
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Nathen and Authia once again find themselves in a battle for their existence, only this time it will be fought on two fronts.

	 

	 

	It has only been a few months since Nathen and Authia won their battle and became the new Lord and Mistress of the Jelani Tribe. With Tammy and Hansen at their side, they have made Africa their new home. However, their life of peace and tranquility is about to be threatened. Greed, hatred, and revenge are at their doorstep, and Nathen will have to call upon an unlikely ally if he is to have any chance of winning this battle.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Congo Region, Africa 1992

	 

	Zane’s breathing was rapid. Fear enveloped him as he pressed his back tight against the slimy wall of the narrow walkway hidden behind the waterfall. His clothing hung on him, drenched from the spray of the falls. The roar of the falling water reverberated inside his head. His eardrums felt as though they were going to explode. However, he would much rather suffer the deafening sound of the falls than to step one foot inside the Valley of the Lion People. Sensay, one of the elders of his village, had sent him with a message for the Lord of the Lion People—a message that was to be delivered in person. Zane knew the importance of delivering the message, but he also knew he was unfamiliar to the Lion People. And the Lion People didn’t like strangers. If only Sam or Tomas were available to deliver the message. The Lion People knew them and considered them friends. But unfortunately, they had been given a mission of their own. They were miles away from the village and couldn’t be of any help to Zane.

	Zane knew that Sensay would be very angry with him if he didn’t deliver her message. So he took a deep breath and nervously entered the valley. Once inside, Zane was overwhelmed by the beauty that lay before him. The jungle floor beneath his feet was lush and green. The plant life and the trees grew taller and were richer in color than the ones in his valley. He was lost in the beauty of his surroundings until he heard a noise—the sound of a bow being pulled back. Slowly he turned until he was face to face with four Lion People. Three bows were aimed at his chest. These men all stood at least six feet tall. They had shocking red hair that fell in waves to their shoulders. Their faces were slightly elongated and covered with a fine layer of red hair. Their cheekbones were quite high, the bridge of their noses was unusually wide, and there was a slight cleft in their upper lip. The hands that held the bows had long fingernails, curved and pointed. Zane recognized these features, for he had seen them once before in his village.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Tuval, the leader of the group, approached the man who dared to enter into their territory. He held his bow downward, at his side. But still, it was pulled back, ready to fire. He looked at the man who stood before him, drenched in his own clothing. He was short, standing a good six inches shorter than himself. His hair was quite dark and disheveled. He wore jeans cut off at the knee and a buttoned shirt with the sleeves cut off. He appeared to be from the village on the other side of the falls. Tuval stood in front of the man, towering over him. “Who are you?”

	He bit at his lower lip. “I’m Zane. I come from the village that protects you. I have a message for your Lord.”

	Tuval was amused that Zane thought that his little village could protect the Valley of the Lion People. “And tell me Zane... how do you protect us?”

	“We guard the entrance to your valley. We make sure it remains hidden.”

	“That’s very noble of you. Providing that you’re being truthful.”

	“I am!”

	“What’s the message?”

	“Sensay tells me that I must deliver the message in person.”

	Tuval could tell that Zane was frightened. Beads of sweat ran down his face, and his entire body was trembling in fear.

	“Well... Zane... you don’t appear to be a threat. I’ll take you to our village. You’ll speak with my Mistress. She’ll decide if you are truthful or not. But be forewarned. The punishment for entering our valley without permission is death.”

	Zane looked as though he was going to faint. He had no way of knowing that since the rule of the new Lord, the punishment of death had been abolished. It was only an empty threat.

	Tuval turned to his men. “Stay here. Watch the entrance in case anyone else decides to pay us a visit.” His men disappeared into the jungle, while Tuval escorted Zane to his village.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen, the new Lord of the Jelani Tribe, was standing in the entrance to the gathering hut as he surveyed his village. The gathering hut was the largest of all the huts in the village. There were over thirty circular huts, all of varying sizes, and all made of sapling trees and palm leaves. Hardened dirt served as the floor to the huts. A flap made of palm leaves covered each entrance. The huts encircled a large open area, and in the middle of that open area was a communal fire pit, which was considerably larger than any other fire pit in the entire village. The tribe would cook their meals there, but most importantly, the priestesses of the village would perform special ceremonies around the fire pit, especially those that were meant to vanquish evil spirits.

