
        
            
                
            
        

    
	An Ancestor from the Jelani Tribe has horrific plans for the future of the tribe. In order to pursue his plans and succeed, he has infused himself into Nathen’s life. This Ancestor wants Nathen’s son at any cost, and Nathen is helpless to stop him.

	 

	 

	Nathen and Authia are frantic to save their son. He’s injured, and Nathen’s and Authia’s gifts are useless in their desperate attempt to find him. They also discover that a spirit from their past is hindering any hope they have of finding their son. Against all odds, Nathen and Authia have the daunting task of finding their son before it’s too late. However, the search for their son is compromised by forces from not only their world but also from the Land of the Ancestors.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Africa, Congo Region, 1710

	 

	Lord Adeeowale surveyed the destruction that lay before him. The majority of the tribe’s huts were ablaze. The smoke that bellowed from the huts was so thick that it made his village appear as though the darkest evil had swallowed it whole. The terrifying truth of Lord Adeeowale’s assessment weighed heavy on his shoulders. His responsibility was to protect his people, and he was failing. Too many of his people lay motionless on the ground. The blood that once nurtured their bodies now carpeted the dirt they lay on. The Ancestors had released the Destroyer on Lord Adeeowale’s people, and he had no idea why. It was at war with the entire tribe and was too close to achieving its objective.

	The Destroyer had left the village, but Lord Adeeowale knew he would return. The Destroyer wasn’t finished, and the Ancestors wouldn’t retrieve him until every last tribe member marked for death perished. Lord Adeeowale stood next to the Gathering Hut as he scanned the tree line for any sign of the Destroyer. Lord Adeeowale was a formable man, and even before he became Lord, no tribesman would dare challenge him. Now, with his anger coursing through his veins, it made him appear even more intimidating. His animal skin loincloth, which covered him from his waist to just above his knees, was drenched in the blood of his fallen warriors. His face and body were also covered in a mixture of their blood, as well as his own. The blood from the wound on his right shoulder trickled down his arm, pooling in the hand that gripped his dagger.

	Lord Adeeowale took no notice of his injuries. He had an obligation that he took very seriously. He was the Lord of the Jelani people, and his responsibility was to protect his people. Most of his warriors were severely injured or dead. The children, women, and priestesses had taken refuge in the Gathering Hut. The tribe’s wounded warriors and those few who could still fight were also in the Gathering Hut. Lord Adeeowale made it clear to the warriors that they were to remain in the hut and protect those who could not defend themselves. He, and he alone, would face the Destroyer.

	The silence that engulfed the village was ominous. It was the calm before the storm. The Destroyer was infamous for leaving the area so that the village inhabitants were left with a false sense of security. However, that was not the worst that he would do. Lord Adeeowale knew the history of the Destroyer. It was something the Council of Five had created. According to the laws written by the Ancestors centuries in the past, the Ancestors themselves could not harm a Lord or Priestess. However, they could enlist someone or something else to inflict punishment and, if required, death. Because of this law, the Ancestors agreed that they needed something to keep the Lords and Priestesses in line.

	The Council of Five had given birth to the Destroyer, who was neither alive nor dead. If the Ancestors were displeased with a Lord or Priestess’s behavior, all that was required was an audience with the Council. The Council would then give the Ancestor a sealed clay pot which contained the Destroyer’s essence. After that, all that was required was for the Ancestor to return to their Realm and unleash the Destroyer. The Destroyer would walk unseen among the tribesmen until it found an appropriate host to contain his essence. Then he would meld his essence with the host. By doing so, he destroyed everything that made the host who he was, including his soul. The host that he had chosen for this battle was Lord Adeeowale’s closest friend and bravest warrior. Lord Adeeowale closed his eyes and slowly shook his head from side to side.

	I am so sorry, Adofo, but the only way to rid our village of the Destroyer is to kill him. And by killing him, I kill what is left of you. I take solace in knowing that only your shell exists. But by destroying your shell, I destroy any chance of making you whole. Adofo, please forgive me for what I must do.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	The Destroyer stood at the edge of the clearing, concealed behind a giant kapok tree. From his vantage point, he could see Lord Adeeowale. His lips curled upwards, creating a sinister smile. He had chosen this vessel because he knew Lord Adeeowale could not kill his best friend—or at least he would hesitate long enough to give the Destroyer the advantage. The Destroyer had taken liberties and killed far more tribesmen than he had been instructed to. Lord Adeeowale and the warrior Imani were the only ones marked for death. However, brutely murdering any member of the tribe gave the Destroyer so much pleasure. He had particularly enjoyed watching his victims suffer in pain before he would deliver the killing blow. Now, it was time to finish what he had started. The only question that remained was who he would kill first.

	The Destroyer walked into the clearing and smiled as he approached Lord Adeeowale. He had secured his dagger at his side with straps from his animal skin loin cloth. The Destroyer took a few more steps and then stopped. He wanted to play with his victims. He wanted his victims to cry in pain as they pleaded for their lives. But Lord Adeeowale wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He just stood and glared at the Destroyer, daring him to come one step closer.

	“So, my Lord, are you ready to confess your sins and take your punishment as it has been decreed?”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	“I know nothing of what you speak. I have not committed a sin, nor have I shamed my lineage.” Lord Adeeowale watched as the Destroyer took a few more steps toward him. He stopped about ten feet away. From that distance, Lord Adeeowale could easily see the gashes on the Destroyer’s torso and arms. None appeared life-threatening, and only a small amount of blood trickled from these wounds. Lord Adeeowale focused on the Destroyers’ emerald eyes, but all he saw was darkness. The shell might have resembled his friend—however, his friend no longer occupied his body.

	“You are cunning, choosing Adofo as your vessel. But do not believe for one moment that his resemblance will stop me from killing you.”

	“Do you think the Council of Five is wrong? Do you think the Council made a mistake in sending me here?”

