
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Once again, Nathen and Authia find themselves thrown into a battle, only this time it’s their son’s life they are fighting for.

	 

	 

	It’s been twenty years since Nathen and Authia left Africa to live their lives and raise their son, Joshawa, in the mountains of British Columbia. Tammy, Hansen, and their daughter, Becca, join Nathen and his family. Together they build a home for their families and live in peace. However, their tranquil lives are threatened when they discover that the Ancestors of the Jelani Tribe are not finished with them. A battle for dominance over the Jelani people has woven its way into Nathen and Authia’s world. Nathen and Authia stand to lose what they cherish most, and even their unique gifts cannot help them.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	I started writing one book, Lord of His People, with no aspirations that it would be anything more than one book. I had started this book years earlier but put it to one side to raise my children and run my business. I decided to bring the book out of mothballs and started working on it for no other reason than to prove to myself that I still possessed the talent and creativity to breathe life into my characters, to tell a story that would captivate my readers and leave them wanting one more chapter. Now, Lord of his People is a series, and four books later, I have accomplished so much more than what I set out to do.

	 

	My sister, Patrice, has played an integral part in the writing of my books. Her unwavering support and encouragement have given me the confidence to do what I love to do. Writing is my passion, and I wouldn’t be where I am now without Patrice.

	 

	I also owe my success to Jay, my publisher’s EIC of Devine Destinies. She believed in me and gave me the opportunity and the tools I needed to flourish. My editor, Laura McNellis, has taught me so much. Laura has played an essential part in my writing, and I can’t thank her enough for spending the time to teach me how to become a better writer.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Burwood, British Columbia, Canada, September 2010

	 

	The giant redwood stood majestically before him. The evergreens and other redwoods paled in comparison next to one of the oldest redwoods in the forest. This was his sanctuary, a sanctuary he named Grot—fer lot, which, in the language of a people he would never meet, simply meant cavern. His father, Nathen, had his own sanctuary in a cavern chiseled deep inside a mountain that rose high above Burwood. However, that wasn’t for Joshawa. He wanted nothing to do with his father and his safe places. Naming his sanctuary in the language of his people was Joshawa’s way of tormenting his father.

	Joshawa smiled as he gazed up at the substantial canopy of Grot. The branches of the tree swayed gently in the wind as if they were welcoming him. It was fall, and the leaves on the trees had changed their colors from greens to vibrant reds, oranges, and yellows. Grot was located north of his home and further up the mountain range. The air was much cooler here, but Joshawa took no notice. He had purposely left his jacket at home, confident in the knowledge that the arduous trek to Grot would keep him warm, and to be honest, he welcomed the cool air.

	Joshawa’s tree stood over two hundred and fifty feet high, and its girth at the base was at least twenty feet. The thick bark that encompassed his tree was scarred with long claw marks. At first glance, you would think they were made by a grizzly marking his territory. But as you looked closer, you would find that the marks continued up the tree as far as you could see, too tall for even the largest of the grizzlies that made these mountains their home. Joshawa knew what caused these marks, and as he held his hands in front of him, all he could think of was that he was his father’s son. Joshawa had wished many times that he would’ve inherited his mother’s traits and that he would appear normal. He had her dark hair that fell in gentle waves to his shoulders and her deep brown eyes, but the rest of him was all Nathen.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Amy had been hiding behind a redwood tree for what seemed like hours. The tree’s girth was not as wide as the stranger’s tree, but still wide enough to conceal her. She was sitting on the ground, her back resting against her tree. She’d wrapped her arms around her bare legs and pulled them tight against her chest in an attempt to ward off the morning chill. She rested the right side of her head on her knees, which caused her long hair to fall across her face. That annoyed her, and with her right hand, she tucked her hair behind her ear, hoping that it would stay in place.

	Amy closed her eyes and listened, patiently waiting for her stranger to arrive. She knew that he would come as he did most every morning, and she was prepared to suffer the chilled air for a chance to see him. Her reasoning was simple. Amy didn’t understand what he was, and something deep inside her told her she needed to know. Her curiosity brought her to this place every morning.

	As she waited for him to appear, she would always ask herself—is he like me, or is he more like the animals that roam these woods? Amy had barely pondered her question for a moment when she heard a noise coming from the direction of his tree.

	She sat up straight, and her back pressed firmly against her tree with her knees still bent toward her chest. Then ever so carefully, she peered around her tree.

	He stood at the base of his tree, staring up into the branches. From Amy’s vantage point, she could see him clearly. He appeared so much taller than she was. His body was very muscular, with biceps and thighs that were more developed than any other animal she’d ever seen. He wore a white shirt that was completely open, revealing his broad chest and narrow waist. Amy marveled at the muscles on his stomach that were incredibly pronounced. She sat back against her tree and lifted her shirt to reveal her stomach, which was flat and smooth. Amy lowered her shirt and peered back around the tree.

	She continued to watch the stranger that had crept into her dreams and into almost all her thoughts. His shirt sleeves were missing, and the pants he wore were so tight that she wondered if he could actually get them off. That was where the similarities to her ended.

