had last remembered seeing. Two weeks prior, Keisha had rushed over to comfort her friend after Brody had beaten her again. There were broken vases, bloodstains on the carpet, and fist prints through the drywall. Everything has been repaired or replaced now. It gave the impression of a well-balanced home. “I’ll have to call her mom; let her know what’s happening. This is going to break her heart,” Keisha said.

“Maybe she simply left, as you said.” The police will be here soon. Stick around. I’m sure they will have questions for you.” Brody knew Keisha could help bear the weight of the conversation with the police. He would need her as a distraction.

“I just don’t believe this!” Keisha stepped away from Brody. “There has to be some clue to where she went.” She darted off toward the master bedroom.

Brody, startled by her sudden departure, followed close behind, fearful of what she might find. “What are you doing?”

Keisha tore through the room, searching for her friend’s cell phone. She removed the sheets, looking for signs of abuse. Keisha knew Brody beat Amahle, and she so desperately wanted to find fresh evidence. She searched the closets, bathrooms, kitchen, living room, and dining area. By the time she reached the balcony, the police had arrived. Keisha was in tears. Her best friend was missing, and she could not find the evidence she needed to prove that Brody was the reason.

They spent hours speaking with the police. The media caught wind of the local police department going to an up-and-rising politician’s home. Now, a media circus was in full swing. Keisha hated being in the spotlight, so she gave her statement to the police and left them with her contact information. She watched as Brody struggled to pull himself together. His entire staff was now around him, comforting him with soothing words and alcohol. She noticed his secretary, Marsha, taking an individual interest in Brody. Keisha noticed something else was occurring. For a man who spoke of equal rights and racial injustice, he only employed Caucasian men and women. Keisha recalled a conversation with Amahle. She was suspecting Brody of being a sort of double agent, and she pointed out how his words opposed his actions.

Soon, his campaign manager and crew arrived. A spokesperson was chosen to speak on behalf of Brody and delivered a polished speech, followed by a plea for Amahle’s safe return. All a farce. Brody thought he alone knew the truth.

Keisha walked to her car, reflecting on the weekend. The last time she spoke to her friend was Friday. Amahle was discussing her findings when Brody came home, drunk and covered with lipstick. Amahle disregarded this. Brody mentioned the article. Then the phone went dead. Keisha feared Amahle’s work could be deadly. One thing for which Keisha couldn’t find Amahle’s laptop. The laptop contained the essential files to reveal Brody’s misdeeds.

It was more than just Brody claiming to fight against racism, yet having most of his friends from well-known racist groups. There were forty-six police brutality cases that led to him. It had mainly been African American and Hispanic men. Amahle was a talented investigative reporter, but now she feared her friend had gotten in too deep. She struggled to come up with a solution to what plagued her. Would she suffer Amahle’s fate if she picked up the torch? Keisha would honor her friend’s sacrifices and expose the future mayor for the vile creature he is.

Tokoda sat uncomfortably in his parents’ home. His father seemed to be so angry that he could not speak. The look of bitter disappointment on his mother’s face was heartbreaking. He reflected on his choice to save an outsider. He wanted to save her. What was it about her that made him risk his people’s safety?

“Speak,” he became impatient with their silence.

“You do not tell us when to speak!” his father slammed his fist on the table.

Although it startled Tokoda, it was finally something better than the deafening silence. “I’m sorry for bringing shame and trouble to your doorstep. I will do whatever you ask to make up for this.”

“What can be done now?” His mother spoke firmly. “Shame has been brought on our house. Do you realize what others will say?”

“She would have died.” Tokoda tried to reason.

“And so what!” his father glared at Tokoda vehemently.

“You raised me to care for others,” Tokoda looked at the people who raised him. They were becoming more like strangers.

“We raised you to care for our people! Not the outsiders!” The words vibrated off of Dan’s chest, yet they were not his true feelings.

“She is one person. What harm can she bring?” Tokoda didn’t care to see his parents’ point of view.

“We have lived hidden for hundreds of years?” Tokoda’s father didn’t know how to get through to his son.

“Yeah, I know,” Tokoda leaned back from the table. “I’m still single!”

He stood from being seated with his legs folded under him and left his parents’ hut. He'll reach forty and remain single in two years. Dating had been a series of failures. His parents had insisted on picking his bride. Still, before the wedding day approached, the bride would run back to her parents without giving him a rational explanation.

“We must tell him about the curse.” Laura, Tokoda’s mother, spoke as she watched her son vanish into the village.

“No. If we can just get him married to one of our own, then the curse will be broken,” Dan, his father, said.

“We should have gone to the healer when he was young. He could have removed the curse.” Laura closes the door of their hut and faces her husband.