	Nathen hadn’t come by his title as Lord of the Lion People with ease. He wasn’t born to the tribe, even though he was similar in appearance. As Nathen observed the men of the village, he compared himself to them. He stood well over six feet tall. His broad shoulders, muscular arms and legs, curved fingernails and emerald eyes mirrored the appearance of the men of the tribe. The only difference separating Nathen from the rest of the tribe was that his hair was a golden red and not the fiery red of the rest of the tribe.

	Nathen had spent the first twenty-nine years of his life living in a sanctuary hidden in the northern regions of the Rocky Mountains in British Columbia, a sanctuary christened Burwood. He lived his early years in turmoil, hiding from the outside world while wondering who and what he was. It wasn’t until his twenty-ninth year that Nathen discovered the truth behind his birth. A powerful priestess from the Jelani Tribe had cursed Nathen and his father back to the seventeen hundreds. For two centuries Nathen lived at the mercy of a cruel and vindictive priestess named Serena, a priestess who lived in the spirit world controlling the spirits to do her bidding. Then, one day, a woman possessing gifts somewhat like that of Serena’s came into Nathen’s life. She was what the Jelani Tribe considered an outsider, for she didn’t resemble them in appearance. She was a beautiful brunet with rich brown eyes and a loving smile, and her name was Authia.

	Nathen and Authia shared a common gift. They could meld their minds and speak to each other from great distances. Nathen’s gift also allowed him to sense auras and emotions. However, Authia’s talents were much more developed. By just a simple touch, Authia could see into the very soul of the person she touched. She could see their past, present, and future. Through these gifts, Nathen and Authia fell in love, and together they battled Serena. After several months and suffering great sacrifice, they were victorious. Nathen, free of the curse, lived his life as he saw fit. He and Authia were married, and two months later, Authia gave birth to their son.

	Through an age-old parchment, Nathen became aware of the possible existence of a village of people not unlike himself. It was written that they lived in a hidden valley in the Congo region of Africa. With their son Joshawa, Nathen and Authia made the trek to Africa in search of Nathen’s origins. Once again, they faced a priestess who ruled the Jelani Tribe with anger and hatred. The people of the tribe lived in fear while waiting for the return of their rightful Lord—waiting for the return of Nathen. Authia played an integral part in defeating the High Priestess Casandra. Once her rule was vanquished, Nathen became Lord of His People. Unfortunately, it came at a great cost, with the death of a trusted friend and loyal supporter.

	As their new Lord, Nathen ruled the Jelani Tribe with honesty, respect, and strength. For the second time in the history of the Jelani Tribe, the Lord didn’t take a priestess as his mate. Instead, Nathen appointed a High Priestess to rule with him as an advisor to the spirit world. And not just any High Priestess. He chose Tamara, daughter of Casandra, and the priestess who played an integral part in defeating her mother. Tamara was one of the strongest priestesses of her time, though her strength was not reflected in her appearance. At five feet eight inches, she was considerably shorter than the other women of the tribe. She was twenty-two but still maintained a youthful, almost innocent look about her.

	Even though Authia was an outsider, the tribe accepted and honored her as Nathen’s chosen mate. When their son Joshawa turned thirty, there would be an elaborate ceremony where he would be ushered into manhood. At that time, he would become the new Lord of the tribe and choose a mate of his own.

	Nathen’s rule had been relatively uneventful. The tribe was at peace and lived in harmony with the three outsiders who had chosen to live in the Valley of the Lion People.

	 

	Arman, leader of the warriors, joined Nathen, and the two men entered the hut. They wanted to discuss the practicality of keeping men at the entrance to their valley. The village on the other side of the falls was not a threat. And with the removal of Casandra as leader of the tribe, there was no threat within their village. Before they could come to a final decision, Tuval entered the hut.

	Nathen looked at him curiously. “I wasn’t expecting you back so early, Tuval.”