	The rest of his appearance caused her to question his lineage. His face was slightly longer than hers, his cheekbones were more prominent, the bridge of his nose was wide, and there was a cleft in the middle of his upper lip. His hands were covered in a fine layer of hair, his fingernails were long, and after what she had witnessed so many times, she could only guess that they were very strong.

	Amy sat as quiet as a mouse as she watched and wondered.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Joshawa scanned the woods that surrounded him. He wondered if Africa was as beautiful as his woods and if it smelled as clean and crisp. He thought of the animals that roamed the jungle, and he was jealous that those animals could call Africa their home. He knew that he appeared very much like the majestic lion, just like his father, just like the people that lived in the village that his mother and father left behind. It was a decision his father had made, and it was a decision that Joshawa would never forgive him for.

	Joshawa gave his head a shake, then using his claw-like fingernails, he scaled the tree to the very top.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen sat on the swing that hung from the front porch of the log cabin that he and his family called home. He wore his jeans and a long-sleeve shirt to ward off the morning chill. As he gently rocked the swing, he allowed his gaze to wander, taking in all that surrounded him. The front porch was open and ran the entire width of the nine hundred and fifty square foot cabin. The area around the cabin was very well kept, with dozens of wildflowers and flowering bushes carefully arranged in among small rock gardens.

	For decades, their cabin had stood alone and mostly uninhabited until late 1990, when Nathen and Authia moved in. However, when they returned from their trip to Africa, they built a second log cabin so their friends could remain close. Hansen and Tammy’s cabin was built at the edge of the yard directly across from Nathen and Authia’s cabin. Tammy had initially wanted the cabin to face south, but that entailed taking down an extremely old redwood tree. The tree held special memories for both Nathen and Authia. The tree would remain standing, and the cabin was built far enough away so that it wouldn’t endanger the tree in any way.

	Nathen continued to scan his yard until his focus fell on that very redwood tree. At that point, he just stared off into the forest as if he were looking at a blank canvas. His eyes may have been unresponsive. However, his mind was filled with thoughts of his son and their relationship.

	In Nathen’s point of view, it was a relationship hanging by a thread. Joshawa had turned nineteen only a couple of months earlier. Even though it should have been a joyous occasion, Joshawa was unhappy. Not that Nathen could blame him, because he’d felt the same way at his age—the fear of never knowing love or never hearing the cries of his own children, that no woman would ever look upon him as anything but a freak.

	“You always overthink.” Nathen glanced over as Authia sat next to him, handing him a mug of steaming coffee. To Nathen, Authia was the personification of beauty. Even after all these years, she could still excite him with a simple smile. Her dark brown hair was just beginning to show signs of gray, and her brown eyes sparkled as she spoke. Her tanned complexion was flawless, and she had the most enticing figure. She was wearing an oversized gray sweater, a pair of blue jeans that complimented her figure, and her favorite dark blue sneakers. “He’ll be fine. He’s just going through a phase like any other boy who finds himself turning into a man.”

	Nathen returned his gaze to the forest. “He’s not like any other boy, or man for that matter.” He took a sip of his coffee then turned to face Authia. “I know exactly what he’s going through. I lived it myself. I’m beginning to believe that we shouldn’t have told him about Africa, about the Jelani Tribe.”

	Authia’s expression was that of disbelief. “How can you say that? You spent the first twenty-nine years of your life wondering who you were, wondering what you were. How can you deny your son that knowledge?”

	Nathen closed his eyes as he rested his head against the back of the swing. At least he’d had the opportunity to live in both worlds. When he decided to return to Burwood, he’d known firsthand what both worlds had to offer. His decision was sound, and he didn’t regret it. His only hope was to convince Joshawa to open his heart to Burwood. Only then would Joshawa know why his home was at Burwood and not with the Jelani Tribe.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Joshawa sat on the highest branch of Grot. The branch was so wide that he could barely straddle it. He surveyed his domain—a place untouched by civilization. The redwoods were rich in color, and the morning dew that blanketed the evergreens sparkled in the sun. Other than himself, only the creatures of the forest roamed these grounds. It was located so far north that even the inhabitants of Burwood didn’t venture here—a fact that Joshawa was incredibly pleased with. This place was his and his alone. The animals of the forest didn’t judge him. They didn’t whisper behind his back. Joshawa’s smile turned to sadness. Was his mother right? Was it only his imagination that Burwood judged him? He was aware that they watched him, even to the point of staring at him.

	Deep down, Joshawa believed they were laughing at him. That they considered him to be a freak of nature. As far as Joshawa was concerned, his mother honestly didn’t understand. Her features were normal, and she didn’t have to suffer the scrutiny of others.

	Joshawa stood and was about to climb down when something caught his attention. He was over two hundred feet off the ground, but still, he could see the floor of the forest as clearly as if he were only five feet away. He wasn’t sure of what he was witnessing. It moved like an animal hiding from whatever it was being hunted by. But it didn’t appear to be an animal itself. It stood on its hind legs as it moved with the agility of a monkey.

	Curiosity got the better of Joshawa, and he descended down the tree as he’d done a hundred times before.

	After reaching the ground, he knelt on one knee and examined the ground before him. The moss grew thick and lush, the pine needles and pinecones littered the ground, and the leaves from the trees had started to fall. All these conditions made it perfect for him to track whatever it was he saw.