	Lord Adeeowale was confused by the Destroyer’s comment. Why would the Council of Five have anything to do with releasing the Destroyer on his village? They had merely created it. It was the Ancestors who watched over the village that had the power to release the Destroyer.

	“The Council? The Ancestors are the ones that summon you. Not the Council.” Lord Adeeowale watched as the Destroyer’s expression went from sinister to that of someone caught in a lie. However, it only lasted a second, and then the Destroyer smiled as he took another step toward Lord Adeeowale.

	“Do not pretend that you know anything of the Council of Five or the Ancestors that ruled the tribe during the tribe’s creation. You, and all those that ruled before you, have followed the laws set forth by these Ancestors. Besides, it does not matter who sent me, only that I am here!”

	“Why are you here?”

	“Where you not listening? I am here to punish you for your betrayal. For your blatant disregard and disrespect for our laws!”

	Lord Adeeowale sensed that the Destroyer was becoming angry. Apparently he didn’t appreciate being questioned. Lord Adeeowale gripped the dagger he held in his right hand and stepped closer. “Tell me what I have done to warrant the wrath of whoever sent you.”

	The Destroyer snickered and took another step closer. “You know what you did. So shall we stop this game you are playing? Take your punishment as a true Lord would do. I promise that if you willingly give yourself to me, I will allow everyone hiding in the Gathering Hut to live.”

	Lord Adeeowale stared at the Destroyer only to have his friend stare back. If Lord Adeeowale wanted to win this battle, he needed to focus on the Destroyer, not his friend. “If I agree, will you tell me why you are here before you kill me?”

	The Destroyer smiled as he nodded his head in agreement. “I will show you.”

	Lord Adeeowale observed the Destroyer as he walked back to the edge of the clearing. He grabbed someone from behind a kapok tree and dragged him by the bindings that kept his hands secured. The body was limp, and Lord Adeeowale prayed that the person was unconscious and not dead. The Destroyer kept the body behind him as he dragged it through the dirt. Because of this, Lord Adeeowale couldn’t determine who he or she was. When the Destroyer was ten feet away, he let go of the bindings but remained in front of the body. Lord Adeeowale could feel the anger building inside of him. He wanted to charge the Destroyer and save whoever was lying on the ground. But common sense prevailed, and Lord Adeeowale knew that if he allowed his anger to guide him, then he sentenced all his people to death. “Is your prisoner alive?”

	“Of course she is.”

	“She?”

	Lord Adeeowale watched as the Destroyer grabbed the bindings that held her hands in place. Then he threw her body to the ground only a few feet away from Lord Adeeowale. The body was face down and was that of a woman. By her dress, he knew she was a warrior, and he knew exactly who she was. That knowledge caused Lord Adeeowale’s eyes to widen, and he felt as if he would be sick to his stomach. He dropped to his knees beside her and placed his dagger on the ground. He then gently turned her onto her back, and his worst fear became a reality. The warrior was Imani, the woman he had secretly loved for as long as he could remember. She had been badly beaten. Her face was covered in bruises, and her arms and legs were covered in injuries that were obviously inflicted by a dagger.

	He glanced up at the Destroyer, who was laughing at him. “Why? Why do this to her?”

	The Destroyer frowned as he shook his head. “You are a Lord. She is only a warrior. Did you actually believe that your love for her, and her love for you, would go unnoticed?”

	“Yes, we both love each other. But that is all it is. We have not taken it further. I am married to a High Priestess. I have not dishonored the Ancestors or my wife. So I ask again. Why are you here?”

	“Do you love your wife?”

	“Of course I do.” Lord Adeeowale picked up his dagger and stood between Imani and the Destroyer. “I am tired of your games. I will end this once and for all!” Lord Adeeowale started to raise his dagger, only to be interrupted by two of his warriors.

	“My Lord, you will not face this fight alone. We will help you end this once and for all.”

	The voices came from either side of Lord Adeeowale. When he looked over, he discovered that his warriors, Ekon and Massai, had joined him. Lord Adeeowale returned his focus to the Destroyer. “You want me, then I dare you to come and get me.”

	The Destroyer laughed. “I want you and her.” He pointed to Imani’s body. “Her death is close, as is the death of the two warriors that stand next to you. You, my Lord, I will keep you alive long enough to watch your beloved Imani die in excruciating pain.”

	Lord Adeeowale pointed his blood-drenched dagger at the Destroyer. “This ends now! I will watch you suffer, and I will be the one that inflicts the final blow onto you.”

	Lord Adeeowale and his two warriors charged the Destroyer. The Destroyer was gifted with the strength of ten men and the cunning of a great warrior. It wasn’t going to be easy to kill him. Ekon reached the Destroyer first. He plunged at the Destroyer with his machete but only managed to graze the Destroyer’s arm. The Destroyer grabbed Ekon’s arm and threw him at the other two as if the warrior was a rag doll. Ekon caught both men across their chests and knocked them to the ground.

	As they struggled to get up, the Destroyer retrieved Ekon’s machete that had been dropped on the ground and skillfully threw it at Lord Adeeowale. Lord Adeeowale grabbed the dagger that had been knocked out of his hand. But before he could stand, Massai threw his body over him, knocking Lord Adeeowale back onto the ground. Lord Adeeowale pushed at Massai’s body and called out his name but received no response. He managed to push Massai’s body off to the side only to discover a machete buried deep in his back.

	“Well, that is a shame. It is a waste of a good warrior.”

	Lord Adeeowale looked up to find the Destroyer standing over him. “You promised if I engaged you, you would not kill my people.”

	The Destroyer smiled as he shrugged his shoulders. “That may be true. But they chose to challenge me. When they joined you, they sealed their own fate.” The Destroyer straddled Massai’s body, placed his foot on Massai’s back, and retrieved the machete. He held the machete in front of himself as he watched the blood that once sustained Massai’s body trickle down the blade and drip on the dead warrior’s body.