	Tuval bowed before him, then stood to face him. “A man, a stranger, from the village on the other side of the falls, entered our valley. He has a message for you, my Lord. One that apparently only he can deliver.”

	“Where is he now?”

	“I left him with three guards just on the border of our village.”

	“If he is from the other village, then he means us no harm. Bring him to me, please.”

	“If I may speak, my Lord. I would be more comfortable if my Mistress could read him first, be sure that he is being honest.”

	Arman added his opinion. “I agree with Tuval. Outsiders are easily swayed. Trust needs to be earned, my Lord.”

	“Of course, you’re both right. Arman, where is my wife?”

	“She’s at the pond. Cameron watches over her and your son. I’ll send someone to get them.”

	“That won’t be necessary.” Nathen reached out to Authia, his mind joining with hers. Can you hear me, my Love?

	Yes. I’m at the pond with Joshawa and Tammy.

	I need to see you. I’m in the gathering hut.

	Is everything okay?

	Yes. I just need your special talents. Nathen smiled to himself. The ones you can demonstrate in public.

	Authia laughed. I’ll be right there.

	 

	Twenty minutes later, he watched as Authia approached him. Even though she was an outsider, she had chosen to dress as the tribe did. She wore a skirt that covered her from her waist to her mid-thigh and a top that resembled a halter top. Both were made of animal skin and tanned a soft brown. Nathen, as well, had given up his favorite jeans and wore only a large loincloth that also covered him from his waist to mid-thigh.

	Nathen drew Authia into his arms and tenderly kissed her.

	Authia smiled up at him. “My Lord, should you be showing such affection in public?”

	“I’m Lord of this tribe. I’ll show affection where and when I please.” Once again, he pulled Authia tight against his body and passionately kissed her. Seductively he allowed his tongue to playfully seek out hers.

	Authia giggled as she pushed him away. “You always want to play. You needed me for something?”

	“There’s an outsider that I need you to read.”

	“What outsider?” Authia scanned the gathering hut, looking a little confused.

	“He’s at the border of our village. Come, I’ll take you there.” Nathen took Authia’s hand in his and started to walk away when Tuval stepped into his path. “What are you doing?” Nathen asked.

	“My apologies, my Lord. But I feel you should stay behind, protected. We don’t know with any certainty that this outsider isn’t a threat.”

	“I’m not putting Authia into a situation that I wouldn’t enter myself.”

	“She’ll be well protected. Your place is to remain here, my Lord.”

	Authia placed her hand on Nathen’s chest and looked up into his eyes. “It’s all right. I don’t sense any trouble. I’ll be fine.” She turned to face Tuval. “Lead the way.”

	Nathen scowled at Tuval as he escorted Authia to the outsider. He didn’t like someone else doing his job of protecting Authia.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Zane stood with his three guards, patiently waiting for the Lord of the Lion People. He wondered why Sensay had sent him on such a perilous mission. He wasn’t a brave man, a fact that didn’t go unnoticed by his guards. They didn’t seem overly impressed by his short stature, nor did they show any fear of him. Zane reasoned that it was probably a good thing. If he wasn’t a threat to them, then the chances were good they would not feel the need to harm him. After quite some time had passed, he was greeted by the Lord’s mate. He remembered her from the village. Respectfully he bowed to Authia. As he stood up, he became painfully aware that the Lord was not with her. “Where is your husband?”

	Authia smiled at Zane. “He’s in the village. I need a favor of you.”

	“I’ll do anything for you.” Once again, he bowed.

	“Well, for starters, you don’t need to bow to me.”

	“I must. It would be disrespectful if I didn’t.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Authia was taken back several months to a time when she’d heard those words before. Sam, another man from Zane’s village, had spoken those very words to her. “Well, bow if you must, but once is plenty. May I take your hands?”

	“My hands?” Zane looked puzzled.

	Authia held out her hands. “Please. I’ll not harm you.”

	Zane wiped his hands on his pants, then presented them to Authia.

	Tenderly she took his hands in hers, closed her eyes, and then gazed into his very soul. At first, the visions bombarded her as they chaotically danced within her mind. Then she focused on Zane, and the visions cleared. She saw what he saw. The message was cryptic, but that wasn’t what caught her attention. She saw the lights like fireflies scattered all over the jungle floor. There was danger in the lights, and the scent of death permeated her mind.