	But what Joshawa found were not the tracks of a forest animal, but rather that of a human. They were small, child-like bare footprints leading further up the mountain range that towered high above the forest. He followed the tracks for only a few minutes, and then they disappeared as if the person had just vanished. He slowly turned as he studied the forest around him. However, there were no obvious signs that he was not alone.

	Then something deep inside of him told him to look up. There, in the trees, he could have sworn he saw movement. He started to head toward one of the trees, not taking his focus off the canopy, but then thought better of it. No, if he was going to discover who or what this was, he would have to be smarter than his prey.

	He turned and started to head home, knowing that he would come back tomorrow, sit in his tree, and wait. Then he intended to follow whatever it was he’d seen, only this time he would keep to the trees, out of sight. Joshawa smiled at the prospect of playing a hide-and-go-seek game. He ran toward his home, and with his powerful legs, he’d made the distance in less than half the time it would have taken an ordinary man.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Hansen stood on the porch of his cabin observing Nathen and Authia. He’d seen Joshawa leave earlier in the morning, and judging from Nathen’s expression, Joshawa hadn’t returned. Hansen felt for his friend because he was sure that loving a child who blamed you for his very existence wasn’t easy. Hansen and Nathen had become good friends on the first night they’d met. Nathen was over six feet tall, and he had golden-red hair that fell in waves to his shoulders. His facial features and hands were identical to that of his son. He was an imposing man with massive biceps and thighs similar to tree trunks. But Nathen, the man, was kind, compassionate, caring, and the best friend a person could ask for.

	As Hansen stood watching his friend, he compared himself to Nathen. He felt small next to Nathen, being a good four inches shorter and possibly fifty pounds lighter. However, even at one hundred and eighty pounds, Hansen knew every ounce was pure muscle, and he could handle himself in most physical altercations. He was proud of the fact that at fifty years old, he was in amazingly great shape.

	His black hair showed no signs of gray, and his brown eyes were sharp and clear. His wardrobe was simple, consisting of only jeans and t-shirts.

	Hansen reached down and picked up the ax that was resting against the cabin wall. He swung it onto his right shoulder, then walked down the porch steps and into the yard. He smiled as he approached Nathen. “That winter firewood isn’t going to cut itself. You helping, or not?”

	Hansen didn’t wait for a response. He just laughed as he headed to the back of the cabin where the stockpile of wood was waiting for them.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	A few minutes later, Nathen joined Hansen. Leaning against the woodpile were two axes—one for him and one for his son. As he retrieved his ax, he glanced over to Joshawa’s. A profound sense of sadness washed over him. He loved his son dearly, and he was afraid of losing him. He turned to face Hansen, who was placing a log on one of the three chopping blocks. “Joshawa should be here with us, not gallivanting in the forest.”

	“No worries. I’ll just let you work twice as hard.” Hansen laughed as he imbedded the blade of his ax into the log, effectively splitting it in half.

	“Seriously, Hansen, he should be here helping.”

	Hansen embedded the ax into another log then turned to face Nathen. “Look, Nathen. He’s a good boy. He’s just going through a lot of shit right now. He’s got a lot to come to terms with. Give him time.”

	Nathen sighed. “That’s what Authia keeps telling me. I’m just afraid that with each passing day, we grow further apart.” Nathen wasn’t expecting, or for that matter, wanting, a response. He just placed a log on the chopping block, and not another word was said as he and Hansen worked at creating a dent in the massive pile of wood.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Joshawa slowed his pace from a full-out run to a controlled walk as he entered the yard to his home. He stopped next to a redwood tree and gazed at Hansen’s cabin. In the background, he could hear the chopping sounds of wood being split, but that wasn’t what captured his attention.

	The sweet aroma of freshly baked pies filled the air, which meant that Becca was sure to be home. Becca was Hansen and Tammy’s only child, and she held a special place in Joshawa’s heart. She was only a year younger than he was, and to Joshawa, she was the most beautiful girl that he’d ever met. Becca was five and a half feet tall and had an hourglass figure. She had honey-blonde hair and the most dazzling smile. But the best part was that she looked upon him as if he were normal. She cared about him, and deep down, Joshawa hoped that just maybe she even loved him.

	He snickered to himself. I’m such a love-sick fool. But it didn’t matter how high the odds were against her ever truly loving him. All he could think about was her, and he would continue to court her, in his own way, until she told him to stop.

	As Joshawa headed toward her cabin, he drew a deep breath then slowly let it out. He hadn’t taken three steps when his mother’s thoughts filled his mind. She and his father could meld minds just like he could. His father possessed the ability to feel other people’s emotions, a gift that he passed on to Joshawa. However, his mother was so much more. She could see the past and future of a person with just a simple touch. She could hold an item in her hand and tell you who it belonged to, and that just scratched the surface of her gifts—gifts that Joshawa was in complete awe of. Unfortunately, the melding could prove to be a bit of a nuisance.

	And where do you think you’re going?

	Joshawa turned to face his cabin. Just going to see Becca.

	I don’t think so, young man. She’s most likely doing her chores as you should be. Your father and your uncle are chopping wood. I’m sure they would appreciate your help.