	Lord Adeeowale decided to take advantage while the Destroyer was preoccupied with the weapon. Slowly, he started to stand, and as he did, he reached for his dagger. He glanced away for only a second, but it was enough. Lord Adeeowale felt the pain radiate through his body as the Destroyer’s foot connected with his chest. Lord Adeeowale flew through the air for at least ten feet until his body crashed against the ground. He landed on his stomach with such force that his face smashed against the ground.

	He knew his nose was broken, and he had difficulty focusing. Even when the Destroyer grabbed a handful of his hair and smashed his head into the ground, Lord Adeeowale couldn’t relate to what was happening. Again, the Destroyer smashed his head into the ground. He could hear the Destroyer laughing, but it sounded miles away. The Destroyer was speaking to him, but he couldn’t understand what he was saying.

	Lord Adeeowale knew that he had to focus to stay alive. He had to save his people and to save Imani. He had to get up and fight. Lord Adeeowale focused on the Destroyer’s voice. What was he saying? It was a name. Whose name?

	Lord Adeeowale tried to take a deep breath, but the pain was excruciating. However, the pain brought clarity to his mind, so he took another breath and then another. The pain that gripped his body was crippling, but it cleared his mind, and he could concentrate on his surroundings.

	He lifted his head ever so slightly and located where the Destroyer was. The Destroyer had his back to him and appeared to be talking to someone on the ground. Lord Adeeowale knew that some of his ribs were broken, and he doubted he would be able to stand his ground against the Destroyer. However, if he could surprise him, maybe he would stand a chance.

	Lord Adeeowale slowly lifted his head and searched for his weapon. It was too far for him to reach without drawing attention to himself. Ekon’s weapon lay close to his own, so neither was of any use. Lord Adeeowale laid his head back on the ground. He had no chance without a weapon, but even without one, there was no way he would go down without a fight. As he slowly sat up, he noticed Massai’s weapon was within reach. The Destroyer must have laid it on the ground while pounding Lord Adeeowale’s head into the dirt. Even though it hurt, Lord Adeeowale smiled. He had a chance. It was a slim one, but a chance all the same. If he was smart, he might get the upper hand.

	Lord Adeeowale slowly stood, trying to be as quiet as he could.

	The Destroyer still had his back to him. He was focused on the person lying on the ground.

	Lord Adeeowale felt the anger well up inside of him as he realized that it was Imani the Destroyer was focused on. Lord Adeeowale slowly placed the machete in the sheath located on his belt. Then, he repositioned the sheath from his hip to his back. “Get away from her! Hurt her, and I promise I will kill you!”

	The Destroyer turned to face Lord Adeeowale. He appeared amused by Lord Adeeowale’s threat. “I have already hurt her. Do you not see? She is broken, and she lies on the ground motionless as if she were dead.”

	Lord Adeeowale took a step closer. “Move away from her. She is only a warrior, not a priestess. Your fight is with me, not her.”

	The Destroyer snickered. “You are not in a position to tell me who my fight is with. I will decide who I kill and who I allow to live. I will kill you, but not until you watch me chop your lover into little pieces.”

	The Destroyer started to slowly walk toward Lord Adeeowale. “We shall see how strong she is. We shall see how many pieces I can remove from her body before she succumbs to the pain.”

	The Destroyer stood so close to Lord Adeeowale that he could feel his breath against his face. Lord Adeeowale squared his shoulders and took one step back. As he did, he discreetly placed his right hand on the machete’s handle. “Then you should kill me now. As long as I draw a breath, if you place one hand on her, you will be the one cut into little pieces.”

	The Destroyer smiled as he reached for the machete he thought was secured to his belt. His eyes went wide, and he appeared both angry and frightened. The Destroyer took one step back and quickly searched the ground.

	“Did you lose something?”

	The Destroyer looked upon Lord Adeeowale with so much hatred and anger that his face morphed into that of a demon.

	“I do not require a weapon to kill you!”

	Before the Destroyer took a step, Lord Adeeowale pulled the machete from his belt. Without hesitation, he sliced the Destroyer’s face from the right side of his chin to the left side of his temple. The severed flesh splayed open, almost splitting the Destroyer’s face in half. However, the injury didn’t kill him. Lord Adeeowale watched in shock as the Destroyer placed his hands over his face in what appeared to be a desperate attempt to hold the severed parts together.

	“This is not over! You will pay!” the Destroyer turned and disappeared into the jungle, leaving no trace of himself to track.

	Lord Adeeowale survived his injuries, as did Imani. For the remainder of his life, Lord Adeeowale always watched for any sign that the Destroyer had returned. As the years went by, that fateful day became nothing more than a blurred memory. Lord Adeeowale became complacent, and the Destroyer was no more than an empty threat. From age thirty, he lived as the Lord of the Lion People and was respected by all who lived within his village. However, hidden deep within his subconscious was a memory that tried to break free. A memory that would reveal the lengths the Destroyer would go to in his strategy for revenge.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Land of the Ancestors 2010

	 

	Serena wore her animal skin halter top and skirt that fell to just above her knees. Her bright red hair fell to her waist in gentle waves. She found Imani kneeling on the very edge of the Land of the Ancestors. Imani’s gaze was fixated on the darkness surrounding the Realm, and it appeared as if she were in a trance. Serena walked over to Imani and then turned her attention to Lord Adeeowale. His concern for Imani was not only evident but justified. He sat as close to Imani as he dared to. His loincloth rode high on his thighs, but he seemed to take no notice. His bare chest revealed his every breath, and though Serena wouldn’t admit to it, she could see the tears forming in the corner of his eyes. Lord Adeeowale’s connection to Imani was more than just friendship. But that, again, was something Serena wouldn’t admit to recognizing.