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Tammy and Hansen were still at the pond watching Joshawa. Tammy, an outsider, was a nurse who had accompanied Nathen and Authia to Africa. She had been there to help with the delivery of Joshawa and to watch over him while Nathen and Authia went on their journey to find Nathen’s people. Tammy smiled as she gazed over at Hansen. She found him to be an incredibly good-looking man, with pitch-black hair, brown eyes, and a fit physique which he had earned from years of working on the freighter.

	As Tammy let Joshawa play in the pond, she marveled at the beauty of her surroundings. Besides the waterfall that guarded the entrance to the valley, there was one other waterfall located north of the village. The tribe christened the waterfall Shasha, which Tammy was told meant precious water in the language of the Lion People. The falls stood hundreds of feet high. Majestically it rose high above the substantial canopy of the jungle. And at its base, a large pond formed. The tribe retrieved their drinking water from the crystal-clear waters. The pond, which was the size of a small lake, was where the tribe would bathe, swim and fish. Tammy learned shortly after she arrived in the Valley of the Lion People that the falls had a unique meaning to Nathen. It was at the falls where he was conceived, and under the trees that lined the pond was where he was cursed.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Hansen, also an outsider, had met the trio on the freighter to Africa. He was the Captain’s first mate, and he fell in love with Tammy the minute he met her. She was the prettiest girl he had ever met. To Hansen, her honey-blonde hair, hazel eyes, tanned complexion, and petite frame made her the total package. She was everything he ever desired in a woman.

	Hansen stood a good six inches taller than Tammy, which pleased him. It felt good to embrace Tammy, holding her head against his chest, and resting his chin on top of her head.

	Hansen was sitting at the edge of the pond watching Tammy as she played with Joshawa in the water. Joshawa was only seven months old but had the development of a two-year-old. According to the Jelani Tribe, their children developed quite rapidly for the first two years. Then the development slowed to what would be considered normal in the outside world. Joshawa had his mother’s dark hair and eyes, but the rest of him was all Nathen. Hansen smiled as he watched Tammy throw Joshawa in the air and then catch him just before he touched the water. Every time she caught Joshawa, he would squeal with laughter. Hansen sighed as he smiled to himself. He thanked the heavens every day for the courage that allowed him to tell Tammy he loved her. As he watched her play with Joshawa, he rehearsed the proposal he planned to make in the very near future.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Zane still held Authia’s hands as she stared deep into his eyes. “What are the lights?”

	Zane’s eyes went wide with fear. “How do you know about the lights?”

	“I saw what you saw. What are they?”

	“Only Sensay knows. Can I see your husband now?”

	Authia let go of his hands. “Sure. Follow me.” She led Zane into the village and straight to the gathering hut.

	Zane looked about the village in wonderment. There were so many Lion People, more than he’d ever imagined. They appeared to be startled by his presence, which made him very uncomfortable. Zane was led to the gathering hut where Nathen was waiting. When he saw Nathen standing by the entrance to the hut, he immediately bowed. Slowly he looked back up as Nathen approached him.

	Authia walked over to Nathen and stood by his side.

	Without taking his focus off Zane, Nathen addressed Authia. “So, my Love, what did you see?”

	“He’s telling the truth, but, Nathen, there’s something very evil going on.”

	Nathen looked over to Authia. “What are you talking about?”

	“Zane, tell us about the lights.”

	“I know of the lights, but I know nothing of what they are. Sensay wants you, my Lord, to come see her. That’s my message.”

	Nathen took a step closer to Zane. “That’s all she told you?”

	What little courage Zane had was spent, and all he wanted to do was turn and run. “That’s all she told me. So, if you’ll come with me, my Lord, she wants to see you now.”

	Nathen looked up at the evening sky, and Zane followed his lead as he too looked up. The sun was setting, and soon darkness would encase the village. “We’ll leave in the morning.”

	Zane interrupted. “No, my Lord. We must leave now!”