	Joshawa rolled his eyes as he sighed. Really? I wanted to go see Becca.

	It wasn’t a suggestion.

	Joshawa looked back over his shoulder at Becca’s cabin, then returned his gaze toward his own cabin. The tone of his response was that of defeat. All right, I’ll go.

	Joshawa, you should want to. Your father has done a lot for you. He loves you. Can’t you see that?

	I’ll go chop wood, but only because you’ve asked me to. All my father has done for me is to imprison me in a world that I don’t belong in. The conversation was over, and Joshawa went to help chop wood.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	There would be a fall celebration in Burwood today, and everybody contributed to the evening feast. Becca’s family contribution would be freshly baked pies. The scent of the freshly baked fruit wafted throughout the small cabin and into the yard. Becca’s hands were covered in flour as she helped her mother prepare the pie crusts. Becca’s hair was tied back into a ponytail, and she was wearing a bib-apron that covered her from the neckline of her t-shirt to just above her knees. She managed to keep the bottom half of her jeans free of flour. However, the short sleeves of her light blue t-shirt and her bare arms revealed traces of the white powder.

	As Becca placed a pie on the windowsill to cool, she noticed Joshawa heading toward her cabin. She smiled and was about to call out to him when he suddenly turned. He stopped for just a moment, glanced back in her direction, then headed back toward his cabin. Becca was disappointed as she watched Joshawa until he disappeared behind his cabin.

	She turned and went to retrieve another pie. “I just saw Joshawa. He started to head here, but then changed his mind.”

	Using the back of her right hand, Tammy wiped the flour that had sprayed up, covering the right side of her face. “He has wood to chop. Something I’m sure your aunt reminded him of.”

	Becca just shrugged her shoulders, then placed another pie on the windowsill. As she turned to face her mother, she laughed. “How do you manage to have more flour on you than you do the pie dough?”

	Tammy’s blonde hair was also tied up into a ponytail, and she also wore a bib-apron which covered her black tank top and blue jeans. However, unlike Becca, she was covered head to toe in flour. Tammy looked up from her pie crust, giving her a sarcastic look. “It’s not my fault if the flour has a mind of its own. But now that you mentioned it, you can finish. I’m going to go clean up.” Tammy rubbed her hands over the table in what appeared to be a futile attempt to remove the flour that caked both hands. Then she removed her bibbed apron and headed toward the bathroom.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Authia brought a chocolate cheesecake to Tammy and Hansen’s cabin. She’d spent the previous day baking apple, pumpkin, and chocolate cheesecakes. When Authia entered, she observed Becca placing two pies in the wood-fueled oven. “Good morning, Becca. I thought we would do a little taste testing.” She placed the cheesecake on the kitchen table then looked around the cabin. “Where’s your mom?”

	“She’s cleaning up. It’s going to take a while. She has more flour on her than the pies do.”

	Authia smiled at Becca. “You have the same sense of humor as your mom. You’re so much like her.” Authia walked over to Becca and wrapped her arms around her. However, it wasn’t the hug she expected. A series of visions bombarded her.

	She could feel the dampness of the cave. She could smell the mustiness that hung in the air. As a figure approached her, his laughter resonated off the cave walls. The sound of his laughter sent shivers down her spine. She tried to concentrate, to see the face of the man that taunted her, but her vision wouldn’t allow it. He came closer, his words echoing in her mind.

	You freak, I will have you mounted on my wall!

	His pace quickened, and when he reached Authia, he passed right through her. In her vision, Authia spun around only to find that the man was gone. Another voice filled her mind, pleading with her to save him. Her vision faded from view, but not before she witnessed her son lying on the cold dirt floor of the cave, contorting in pain.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Dameon shifted his weight ever so slightly. Even though he was perched sixty feet off the ground, concealed in the canopy of a young redwood tree, he didn’t want to take the chance of spooking his prey. He was sitting on a large branch with his legs dangling over the sides while he rested his back against the trunk of the tree. He chose this branch because he knew it would easily support his five-foot eleven-inch, one-hundred-and-ninety-pound frame.

	Before he left his camp, he’d dressed entirely in the same style of camouflage that hunters would wear. He’d painted his face in browns and greens and wore a black skull cap that completely covered his blond hair. He was aware of the fact that his deep blue eyes stood out against his painted skin, and he would usually wear dark contacts to conceal himself further. But that wasn’t necessary for this particular hunt.

	His weapon of choice was a compound bow with arrows, and they were secured to the branch directly in front of him. Once again, he raised his binoculars, increasing the magnification until the large Kodiak grizzly came into view. His partner Jax and he had been following this bear since late June. They’d found their prize north of their current location, higher up in the mountains. They knew this was the bear their client wanted, so they tagged it with an electronic tracker paired to their GPS.

	The bear was incredibly territorial and wasn’t venturing far from its comfort zone. So Dameon and Jax settled in, waiting while the bear gorged itself for its long winter hibernation. The bear fed for most of the morning, and it had found a secluded place to sleep for the afternoon. The bear would wake up late in the afternoon and feed until he went to sleep for the night.

	Dameon smiled to himself as he lowered the binoculars, placing them carefully on the branch in front of him. The bear was worth its weight in gold to him, which meant that this would be his last hunt. He could retire with the money they would make on this bear, combined with the previous few hunts. Not bad for someone who was only forty-five years old.