	For Serena to understand what was happening to Imani, she had to join her mind with Imani’s. Serena knelt behind Imani, closed her eyes, and tenderly placed her hands on either side of Imani’s head. Then she stared into the abyss that encompassed the Land of the Ancestors. However, it wasn’t the darkness that she saw. Serena had connected with Imani, and now Serena witnessed what Imani was observing.

	Imani’s mind had joined with the mind of the High Priestess Tamara. Serena was horrified by what she discovered. Dava, the son of Lord Zareb and High Priestess Tamara, was dying, and there was nothing they could do to save him. Lord Chike had told Serena that she had to get Joshawa to willingly go to the Valley of the Lion People. Serena believed that Lord Chike wanted Joshawa to reign as Lord of the Lion People, and he also wanted to have Dava banished from the tribe. Serena slowly removed her hands and glanced over to Lord Adeeowale. With tears forming in her eyes, she shared her discovery. “I know what Lord Chike’s purpose is. He has made Dava very sick, and soon, all that will be left of the child will be his body.”

	“For what purpose?”

	Serena stood and walked over to the edge. Carefully, she glanced down into the darkness. “Dava will be a vessel. A vessel that will be a host to Joshawa’s consciousness.” Serena turned and faced Lord Adeeowale. “I finally understand the extent of Lord Chike’s purpose for me. Joshawa cannot pass between realms unless he is a spirit. However, if he possesses a priestess’s essence, he can travel to wherever Lord Chike wishes him to be. He plans to use my essence.”

	“If you deplete your essence, what becomes of you?”

	Serena’s expression turned to that of disillusion. “He has promised that I will leave this Realm and join my family in the Land of the Spirits. However, I doubt that will happen. I know too much. He will destroy me, or worse, condemn me to the Realm of the Dead.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	British Columbia, Jenkin’s Homestead, 2010

	 

	Nathen stood at the edge of the clearing, focused on the Jenkins homestead. The evergreens and redwoods that encircled the homestead grew tall, and the scent of moss and evergreen permeated the forest. After years of neglect, the forest was doing its best to take over the open yard and the two cabins. Moss and vines had grown on the sides of the small buildings and reached high onto the roofs.

	Nathen crossed his arms over his chest, which accentuated his large biceps. His jeans clung to his thighs, which were often referred to as tree trunks. The wind mischievously played with his shoulder-length wavy red hair. The morning air was chilly. However, Nathen paid no attention to what was transpiring around him. His only chance to save his son had disappeared. The GPS he so desperately needed hung on a lanyard around Dameon’s neck, and he’d done nothing as he watched Dameon and Jax walk away down the mountain.

	His mind was consumed with what Adrian had said to him. He really wasn’t the person Adrian described. Nathen wouldn’t kill to serve his own agenda. However, to save his son, could he become the beast that had ruled his life so many years ago?

	There was a time when he thought it would be the right thing to do if he gave himself to the beast that tormented him. But then he discovered the cavern that was located high above Burwood. And that cavern had allowed him to be at peace. The whispers reverberating in the cavern sounded like angels singing to him, and the sweet music calmed the beast. It never lasted last long, and Nathen found himself climbing the treacherous face of Mount Serenity every day. Then he met Authia, and her love calmed the beast and eventually banished it so that it would no longer torment Nathen.

	Nathen closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. Then, without taking his focus off the cabin, he spoke to Adrian and Billy. “They’re gone. We no longer need to whisper.” Nathen turned to face Adrian. “Take Billy back home. Have Edward talk to him. I’m sure that this ordeal has been a strain on him mentally.”

	“Okay, but do I take him home before or after he checks out his old cabin?”

	Nathen whirled around to find Billy walking toward the larger cabin as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Billy had been raised by his brother in that cabin. His brother, Dext, was cruel to Billy. Billy was mentally challenged, which could have been the reason for the vicious beatings he received from Dext. Judging from Billy’s torso, the beatings occurred frequently. The most shocking revelation was that some very barbaric tools were used. Tools that only had one purpose, which was to inflict as much pain as possible. Even more troubling was that Billy was a large man with great strength. Mentally, he was a child trapped in a man’s body and unaware of his strength. But even then, one would think he would have eventually defended himself against his brother.

	Billy hadn’t seen his home since his brother died twenty years ago. And he made it quite clear that he never wanted to see it again.

	Nathen didn’t hesitate—he ran up to Billy and blocked his path to the cabin.

	“What are you doing, Billy?”

	Billy appeared puzzled, as if he didn’t understand the question. “Going to cabin.”

	“I can see that. But why are you going to the cabin?”

	Billy smiled at Nathen. “Need supplies to save Amelia.” Billy rolled his eyes at Nathen. “So silly.”

	Nathen was shocked at Billy’s response and could do nothing but watch as he continued to head toward the cabin.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Adrian leaned against a redwood tree while he watched the interaction between Nathen and Billy. Adrian slowly shook his head from side to side in disgust. Billy was nothing special, so why would he always get special treatment? Okay, he was mentally disabled. Big deal. Adrian had always considered himself not only the best-looking guy in Burwood but pretty much the best at everything. However, he never received the special treatment that Billy was afforded. Billy was just a pain in everyone’s ass, whether they wanted to admit it or not. At twenty years old, Adrian was a little over six feet tall, muscular, with blue eyes and blond hair. The boys and some of the men looked up to Adrian. Some of the adults were even intimidated by him. As far as girls went, he could have just about any girl he wanted. Unfortunately, the girl he wanted was in love with Joshawa.

	Adrian had no desire to follow Billy into the cabin. Trying to figure that guy out was a full-time job on a good day. What was going on now was way out in left field of a good day. It was bad enough that Adrian would have to deal with him on the trip back to Burwood. As far as Adrian was concerned, Nathen could deal with him now. Adrian watched as Nathen followed Billy into the cabin.