	Nathen shook his head. “We’ll not travel in the dark. The jungle’s too dangerous, and you haven’t given me a good reason to risk my life and the lives of my protectors.” Nathen turned to Tuval. “Find him a hut to spend the night and make sure he’s fed. Authia and I are going to get Joshawa.” The conversation was over as Nathen took Authia’s hand in his and headed away.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Sensay sat cross-legged in front of the fire pit located in her hut. She knew she looked awful, as she was dressed in a long brown robe stained with age and sweat. Her gray hair that fell just past her shoulder blades was dull and badly knotted because she was more concerned about her people than about her own appearance. Her eyes felt weary from years of seeing too much as she stared deep into the fire contained in the fire pit. She had been an elder of her village for as long as she could remember. Ever since she was a child, she could see things and feel things that were beyond the sight of ordinary people. Her gift of sight was what kept her village safe. But unfortunately, it couldn’t penetrate the depths of the valley where the Lion People lived. She closed her eyes as she listened to the popping and snapping sounds that came from the valley below. Though she couldn’t see them from inside her hut, the lights still danced within her mind. She needed to show the Lord of the Lion People. She needed to warn him of the danger.

	A very weak voice spoke to her. “Sensay... help me.”

	Sensay’s head shot up. Sam was standing at the entrance of her hut. He took one step toward her, then crumpled to the ground.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen laid Joshawa in his bed, then went to sit with Authia on their sleeping mat. Nathen had started a small fire in the fire pit and was heating a pot of coffee in the embers.

	“You’re not going to get any sleep if you drink that much coffee.”

	“I need to think.”

	“I know. It’s been so peaceful for the past few months. I feel like I can breathe. But now...I don’t know... Nathen, I think something’s going on, and it isn’t going to be good.”

	Nathen stared deep into the embers of the fire. “I’ll go visit Sensay first thing tomorrow and see what she has to say.” He looked over to Authia. “I want you to stay here with Joshawa.”

	“But what if you need me?”

	Nathen smiled as he placed his fingers on Authia’s chin. He leaned in and tenderly kissed her. “Is there something that you wanted to tell me?”

	“How did you know? I wasn’t even sure myself. I was blocking you. Do my blocks no longer work?”

	“Your blocks work fine. Your body gave you away. I know every inch of your body, intimately. I can see, I can feel the changes.”

	“Casandra just confirmed it for me yesterday. We’re having another baby. I’m about six weeks along.”

	Nathen wrapped Authia in his arms and whispered into her ear, “And that’s why you are staying here.”

	“All right.” Authia looked up into Nathen’s eyes. “I’ll stay, but I’m not happy with it.” Her smile let Nathen know that she wasn’t all that upset with his decision. “Now, skip the coffee and come to bed.”

	Nathen lay on their sleeping mat cradling Authia in his arms. He listened to the rhythmic sounds of her sleeping, sleep that evaded him. Once again, his stomach was in knots, as if warning him of the danger that was waiting on the other side of the falls.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	As the sun poked its head above the horizon, Zane made his way to the gathering hut. There he patiently waited for the Lord to appear. It wasn’t long before the courtyard came alive with the inhabitants of the village. Everyone went about their morning activities, totally ignoring Zane, for which he was eternally grateful. Arman and Tuval made their way over to the gathering hut. Arman gestured toward Zane. “Someone’s in a hurry.”

	Zane looked at Arman, then turned to look behind him, not really sure who he was referring to.

	Tuval just shook his head as he approached Zane. “You’re up early.”

	“We must leave now. Sensay’s waiting. She needs to speak to your Lord. It is very important.”

	Arman looked at Zane as if he were sizing him up. “And why is it so important that our Lord go see this woman you speak of?”

	“Sensay doesn’t tell you more than you need to know. We’re already late. Where’s Lord Nathen?”

	No sooner had he spoken those words than Nathen and Authia came from around the corner of the gathering hut.

	Zane, as well as Tuval and Arman, bowed to their Lord and Mistress. Nervously Zane stood up, not taking his focus off Nathen. He took a deep breath, then approached Nathen, stopping just a few feet away. “My Lord, I mean no disrespect, but we must leave.”

	“All right, Zane, but I warn you. The evil that my wife senses, it had better not involve you.”