	Dameon rested his head against the tree trunk, closed his eyes, and thought of the events that had led him to this last hunt. He and his partner, Jax, were hunters for hire. They grew up together in southern Manitoba, and at an early age, they started to hunt together. First it was deer, caribou, bear, and moose. They hunted for food, and they hunted legally. But as they got older, the hunt no longer challenged them, and they sought out larger, more dangerous prey. The high they experienced as they killed their prey was not unlike that of a drug addict shooting up a syringe of cocaine. Like an addict, they continued to take on more dangerous prey to experience that high over and over again.

	Dameon and Jax traveled the world hunting any animal they were legally allowed to hunt. Their reputation grew worldwide, and soon the wealthy and privileged sought them out. They were offered large sums of money to hunt animals that were endangered or protected by law. And they accepted, hunting everything and anything, legal or not, as long as the price was right. Their current client had his own private zoo on an island he owned somewhere in the vicinity of Fiji. They didn’t know with any certainty the actual location, and that suited them just fine.

	Dameon and Jax were responsible for supplying the bulk of their client’s collection. And not one animal that they were hired to deliver was legal. This bear was going to be the client’s crowning glory. The client was a fanatic about bears and had every bear imaginable. Now he wanted one last bear to complete his collection. He wanted a grizzly, and not just any grizzly. He wanted a Kodiak, male and big. He was offering a bonus of fifty thousand dollars for every hundred pounds over the promised eight hundred. Another smile graced Dameon’s lips, for this bear was easily pushing a thousand pounds.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen swung his ax and sliced the large log in two as if he were breaking a twig in one fluid motion. He placed another log on the splitting block and glanced over to his son. Joshawa stopped his swing in midair then turned his attention to his father. He continued to stare at Nathen with a look of contempt while he embedded his ax into the log.

	“What?”

	Nathen placed his ax against the splitting log and walked over to Joshawa. “I don’t want to fight.”

	“Then leave me alone and let me...” Joshawa’s voice trailed off, and both he and Nathen stared at each other.

	Nathen could feel Authia’s anguish, and by the look on Joshawa’s face, so could he. They could feel her pain as if it were their own. Without saying a word, Nathen bolted for Hansen and Tammy’s cabin, with Joshawa close behind.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Becca smiled, eyeing the cheesecake as she placed her arms around her aunt. But just as she was about to hug her, Authia started shaking. Becca pulled her away and gazed upon her aunt in shock at what was transpiring in front of her. Her aunt’s eyes were open as wide as they possibly could be, tears were streaming down her cheeks, and she appeared as if she’d witnessed something horrific.

	“Aunty, what’s wrong?” Becca continued to hold Authia as she slowly crumpled to the floor. Becca sat next to her, holding Authia tightly against her chest as she yelled out to her mom. “Mom! Mom! I need you!”

	Tammy came running out of the bathroom, wrapping her pink knee-length housecoat around her. “What’s wrong?”

	Becca, full of concern, didn’t take her focus off Authia. “I don’t know. She hugged me, then she became really upset and would have dropped to the floor if I weren’t holding her.”

	Tammy sat on the floor next to Authia. “Give her to me, Becca. You go get your Uncle Nathen.” In the time it took Tammy to wrap her arms around Authia, the cabin door burst open, and Nathen rushed to Authia’s side.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Authia could feel Nathen as he wrapped his arms around her. She couldn’t stop trembling, and the fear that resonated from her very core was more terrifying than anything she’d felt before. She gazed up at Nathen, who looked upon her in anguish.

	“What happened, my love?”

	Authia watched as Joshawa joined his father, kneeling close to her. He gently placed his hand on her shoulder. “Mother, what’s wrong? What happened?”

	Authia pulled herself away from Nathen’s embrace and wrapped her arms around her son’s neck. She drew him close, not wanting to let go. She held on so tight that Joshawa had to place his hands on her arms and gently pull her away.

	“Mother, you’re choking me.”

	Authia removed her arms and placed her hands on either side of Joshawa’s face. “Were you in a cave this morning?”

	Joshawa appeared puzzled at his mother’s question. “A cave? No. Why do you ask?”

	“Have you ever been in a cave that your father or I don’t know about?”

	“No. I’ve never been in a cave. What’s going on?”

	“You must never enter a cave of any kind.” Authia glanced over to Nathen. “That includes your cavern as well.” She focused her attention on Joshawa and looked upon him scared and concerned. “Promise me that you will never enter a cave.”

	Joshawa’s expression was that of complete bewilderment. “Of course. Are you going to tell me why?”

	Authia lowered her hands, taking Joshawa’s hands in hers. How much should she tell him? How much should she reveal to either Joshawa or Nathen? She glanced over to Nathen, then back to Joshawa. Authia knew she had no options. She needed to protect her son.

	“I had a vision. When I hugged Becca, I was given a vision of the future. Your future, Joshawa.” Authia paused as she thought of what she’d just said. Slowly she turned to face Becca, letting go of Joshawa’s hands as she did.