	All his life, Adrian had been told that Nathen was a freak, someone who only looked out for himself and wouldn’t think twice about killing you if it suited him. Adrian was beginning to doubt the stories he’d been told. But to play it safe, he would remain cautious when it came to Nathen.

	Once Nathen entered the cabin, Adrian walked about ten feet into the yard and then just stood there, taking everything in. The cabins were obviously old, but surprisingly, they were in decent shape. Curiosity got the better of Adrian, so he walked to the back of the smaller cabin and continued on to the larger one. There were no windows in either. He thought of what it would be like to sit in there in the winter for hours on end with no sunlight. Hell, it would be bad enough in the summer. Adrian shook his head as he thought of Billy being stuck in one of these cabins, being beaten by his brother, and he found himself feeling sorry for Billy. No wonder you’re bat-shit crazy.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Joshawa rested his back against Amy’s pet grizzly, a bear she called Alex. He watched Amy throw the carcasses from their breakfast into the fire pit. Amy was a contradiction in terms, and Joshawa was having difficulty figuring her out. Her blonde hair fell to her waist, and the ends were jagged as if she’d cut them with a knife. She had a slight build, and her facial features were best described as delicate. Sometimes she would come across as a sweet innocent girl, naive to the world outside of her cave. But she was also a girl who could fend for herself and knew enough about the human body and medicines to keep him alive. There was more to this girl than what she portrayed.

	Amy had placed the tin plates from their breakfast in one of the empty buckets and then turned to face Joshawa. At that moment, she gazed upon him with the persona of a little girl. “Is it okay if I check your wound?”

	“Of course. You’re the doctor.” Joshawa smiled as he thought of this young, naive girl holding a doctor’s degree. However, she had managed to save his life and tend to his injuries. So, a doctor’s degree wasn’t totally out of the realm of possibilities.

	Amy knelt behind him and started to delicately unwrap the bandage from around his head. She was always careful not to hurt him. Joshawa wondered how anyone who spent most of their life without human contact could be so compassionate.

	Joshawa gazed down at his hands, and he didn’t need a mirror to know that he resembled his father. People whispered behind his back all his life or told him outright that he was a freak. But Amy saw him for who he was. His features didn’t scare her or confuse her.

	Joshawa closed his eyes and envisioned another girl who treated him as a person. Tears started to roll down his cheeks. I promise you, Becca, if I survive this, I will tell you how much I love you. Joshawa opened his eyes and scanned the cave. Mother, father, why haven’t you found me? Why are you not melding with me? Is it because I’m not meant to survive this?

	Amy had finished unwrapping the wound. She stood and went to put the wrappings in the pot over the fire. “You’re not going to die.”

	Joshawa couldn’t believe what she’d said. “You mean my wound is not that serious.”

	“No.” Amy turned to face Joshawa. “You will survive. I won’t let you die.”

	“Can you hear or see my thoughts?”

	Amy chuckled. “No, silly. Alex told me.”

	Joshawa glanced at the enormous grizzly that Amy called Alex. “Alex told you?”

	Amy didn’t have to answer. Joshawa watched in disbelief as Alex nodded his head.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Serena, Lord Adeeowale, and Imani returned to their campsite in silence. Imani walked over to the fire pit and added a couple of logs to the dying fire. She then sat on the ground, her hands folded in her lap, and watched as the fire came alive. Serena and Lord Adeeowale joined Imani and decided to sit across from each other around the fire pit. Serena stared into the fire, oblivious to the flames that danced in among the logs.

	Her mind was occupied as it tried to sort out right from wrong and the consequences if she chose incorrectly. Serena knew that her companions were patiently waiting for her explanation. She was also very aware of what was at stake if she revealed everything she knew. Serena closed her eyes and gently shook her head from side to side. She was such a fool to think that what Lord Chike offered her would ever come to pass. Serena had sealed her fate when she chose to tell Lord Adeeowale her concern about who Lord Chike might be. There was no turning back, and once again, she had become the protector of those she hated so long ago.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Land of the Spirits

	 

	Lord Chike had been given an errand to do as if he were a lowly tribesman. He despised Lord Adeeowale for even mentioning that he should go to the Land of the Spirits. As if Lord Adeeowale really cared how many Ancestors should be allowed in the Land of the Ancestors. And to think Lord Adeeowale expected him to seek knowledge through the Council of Five. Lord Chike snickered. “You have a lot to learn, Lord Adeeowale, and it will be my pleasure to teach you.”

	Even though Lord Chike was annoyed with Lord Adeeowale, this errand had given him the excuse he needed to venture to the Land of the Spirits. Lord Chike stood by the Gateway and carefully scrutinized the village. The tribe members of the Jelani Tribe, upon their death, were afforded the luxury of living in the Land of the Spirits. Their acceptance was based on whether or not they had lived as decreed on the sacred scrolls that had been written when the Jelani Tribe was born. In Lord Chike’s opinion, the Land of the Spirits should be barren, and the Realm of the Dead would be home to these offenders.

	Lord Chike had to be careful that no one noticed him, because the Council of Five was the last place he wanted to be. Lord Chike didn’t exactly blend in with the tribesmen. He knew he was an imposing man, standing over six feet tall, and he weighed over two hundred and fifty pounds. Lord Chike grinned as he watched the tribesmen go about their duties.

	You will be judged, and you will know your place.