	“It doesn’t, my Lord. The evil has nothing to do with me or my village.”

	Authia stepped closer to Zane. “So, you do know that evil exists?”

	“Yes. That’s why Sensay needs to see Lord Nathen.”

	Nathen spoke to the entire group. “Arman, you’ll stay here and keep my family safe. Tuval, you’ll come with me. Bring four warriors with you. We leave in ten minutes.”

	“Ahh... my Lord... it’s supposed to be just you. I’m not to bring anyone else back with me.”

	“Sorry Zane, but I’m not entering the outside world by myself. Sensay will have to understand. She has no choice. If she wants me, she’ll get me and my protectors.” Nathen turned, put his arm around Authia’s shoulders, and headed away.

	Zane stared after Lord Nathen. Sensay won’t be happy. She’ll not like this show of force. But there was nothing Zane could do, so he sat cross-legged on the ground, patiently waiting to return to his home—something he so desperately wanted to do. As he waited for Lord Nathen, he scrutinized his surroundings. The Lion People were primitive people. They had no modern conveniences, not that Zane knew of many himself. He watched as they cooked their meals on an open fire. The only weapons he saw were bows, spears, and machetes. However, the Lion People with no weapons were still very dangerous. True to his word, Nathen returned in ten minutes along with Tuval and four men. Everyone, with the exception of Nathen, carried a bow, spear, and machete.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen took one last look at his village, then followed his warriors into the jungle. Zane was close behind while Tuval took up the rear, machete in hand, bow at the ready. Nathen knew Tuval didn’t trust Zane, and he also knew that Tuval would be ever mindful of the dangers that lurked in the shadows of the jungle.

	Once they reached the falls, the four warriors led by Zane went ahead, while Nathen and Tuval waited in the safety of their own valley. One of the warriors, Dameon, returned to announce that it was safe for them to cross.

	As Nathen entered the outside world, his loincloth and hair drenched from the spray of the falls, he immediately noticed something different. The voice of the jungle had an almost mechanical tone to it. He strained to hear the strange noises, though the roar of the waterfall was doing its best to drown them out. He walked over to the edge of the pond, then stood perfectly still as he focused on the mechanical echoes that filtered their way through the jungle separating the falls from the village. However, the dense foliage of the jungle was muffling the sounds, and Nathen still couldn’t distinguish what they were.

	It wasn’t until he entered the clearing surrounding the village that he could distinctly hear what was filtering up from the valley. He paused and focused on the popping and snapping that was resonating from the valley below. He knew what those sounds were. As if in a daze, he walked toward the very edge of the clearing and stared down hundreds of feet to the valley below them. He was concentrating so hard on pinpointing where the sounds were coming from that he didn’t hear Sensay come up behind him.

	“If you are trying to locate the sounds, you are wasting your time, Lord of the Lion People.”

	Nathen turned to face Sensay. She looked worried and fearful. It was as though she had aged years since he last saw her only months ago. “And why is it a waste of my time?”

	“You know what those sounds are. To truly appreciate the danger, you must look upon the valley at night. Now come with me, my Lord, I need your help.” Sensay turned and slowly made her way toward her hut. Nathen and his men followed, leaving Zane alone in the clearing.

	Nathen couldn’t help but notice that the village was empty. “Sensay, where is everyone?”

	Sensay stopped and sadly turned to face Nathen. “My Lord, my people have found a new home.”

	“A new home? Why would your people need a new home? And why are you and Zane not with them?”

	“You are full of questions, Lord of the Lion People. Help me first, then I’ll answer your questions.”

	“Help you how?”

	Sensay turned back toward her hut, shaking her head as she continued walking. “And yet another question.” She entered her hut and gestured Nathen to follow, which he did.

	Inside he found Sam, asleep on a mat, obviously injured, his shirt stained with blood. “What happened to him?”

	“You tell me. I do not recognize his injuries.”

	Nathen went and knelt beside Sam. Carefully he opened Sam’s shirt to find three round holes. Two were located in his chest and one in his shoulder. Nathen left the shirt opened and looked back as Sensay. “How long has he been here like this?”

	“He returned at dusk last night.”

	“Tuval, bring me the medical satchel.”