	Authia suddenly realized that she received the vision of Joshawa’s future through Becca and not Joshawa himself. How could that happen? She glanced over to Nathen, and by the look on his face, she knew he was thinking the same thing. She returned her gaze to Becca. “Have you been in any caves?”

	“No. Never. Why are caves so important?”

	“The question should be, why did I receive the vision by hugging you? To be a conduit, you would’ve been present when the vision occurred. But I didn’t see you or feel your presence.”

	Nathen tenderly took Authia’s right hand in his, which caused Authia to turn her attention to him.

	“What exactly did you see?”

	Authia took a deep breath. “A man who I didn’t know, though something about him seemed familiar. The sound of his voice and what he was saying gave me shivers. But that wasn’t what scared me.” She turned to face Joshawa, her tears running freely down her cheeks. “I saw you lying on the cave floor. You were in pain, and you were pleading with me to save you.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Dameon had been perched in the tree for hours. The rumbling of his stomach told him that it was getting close to lunchtime. The bear hadn’t budged and wouldn’t for another couple of hours. He raised his arms above his head in an attempt to stretch out his back and neck. As he linked his fingers together and stretched his arms in front of him, he felt something hit his left leg. He glanced down to find Jax standing at the base of the tree.

	Dameon nodded at Jax, then unfastened his bow and arrows from the branch. He secured them to a rope that he’d tied to the branch when he first arrived. He then proceeded to lower the bow and arrows to Jax slowly. As soon as Jax had them, Dameon placed the binoculars in the pouch attached at his waist and headed down the tree.

	“You move like an old lady.”

	Dameon jumped the last five feet to the ground, landing directly in front of Jax. Jax was also dressed in camouflage with his face painted. However, his hair was as dark as night, so he had no reason to cover it. Jax stood three inches taller than Dameon and outweighed him by twenty pounds. Jax offered Dameon a canteen of water which he gladly accepted. As he handed it back, he smiled at Jax. “You sit in the tree for hours on end and see how you move.”

	“Would be better than you. How’s our prize?”

	“He’s pretty much settled in for the afternoon. His den has to be close.”

	“I agree. For the entire time we’ve been watching him, he hasn’t ventured very far.” Jax glanced back in the direction of the bear. “I know we’re pretty much isolated up here, but I still want to keep a close watch on him.” He returned his gaze to Dameon. “He’s worth too much, and we have too much invested to take any chances.”

	“How long do you want to keep watching him?”

	“He could easily put on another hundred pounds before he’s ready to hibernate. That’s another fifty thousand in our pocket.”

	Dameon knew Jax was right. But he also knew that with them being so high up in the mountains, the weather could change from one hour to the next. “We don’t have any cold-weather gear, and I don’t want to be caught up here in tents when it dips below freezing. Let’s bag him now, collect our bounty and call it a day.”

	Jax’s humorous expression turned to that of disapproval. “You losing your edge? Since when do you walk away from fifty thousand dollars? We’re staying. Besides, we may not have to be confined to a tent.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“I was scouting to the south and came across an old homestead. Looks like it’s been abandoned for years. There’s two buildings and an outhouse. Haven’t checked out the buildings yet, but they might be able to provide the shelter we need. So no more talk about ending this hunt. The hunt ends when I say it ends. Get your gear, and we’ll scope this place out.”

	Dameon walked over to a patch of low-lying shrubs and retrieved his backpack from underneath. He placed it on his back, then turned to face Jax. Jax’s persona was changing and had been ever since the rhino hunt in Java three years earlier.

	A ranger had the misfortune of running into them while they were crating the rhino. Jax didn’t even hesitate. He calmly walked up to the ranger and plunged his hunting knife into the ranger’s belly. Then he dumped the ranger’s body in an estuary to be eaten by the crocodiles that lived there. That was the beginning, and ever since that first human kill, Jax did everything in his power to have an opportunity to kill again. He purposely put their hunt in an area where they had a good chance of being discovered. Thankfully, the opportunity hadn’t presented itself since Jax killed the ranger. Killing animals did nothing for him anymore. Dameon feared that Jax would soon hunt people in his desperate search for the ultimate high.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Amy sat cross-legged in her cave, warming herself in front of the small fire she’d made. She held her soiled hands close to the flames finding comfort in the warmth. Her earlier romp in the forest had chilled her to her very core. It didn’t help that she only wore shorts that were too small for her, barely covering her buttocks. The tank top she wore was made of satin and resembled a camisole. It had been a lovely shade of peach at one time, but now it was soiled and stained. Unlike the shorts, the camisole was too big for her tiny frame. Her hair fell to her slim waist, and she knew her eyes revealed the emptiness that she felt. She hadn’t spoken to another person since she’d been left alone in the cave she now called home. All she knew, all she could remember, was that she was to be as quiet as a mouse. That there was an evil waiting for her in the forest—an evil that would hurt her. She was to remain in the cave and wait for the return of the man who’d left her there.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen sat at the edge of his bed, watching as Authia slept. She was on her side with her back facing Nathen. Authia seemed so peaceful, as if she was unaware of the events that transpired not two hours earlier. Gently, he ran his hand along her face, then pulled the duvet over her bare shoulder. Authia had decided to change before she went to bed and was now wearing a white tank top and a pair of black sweats.