	Lord Chike quickly made his way past the village without being seen. Twenty minutes later, he arrived at the waterfall that cascaded into a large lake. He stood at the edge of the jungle and scanned the open area to ensure he was alone. The site before him was breathtakingly beautiful, with pristine waters and the vibrant colors of the jungle that bordered the lake and the falls. Tribe members and children were playing in the water at the far end of the lake, opposite the falls. Lord Chike could hear the children’s giggles and laughter from the adults, and the sounds of joy angered him. In his opinion, a great majority of the spirits that lived here didn’t deserve that privilege. But that would all change, and when his plan was executed, there would no longer be laughter, only the sounds of retribution.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Billy cautiously walked up to the cabin door, pulled down on the rope, then carefully pushed the door open. Even though he was confident that the evil no longer resided in the cabin, he would still be cautious. When he entered the room, a smile graced his lips, for what he smelled was not foul or rotting flesh. It was the smoke from the fireplace entwined with the aroma of bacon. Billy glanced around the room, ignoring the gear and clothing the hunters had left behind. Billy’s mind was in a different place, and as far as Billy was concerned, only he and his brother occupied this cabin. Billy carefully scanned the cabin, and as he did, he felt overjoyed because there were no signs of cruelty or fear. The only evidence that he and his brother lived here were the jackets on the wall and the steamer trunks on the floor under the jackets.

	Billy knew what he had to do to save Amelia. He removed the oversized jacket he was wearing. Billy then carefully folded it over the back of one of the kitchen chairs. Earlier, he’d stuffed the pockets with food and water. Billy gently patted the coat pockets to confirm that the food and water were still there. Satisfied that they were, he walked over to the two steamer trunks. Billy quietly stood by the trunks as he scrutinized both. He knew he had to be brave. He had to save Amelia, so he placed his hands between the trunks and pulled them away from each other. He grabbed the rope handle on the side of one of the trunks and pulled it away from the wall. Billy abruptly stopped as he let go of the handle.

	A memory from long ago filled his mind with fear. He wasn’t allowed to move the trunks or take anything from them. He knew that Dext would be mad, and he would punish Billy. As quickly as the fear came to him, it left. Billy smiled as he rolled his eyes. “Billy silly. Dext not here. Dext is dead.” Billy grabbed the handle and dragged the steamer trunk to the kitchen table.

	He opened the hinged lid and rested it against the table. The trunk was full of clothing that had been locked up for over twenty years. The pungent odor of mothballs used to keep the mice and insects away filled his nostrils. But even more potent than the mothballs was her scent. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath of the sweet perfume. His mind filled with images of the woman who had been so kind to him. He spoke to her as if she were standing next to him, “Billy keep promise. Billy save Amelia.” He opened his eyes and started to pull clothing out of the trunk.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen quietly stood in the cabin’s doorway as he watched Billy drag an old steamer trunk over to the kitchen table. Billy made no indication that he was aware of Nathen’s presence. To Nathen, Billy seemed to be miles away, as if he was all alone in his own little world. He spoke of a promise to save Amelia, and then he started to rummage through the trunk. Nathen approached him, stood next to the trunk, and watched as Billy carefully placed a pair of worn, tanned bib overalls on the lid of the trunk. He then retrieved oversized t-shirts and placed them on the kitchen table.

	“Can I help you, Billy?”

	Billy looked up at Nathen, and his expression was sincere. “Billy not need help.” Billy glanced away from Nathen and slowly scanned the room. Then, with determined strides, he walked over to the second trunk. Billy opened the lid with his left hand and held it against the wall. Then, with his right hand, he carefully rummaged through the contents.

	Billy pulled out a large backpack and placed it on the floor. Then he took his time as he carefully rearranged the clothes he’d disturbed. Nathen watched as Billy patted the top layer of clothing with the palm of his hand, then gently lowered the lid. He grabbed the backpack, and when he turned to face Nathen, he appeared surprised, as if he’d been caught doing something wrong. Billy glanced down at the backpack, then back up to Nathen. “Dext not know. Trunk is good.”

	“What will Dext not know?”

	Billy returned to the table and placed the backpack on the floor beside his trunk. He answered Nathen while he continued to pull clothing out of his trunk. “Not know backpack is gone.”

	Nathen was desperate to figure out what was going on with Billy. What was so important with the clothing? Nathen picked up the oversized bib overalls and noticed a label on the inside of the back panel. Written in black marker were the initials A.W.J. “Billy, were these Amelia’s?”

	Billy glanced up to Nathen, nodded his head, indicating they were, then returned his focus to the trunk.

	Nathen placed the overalls on the lid and walked over to the kitchen table. All the t-shirts and sweaters on the table had the same initials. “Were all these Amelia’s?”

	Billy placed the bib overalls on the table next to the rest of the clothing. He closed the lid to the trunk and then turned his attention to Nathen. “Yes. Amelia’s.”

	“Was Amelia family to you?”

	Billy snickered. “Yes. Nathen silly.”

	Nathen was surprised by Billy’s affirmation. As far as Nathen knew, it was only Billy and his brother that occupied the cabin. Nathen would have loved asking Billy questions about Amelia, but he thought better of it. Billy was in his own little world, and he was happy. There was no way Nathen would do anything to disrupt Billy and that happiness.

	Billy unzipped the backpack and held the opening against the table. With his right hand, he started stuffing the backpack with all the clothing. Nathen watched in awe as Billy knelt on the floor with the backpack in front of him. Billy was determined to get all the clothing into the bag. When he succeeded, the smile on Billy’s face was like that of a child who was proud of what he’d just accomplished.

	Nathen knelt on his haunches and rested his right hand on Billy’s left shoulder. “Good job, Billy. Not exactly sure what you’re doing, but I’m confident you’ll let me know when the time is right.” Nathen stood and helped Billy to his feet. “Do you need anything else?”

	“No, Billy good. We fix things, then go.”

	“Fix things?”

	Billy placed the backpack by the door, put the trunk back where he found it, made sure the two trunks were close together, and then used his right foot to erase all the drag marks left by the trunk. “Fixed. We go now.” He put the overcoat back on, grabbed the backpack, slung it over his left shoulder, and headed into the yard.