	Tuval handed the satchel to Nathen. “I don’t recognize those wounds. Do you, my Lord?”

	“Unfortunately, yes. He’s been shot. The sounds you hear are gunfire. And a lot of it.”

	Tuval looked as if he didn’t understand. “What is gunfire, my Lord?”

	“It’s a weapon. Either a gun or a rifle. And by the sounds coming from the valley, I would say both are being used.” Nathen looked up at Tuval’s blank expression. “Tuval, a gun has a barrel.” Nathen drew a gun in the dirt that made up the floor. “Put a projectile in it, and when you fire the gun, the projectile flies through this barrel and into whatever you are aiming at. And it does so at great speed.” Gently Nathen lifted Sam to a sitting position, and as he did, he lifted his shirt to examine Sam’s back. Sam moaned in pain as Nathen laid him back on the sleeping mat. “Sorry, Sam.” Nathen directed his attention to Sensay. “I don’t see any exit wounds, so I’m certain that the bullets fired at Sam are still in him. I just hope that none have done any permanent damage.” Nathen opened the satchel and looked for something he could use to remove the bullets. There were two long, thin rods made of what looked like to be bamboo. They would have to do. Nathen carefully placed the rods into one of the holes made by the bullets. Sam was visibly in extreme pain. His back arched in agony as Nathen pushed the rods deeper into the hole. Nathen looked over to Sensay. “These bullets are deep, and they have to come out if he’s going to have any chance of survival. Is there anything you can give him so he’ll not feel the pain?”

	“Yes. It will take a few minutes to prepare.”

	Ten minutes later, Sensay had made a broth with herbs and spices. She leaned closer to Sam as she raised his head with one hand and poured the foul-smelling broth into his mouth. Nathen held Sam’s mouth open so he would swallow as much of the broth as possible. Before the bowl of broth was empty, Sam had passed out. Sensay sat back and looked lovingly at Sam. “He will be fine now. He will not feel any pain or have any memory of it.”

	Nathen worked diligently over the next couple of hours as he carefully removed all three bullets. After they had been extracted, he filled the holes with a mixture of herbs and tree sap. Sensay watched with great admiration on her face. “You have done well, Lord of the Lion People. Will he live?”

	“I have no idea, Sensay. The bullets were deep. I’ve no way of knowing if they did any damage or, for that matter, how much blood he’s lost. We’ll just have to wait and see. Now, why did you summon me?”

	“You have many questions, and they can all be answered tonight. When the village is blanketed in darkness, that is when you will get your answers. Please have your man tell Zane that he is no longer needed, he can join our people.” Nathen watched as Sensay sat in front of her fire pit, crossed her legs in front of her, and rested her hands on her knees. She closed her eyes and started to chant softly. The conversation was over, and Nathen knew not to pursue it.

	“Tuval.”

	“Yes, my Lord.”

	“Send one of your men back to the village. Tell Arman and Authia that we’ll not be returning until sometime tomorrow. And tell Zane that Sensay wants him to join the rest of his people.”

	Tuval bowed before him, then left to do his bidding.

	 

	A few minutes later, Tuval returned and took his place sitting on the ground next to Nathen. He looked over at Nathen, smiled, and shrugged his shoulders. “I guess we wait.”

	Nathen nodded in agreement as he casually gazed about the hut. The sounds of gunfire were echoing throughout the village. Three of his warriors remained standing outside the hut door, ready to protect him. However, Nathen knew there was no need—they weren’t in any immediate danger. The fighting in the valley below them was miles away. But that didn’t lessen the threat. His focus shifted to Sam, who lay quietly on his mat, his breathing shallow, his wounds swelling from the invasion of removing the bullets. Sam must have known of the danger, for he’d witnessed first-hand the travesty that consumed the valley below. Then Nathen’s gaze fell on Sensay, who was still sitting cross-legged in front of the fire. Such a frail old woman... but yet a woman who had the strength to save her village and attempt to save the village of his people. “Sensay, how long has the fighting been going on?”