	Ever since Authia had been a part of Nathen’s life, she’d experienced many visions. Still, none had affected her as significantly as this one. Nathen harbored no doubt that his son was in danger. But would protecting him be as simple as keeping him from entering a cave? Nathen was distracted from his thoughts as Joshawa entered the room. He’d changed his shirt and now wore a dark blue hoodie. Nathen watched as his son made his way over to the bed and gazed down at his mother.

	“Is she okay? What was that all about?”

	“She’s fine. She just needs her rest.” Nathen glanced over to Joshawa. “Your secret place. Are you sure there are no caves?”

	Joshawa glared at Nathen. “There are no caves. How many times do I have to say it?”

	“Why don’t you take me there? Maybe there’s a cave that you don’t know about. Together we could find it.”

	Joshawa shook his head in disbelief. “I’m not a child. That is my place, and I don’t want you anywhere near it.” Joshawa turned to leave but seemed to change his mind as he put his hand on the doorknob. Keeping his back to Nathen, he made one last parting comment. “There’s no together for us. There’s no forgiveness for what you did to me.”

	“Joshawa, what I did, the decision I made, was for the best. I wish you could see that.”

	Slowly Joshawa turned to face Nathen. “You’ve sentenced me to a life of loneliness.” He raised his right hand, gesturing to his face. “This will never be accepted. You know that. You lived it. And after everything you went through, you still brought me here. I belong in Africa. I belong with my people.”

	Before Nathen could respond, the temperature of the room dropped drastically. Nathen could see his breath as it hung in the air. Joshawa stood shivering before him. Nathen stood from the bed, and both men scrutinized the room, not knowing what they were looking for. Nathen glanced down at Authia and discovered that she was no longer lying on her side but instead was now on her back. Her eyes were wide open, the duvet had been pulled down to her hips, and she was covered in a layer of frost. Her face was pale, and her lips were blue.

	Slowly Authia moved her head to the side, staring at Nathen and Joshawa. In a female voice that was not hers, Authia spoke. “My Lord, it is time.”

	Nathen cautiously approached the side of the bed. There was something about the voice. Something familiar. “Time for what?”

	“Time to meet your destiny. Time to learn who you are.”

	“I know who I am. I have met my destiny.”

	“I am not speaking to you, my Lord Nathen.” Authia closed her eyes, her head fell limp against the bed, and as Nathen approached her, the smell of incense filled the room.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Jax and Dameon made their way into the clearing of the small homestead. The forest was doing its best to reclaim the land, as trees and evergreens of varying sizes grew among the tall grass. It was apparent that nobody had been at the homestead for an exceedingly long time. There were two log cabins and a small outhouse situated in an area that had not yet surrendered to the forest. For reasons he didn’t understand, Jax was drawn to the smaller of the two cabins. There was only one door in the center of the wall facing him, and after a quick check of the rest of the walls, he discovered that there were no windows.

	The cabin was built on the ground, and surprisingly the bottom logs were still intact. Moss and vines grew on the sides of the cabin and continued up onto the roof. Jax put his backpack on the ground a few feet from the door and retrieved his flashlight. When he approached the door, he realized that there wasn’t a doorknob. Instead, there was a small hole bored into the door approximately twelve inches higher than where you’d expect a doorknob to be. Sticking ten inches out of the hole was a thick rope with a knot tied at the end.

	Jax glanced over his shoulder at Dameon, who was staring into the forest at the edge of the property. He called out to Dameon, raising his voice so he could be heard. “You see something?”

	Dameon slowly shook his head as he turned to face Jax. “You won’t believe this, but there’s a dugout filled with bones not ten feet from the property.”

	“Bones? Animal bones?”

	Dameon approached Jax, placing his backpack next to Jax’s. “God, I hope so.” He retrieved his flashlight and motioned toward the door. “Shall we?”

	Jax pulled on the rope, and the door swung outward, creaking on its hinges. Jax and Dameon entered the cabin, and the first thing that hit them was the powerful odor of mustiness and death. Using their flashlights, they surveyed the fourteen by fourteen-foot room. The floor of the cabin was comprised entirely of dirt. Mushrooms and moss grew wherever they could take root. There was a crudely built wooden table in the middle of the room. It stood waist high and was approximately three feet wide and five feet long. The skeleton remains of two, possibly three, small animals were on the table.

	The odor that emanated from the table was vile. Jax shone his flashlight on the walls of the cabin. The wall to his left was covered entirely with dozens of animal traps, all hanging from large nails protruding from the wall. The traps appeared to be homemade and were of varying sizes. Judging from the degree of rust that coated the traps, no one had used them for decades.

	An old wooden cabinet stood four feet high and three feet wide and was placed against the wall directly across from him. It also appeared homemade and contained four drawers that were the length of the cabinet. Stacked on either side of the cabinet were live trap cages of varying sizes. They completely covered the seven-foot-high wall, floor to ceiling.

	Jax walked over to the cabinet and cautiously opened the top drawer. What he discovered sent chills down his spine, however, not in a bad way. “Dameon, you got to see this.”

	Dameon joined Jax shining his flashlight on the tools contained in the drawer. “What the hell? These are surgical tools.” Dameon shone his flashlight on the wall covered in animal traps, then returned his attention to the open drawer. “What would a trapper be doing with surgical tools?”