	Nathen stood in the middle of the cabin, dumbfounded by what had just occurred. Billy had been acting strange ever since they’d left earlier this morning. Nothing he’d said or done made any sense. This cabin was in every one of Billy’s nightmares. Just getting him to show Nathen where the cabin was had Billy hyperventilating. What had changed to make Billy so at ease now? Nathen took inventory of where he stood in his plan to rescue his son. He didn’t have the GPS, and there was no guarantee when Jax and Dameon would return. When they did return, what were the chances that Nathen would retrieve the GPS without incident?

	Nathen hoped Authia would have more success in her endeavor. She planned to use Becca as a conduit to reach out to Joshawa. Authia was sure that Joshawa had imprinted on Becca, and doing so would allow Authia to see what Joshawa saw.

	Authia’s melding abilities were second to none. However, Joshawa had to be alive and conscious for the meld to work. Nathen quickly scanned the cabin to ensure there were no signs of them being there. He watched Billy through the open door. “What do you have in store for us, Billy? I guess time will tell.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Adrian would have loved to check out the cabins but decided not to. Nathen had told him to stay put, and the last thing Adrian wanted to do was to piss him off. Adrian returned to the open yard, and as he passed the smaller cabin, his foot hit something that was lying on the ground. Adrian looked down and was surprised to discover what appeared to be the leg bone of a deer. He knelt down on his haunches and picked the bone up with his right hand. The bone was picked clean, and if Adrian had to guess, it had been lying around for a long time. He scanned the yard’s perimeter, and that’s when he noticed a slight opening in the bush not far from the smaller cabin.

	Adrian stood and headed toward the opening without giving it a second thought. When he reached the edge of the yard, he stopped dead in his tracks and stared at what lay before him. It was a graveyard of bones thrown haphazardly in an open pit. Adrian guessed that the pit was about six feet across. He walked around it, scrutinizing the bones and feeling relieved that, as far as he could tell, they all appeared to be animal bones.

	Adrian knelt on the ground at the edge of the pit. He placed the bone he was carrying next to him, and then he started sifting through the bones. Adrian wasn’t looking for anything in particular. He was only curious as to how deep the pit was. He’d already cleared dozens of bones when he found something unusual buried beneath them.

	Carefully, he cleared away some of the smaller bones, and that was when he discovered the skeletal remains of a human hand. Adrian’s heart started beating wildly in his chest. He glanced up, and from his vantage point, he could see the doorway to the large cabin. He couldn’t see Nathen or Billy, so he assumed they were still in the cabin. Adrian glanced down at the skeleton hand, then back up at the cabin. He considered calling out to Nathen, but something deep inside told him to keep digging.

	He had uncovered the person’s arm, shoulder, and part of the torso when Billy tackled him onto the ground. Adrian found himself on his back, staring up at Billy, who’d straddled him and was now sitting on Adrian’s stomach. Billy’s right hand was clenched into a fist and raised up, ready to deliver a serious punch. But that wasn’t what scared Adrian. The anger etched on Billy’s face frightened him beyond measure.

	“What the hell, Billy? Get off of me!”

	“She’s mine!”

	The last thing Adrian remembered was Billy’s fist as it connected full force with his face.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Authia sat back in her chair, absolutely giddy with excitement. The meld had worked, and now she could see through Joshawa’s eyes. Not only did she know that he was alive, but she also knew how to find him. She closed her eyes and sought out Nathen.

	Nathen, I have great news!

	I could use some right now.

	You’re on the right track. Find the bear, and you’ll find Joshawa.

	Are you certain?

	Yes! I was able to reach Joshawa with Serena’s help. I saw the bear through Joshawa’s eyes. You’ll need the GPS.

	Believe me, I know. I’m sending Billy and Adrian back to you. Adrian can explain everything when he sees you. You’ll need to take Billy to see Edward as soon as possible.

	Why? What happened? Is Billy okay?

	Physically, Billy’s fine. Mentally, I don’t even know where to begin. One moment, he’s scared to death about going anywhere near the cabin. Next thing you know, he’s inside rummaging through an old steamer trunk, saying he has to save someone named Amelia.

	Wow, this whole ordeal has really messed with him. I’ll have Hansen take Billy to Burwood as soon as he arrives.

	Thank you, my Love. I’ll wait for Dameon to return and then see if he’ll help us.

	You have a plan?

	No, not really. From here on in, I’m going by my gut, and my gut says Dameon’s the answer.

	Okay, but please be careful.

	I will. I’ll let you know as soon as I have the GPS. I love you.

	Love you, too.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Joshawa could feel the damp rag as Amy carefully cleaned his wound, and even though Joshawa still suffered from headaches, the pain associated with the injury was gone.

	“Is my wound healed? I don’t feel any pain.”

	“Almost. I don’t have to bandage it anymore.”

	“Thank you, Amy. I really appreciate all you’ve done for me.” Joshawa observed Amy as she submerged the soiled bandages in the pot of hot water that hung over the fire pit. He wondered if he should pursue her claim that Alex talked to her. Curiosity won out, and he ventured down that path.

	“Amy. What did you mean when you said Alex speaks to you?”

	Amy was pushing the rags under the water with a stick. She stopped and slowly turned to face Joshawa, her face puzzled. Then she smiled at Joshawa. “You’re so silly. Alex can’t talk.”

	“But you knew what I was thinking, and you said Alex told you.”

	Amy shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know what you’re thinking.” Amy turned around and continued her endeavor to clean the rags.

	Joshawa didn’t know what to think. Was he losing his mind? One thing was clear, and that was that he was on his own. He had to figure out a way to get home himself. He glanced at Amy and decided that maybe now would be a good time to remind her about his ribs.