Dan looked down at his wife. “I took him when he was five. There was nothing that could be done.” He steps away from Laura, becoming lost in his own thoughts.

“You took him and didn’t tell me?” She placed her hand on his arm, turning him to face her again.

“I didn’t want to get your hopes up.” Dan lowered his shoulders. “This was my fault.”

Laura became quiet as images of the past flashed through her mind. She was filled with shame and guilt and then, finally, bitterness. She had sacrificed for her husband’s lustful desires, and now she was suffering in silence. Hope’s face appeared in her mind’s eye. A girl who was originally betrothed to her husband. However, Laura wanted Dan more. She could get Hope and her family banished from the tribe, but Dan still found his way back to her.

Thirty-seven years ago.

Her husband was thirty-three, and she was thirty. They had been trying to conceive their first child for the past ten years, but nothing was happening. Laura became embarrassed; she felt like a failure, and it was affecting their union.

Dan hated seeing his wife deteriorate and had no clue what to do next. His wife now refused to have sex with him and had completely shut down. He began sneaking out of the cave late at night, and eventually, fell into a summer fling with Hope, who had been banished weeks before their wedding. From what Dan knew, she had been accused of trying to kill Laura’s older brother. He discovered it was not true after Hope was banished and he married Laura, which was mainly out of guilt.  Dan was never certain if his wife had anything to do with the false accusations, but he kept his findings to himself.

Hope refuse to speak about who she suspected was behind the banishment of her and her family. Upon leaving the cave, her family was forced to live in separate shelters. Both her parents became deathly ill after catching a virus, and she was left an orphan to wander North Florida. She returned to the forest around the cave, built a shelter, and lived peacefully. One day, Dan discovered her camp while attempting to disappear into the woods. She was beautiful, fun, and different. Dan had given into his passion for her and they had conceived a child. He created a second home for them, outside, away from the cave. He planned to start a new life with Hope and leave his wife and his people.

Laura, who barely acknowledged Dan’s comings and goings, suddenly noticed her husband’s absence. She followed him late one night and discovered his secret dwelling and the woman for whom he was leaving her.

Hope demanded they go back to the cave, where they can have the baby safely, but Dan feared facing the consequences. Not only did he cheat on his wife, but he fell in love with a banished member.

As Laura stood in the pouring rain, hiding in the shadows, she watched her husband bring his son into the world and observed the joy he felt in his heart, holding his son. He leaned over Hope and kissed her passionately as he cradled their son between them.

It was Dan’s last kiss from Hope. The sound of her skull being crushed by a large stone was a sound he could never forget.

Laura stood over them. Her eyes seemed to glow a fiery, red rage as she threatened to crush his skull as well. Dan grabbed his son and held him to his chest. “Laura, no!”

Hope, clinging to life, opened her eyes to see her assailant. She realized that this was her lover’s wife. Dying, her son in her thoughts as the woman brandished the rock. “Please, don’t hurt them.”

Laura confronted the woman, her rage palpable. “I hate you!”

“Please, just don’t hurt them, please,” Hope is only thinking of her baby.

The baby cried out, and no sound could have hurt Laura’s heart more. She slammed the rock down on Hope’s head, giving her the final blow. Dan had never seen such rage from his wife and now feared for his life and his child. He stood to his feet as he cradled his crying son.

“I found her like this. We have the family we’ve always wanted. No one has to know!” Dan could only think of saving his son.

“You found her like this?” she croaked, knowing he was lying to her.

“Laura, please! Your anger is because of my actions. Don’t take it out on this innocent child.” Dan held his son closer.

Laura ruminated on the situation. She couldn’t kill her husband; there would be too many people to answer to.

"If we never leave the cave, we can forget about this," he said, eyes lowered. “I’m sorry. Whatever you want me to do, I will do.”

Laura paused before leaving the hut. Dan desperately needed to get the baby out of the pouring rain, so he followed his wife back to their shelter. She was sobbing while wrapping her arms around her midsection.

When re-entering the cave, they were approached by guards who did a horrible job of protecting the cave entrance. It was assumed that since Laura had remained hidden from everyone in the village; she had concealed her pregnancy and now they were returning from having the baby. Stunned silence was soon replaced by cheers for the couple.

Laura quickly pulled herself together and played the role of new mom to Hope’s son.

The curse they struggled to hide was the curse of murder. Later, Dan returned to the love shack that he’d shared with Hope. He performed a ceremony, burying her body and disassembling the hut. Dan truly believed that as long as Tokoda remained in the cave, he could control any misfortune that might come his son’s way. He feared in his heart that his son would one day
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