	Jax didn’t answer. Instead, he opened the remaining drawers one by one only to find some very intricate handmade tools that only had one purpose. “He was dissecting, possibly even torturing the animals he caught.” The prospect of torturing an animal excited Jax, not that he would share his excitement with Dameon.

	“Are you sure? Maybe he was a taxidermist?”

	Jax looked over at Dameon with an are you crazy look on his face. “Really? Look at these traps. They’re all made to either maim or capture their victims alive. These aren’t the tools of a taxidermist. They’re the tools of one sick individual. And he wasn’t a trapper in the true sense of the word. He didn’t trap animals to make a living. I bet you anything that he was trapping to feed himself and to do whatever he was doing in this room. Judging from the traps hanging on that wall, he was going after animals as small as squirrels up to friggin bears.”

	“What do you think happened to him?”

	Jax slowly closed the drawers as he scanned the room. “Mother Nature’s a bitch. And so is payback. He’s probably dead somewhere in the forest. Attacked by one of the animals he hunted. One thing’s for sure. He hasn’t been here for a while.”

	“I agree, and thank God for that. He’s one asshole that I wouldn’t want to run into. Enough of this place. Let’s go check out the other cabin. Hopefully, it’s more inviting cause I sure in hell ain’t staying in this one.”

	Jax thought he’d tease Dameon and see what reaction he would get. “Or just maybe Mother Nature has nothing to do with it, and we’ll find our trapper in the larger cabin.”

	Dameon whirled around and shone his flashlight in Jax’s face. Jax raised his right hand in front of his eyes to deflect the light, and at the same time, he laughed. The look on Dameon’s face was priceless. “I was only kidding. You need to relax a little more.”

	“Not in this place, I don’t.” Dameon turned and headed for the door.

	As Jax was about to leave, he shone his flashlight on the last wall of the room. It was plastered with black and white photographs, the kind that you would take with a polaroid camera. They were graphic photographs of slaughtered animals in varying stages of dissection. In some of them, he could easily tell that the animals were still alive while being cut open. Jax smiled as he scanned one picture after the next. There were times when he wanted to watch as an animal suffered in pain before it succumbed to death. But Dameon would always put the animal out of its misery, depriving Jax of his fun.

	He continued to scan the pictures, and on the far right of the wall was a section of photographs that were not of an animal but rather a woman. They were all headshots from her shoulders up. And even though the pictures were in black and white, you could still see the bruises. You could see the anguish in her eyes. Jax smiled because, at that very moment, he understood the person who took the pictures. Animals weren’t enough. No matter what he did to them, no matter how challenging the hunt or kill was, it was nothing compared to the thrill that came from taking the life of a human being. Jax tapped his flashlight against one of the pictures of the woman. This was his destiny. He was meant to find this place. Cautiously he checked the room to make sure Dameon had left. Then he quickly ripped down the dozen or so pictures of the woman and shoved them into his vest pocket.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Authia sat at the kitchen table wrapped in a blanket in the hope of warming her body. She was ice cold right down to her bones. Joshawa had made her some hot tea, which she was so grateful for. Eagerly, she wrapped her hands around the mug to warm them. Nathen and Joshawa sat quietly at the table and waited for Authia to start the conversation. Her thoughts were chaotic, and she wasn’t particularly in the mood for conversation. Instead, Authia focused her thoughts on the memories of when she and her mother first moved here. She and Nathen had lived under this roof for over eighteen years, and now it was all starting again.

	A small smile graced her lips as she allowed her gaze to roam the room. It hadn’t changed in over twenty years. There was only one large room that served as the living area and the kitchen and eating area. Three doors were located on the east wall that led to two bedrooms and a bathroom. The kitchen counter ran the entire length of the north wall except for a doorway on the far right. There was a small wood stove, fridge, and sink along the same wall.

	Authia smirked to herself as she remembered the first time she tried to cook on the woodstove. Not a complete disaster, but it was challenging. She loved the pine cabinets mainly because they were designed with no doors, which gave the cabin the appearance of being larger than it was.

	In the middle of the kitchen was the old wooden table that she was sitting at. However, her favorite spot was an old oversized armchair that she spent countless hours curled up in. She would either read or spend her time enjoying the fire that burned freely in the massive stone fireplace.

	Authia glanced back over to Nathen and Joshawa. It was time for a reality check. Something very wrong happened, and they would have to discover who or what was behind it. She directed her question to Nathen. “What happened? Why am I freezing?”

	“What do you remember?”

	“Other than being very cold, I don’t remember anything. I went to sleep. I could feel the cold, but I couldn’t wake up. It was as if I didn’t have control of my own body.”

	“Do you remember speaking?”

	Authia shot Nathen and Joshawa a puzzled look. “I was speaking? What was I saying?” Without realizing what she was doing, Authia placed her right hand on her chest just over her left breast. Gently she pressed on it, grimacing in pain as she did.

	Nathen was quick to react. “What are you doing, Authia?”

	“Oh, nothing. It hurts.” Authia saw Nathen’s eyes go wide. “No, not a heart attack hurt. More of a burning pain.”

	Nathen
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