	Earlier this morning, she’d been reluctant to help him. It was as if she didn’t want him to leave. Joshawa closed his eyes and took a shallow breath. If she didn’t help him bind his ribs, he’ll be in this cave indefinitely. Joshawa opened his eyes and glanced over at Alex. Even if she did help him, he would still have to deal with Alex.

	“Would you have some more material that we can use to bind my ribs?”

	It was almost as if she was ignoring him. Amy completely avoided the question and instead went to attend to his leg. Amy knelt on the ground facing his leg, and with her left hand, she gently applied pressure, starting at his knee and working her way down to his ankle.

	Amy didn’t even look up at him when she asked, “Does it hurt?”

	There was some pain when she applied pressure, but Joshawa decided that, for now, he would keep that information to himself. “Not really. You did a good job. I’ll be walking before you know it.”

	Amy glanced over at Joshawa, and the sadness that was so clearly expressed in her eyes and on her face struck Joshawa to his very core. “What’s wrong?”

	Amy quickly glanced down at Joshawa’s leg and didn’t attempt to look back in his direction. “I’m happy you’re feeling better.”

	“I sense a but.”

	Amy repositioned herself so she could sit on the ground and face Joshawa. Her eyes were focused on a large pebble she’d picked up from the ground, and she was now moving it from one hand to the other. Joshawa couldn’t tell if she was sad, frightened, or scared to say whatever was on her mind.

	Amy glanced up at Joshawa, and with her right hand, she tucked the long strands of her blonde hair that had fallen across her face behind her ear. “As long as I can remember, it’s only been me and Alex.”

	“How long have you been alone?”

	“Not sure.” Amy crooked her head slightly, and she appeared to be trying to remember something from her past. She returned her focus to Joshawa and shrugged her shoulders. “It’s been a long time.”

	“Do you know how old you are?”

	Amy looked as if she was searching her mind for an answer, but she shrugged her shoulders instead. “No. Do you?”

	“Yes. I’m nineteen.”

	Amy returned her focus to the pebble and was quiet for several minutes. Then she glanced up, and Joshawa knew that the girl who sat in front of him was both frightened and sad. Her voice was soft, almost timid, when she asked, “You want to leave?”

	Joshawa wasn’t sure how to answer her. It was obvious that she wasn’t looking forward to being alone again. How ironic, he thought. All he ever wanted to do was to run away to Grot. To run away from the people who loved him. All he wanted was to be alone. Joshawa wanted to be away from his family, but Amy had no choice. She was always alone, and she probably wouldn’t know any better if he hadn’t come along.

	“Yes, I want to go home. You know, Amy, you could come with me.”

	Amy appeared as if she’d seen a ghost. Her eyes went wide, her hands trembled, and she shook her head from side to side. “No! It’s not safe out there. The cave is safe.”

	Alex lifted his head and started growling. It was as if he knew Amy was upset. Joshawa felt such compassion for her that he ignored Alex’s warning and held his arms out to her. “Come here.”

	Amy was hesitant, but Joshawa continued to hold his arms out. “Please.”

	Amy moved close enough so that Joshawa could gently wrap his arms around her and hold her tenderly against him. She rested her head on his chest, and to Joshawa, it felt as if he were cradling a small child. Joshawa could feel the anger building deep within him. Whoever had left her here wasn’t expecting her to live. Joshawa couldn’t care less about the reason—she didn’t deserve this. Maybe falling out of a tree was fate, and it was meant to happen. Amy was his savior, and now he could be hers. “Amy, I promise that you and Alex can come with me when I’m well enough to leave the cave.” He cupped her chin with his fingers and lifted her face so she could see him. “Trust me. With Alex and me protecting you, I promise that no one will be able to hurt you.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen had just left the cabin when he witnessed Billy throw his backpack on the ground. Billy screamed no, then tackled Adrian to the ground. Nathen ran to Billy, grabbed his coat collar, and tried to pull him off Adrian. Usually, it wouldn’t have been an issue, but Billy was incredibly strong and far beyond angry. His anger fueled his strength, and even when Nathen pleaded for Billy to stop, his voice fell on deaf ears.

	Nathen had to be more aggressive, so he straddled Adrian directly behind Billy. Then Nathen maneuvered his right arm around Billy’s neck while Billy continued to pummel Adrian’s face. Using his left arm, Nathen grabbed his right wrist, which locked the neck hold in place. It still took some effort, but Nathen finally pulled Billy off Adrian. Nathen kept a firm grip on Billy’s neck while he backed up. Nathen wanted to put some distance between Billy and Adrian. But no matter the distance, Billy was still screaming about someone being his, and he continued to punch and kick even though he couldn’t reach the recipient of his anger.

	Nathen glanced over to Adrian, who lay motionless on the ground and was most likely unconscious. His face was smeared in blood, as were Billy’s hands. After several minutes, Billy started to calm down, and Nathen finally got his attention. He relaxed his hold on Billy. However, he didn’t want to release him until he was sure Billy would cooperate.

	“Billy, can you tell me why you’re angry at Adrian?”

	“She’s mine! He no touch her!” Billy screamed at Nathen while he tried to free himself from Nathen’s grip.

	It was evident to Nathen that Billy was still a threat to Adrian and had no intentions of calming down. Somehow, Nathen had to reach out and find the child within Billy. Nathen had never witnessed this side of Billy and knew there would be no appeasing him in his current state of mind. However, the child could be reasoned with, and the child would listen to him.

	“Billy, it’s Nathen. I want you to calm down.”

	“Let go! Now!”

	“I’ll let go as soon as you calm down.”

	“Adrian, bad!”

	Nathen figured that if he had any chance of calming Billy, he would have to take Adrian out of the equation. His first thought was to get Billy to the open yard. However, judging by Billy’s irrational behavior, seeing the cabin might make the situation even more tenuous. Nathen decided to take him deeper into the woods

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
\\ } 1; PHRTZ 8
CHRISTINE FRANCES





images/image.jpeg