	Sensay opened her eyes, her gaze etched in sadness as she looked upon Nathen. “There has always been fighting. For as long as man has walked this earth, there has been war. Up to now, our home and the home of your people have been safe from the cruelties of the outside world. But that is no longer to be. Each night that passes, the lights keep getting brighter, and as each new day dawns, the sounds get louder.”

	“So, you’re saying that we don’t have much time.”

	“Time is not our friend. Your strength will be tested, Lord of the Lion People. For the question is not if the fighting will find your doorstep, but rather when.”

	Sensay’s words repeated themselves within the confines of Nathen’s mind. He had a very good idea of what was coming, and he knew there was no way he could defend his people against such weaponry. The group remained quiet, listening to the sounds of gunfire, waiting for darkness to envelop the village.

	Just before sunset, Sam became feverish, his body drenched in sweat. Nathen wanted to believe it was part of the healing, but he knew it would depend on whether the fever broke or not. He had his guards retrieve a bucket of cool water from the pond. Tenderly he laid cool cloths on Sam’s forehead. An hour later, Dameon entered the hut. He bowed to him. “Darkness is upon us. You might want to see this, my Lord.”

	Nathen stood to follow Dameon. He looked over his shoulder at Sensay. “Are you not coming?”

	“I have seen the lights. Go. See them for yourself, then I will answer your questions.” Sensay smiled at Nathen. “That is after you answer mine.” Sensay closed her eyes, once again ending the conversation.

	Nathen followed Dameon, and as he stood in front of the hut, he could see a glow rising from the valley floor. Nathen and Tuval approached the edge of the clearing. Cautiously they looked down. The valley floor was alive with lights. Some smaller... some larger. White and yellow lights, exploding in unison.

	Nathen stood back from the edge of the clearing. He closed his eyes and sadly shook his head. He and Authia had just finished the second of two battles. They’d fought for peace. They’d fought for Nathen’s freedom. For his right to live a normal life. And now his valley, his home, existed at the edge of a war. Not his war, an outsider’s war. A war, according to Sensay, that would end up on his doorstep. It was only a matter of time.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	The sound of gunfire resonated throughout the jungle. Rick pinned his back tight against a giant Kapok tree. The sheer girth of the tree concealed him from the rebels who were firing at him and his men. The rebels had worked their way between Rick’s platoon, effectively cutting their numbers in less than half. For the entire night, bullets peppered the area surrounding Rick. He dared not move. Even with his camouflage gear and blackened face, the rebels would still be able to find him.

	Hours later, as the sun rose over the horizon, Rick still didn’t feel safe. The area was still being targeted, though it didn’t appear that the rebels were advancing toward them. Rick was Captain of his platoon and had earned the respect of his men not only because he was a fair and just leader, but also because he was intimidating. Rick hadn’t planned on leading his own platoon in this insanity of human carnage, but that was the position he’d been given. He led a group of men he’d never met before, and he knew that being over six feet tall and weighing over two hundred pounds of pure muscle definitely worked to his advantage. Plus, his dark black hair and piercing eyes kept people from challenging him.

	Rick and his men had been hired as peacekeepers for the resistance. They were fighting to help usher in a new government. When Rick joined, his definition of peacekeeping was quite different than that of the men who hired him. He and his platoon had been thrown into the jungle, armed to the teeth. They were battling not only rebels but also sweltering heat, insects as large as their hands, and the four-legged predators who patiently waited to strike at any given moment. Some of his men were used to the harsh conditions, but not Rick. He came from central Canada and had joined the cause because the price was right. As he pulled his gun from its holster and checked the clip, he was seriously questioning his decision to back the new government that meant nothing to him. The money was of no use to him if he died in the God-forsaken jungle.

	Rick looked over to his right, and from his vantage point, he could see Adam, one of his Lieutenants. Adam had also taken cover behind a Kapok tree. He was shorter than Rick, standing just under six feet, and his physique was pure muscle. His tanned complexion complimented his brown hair and eyes. Rick was out of earshot of the rebels, so he took a chance and yelled over to Adam.

	“Adam, are you okay?”

	“Yes, sir. And you?”

	“I’m fine. How many men do you have?”

	“Five, sir.”

	“Any injured?”

	“Not that I know of, sir.”

	“I want you to retreat. Head back to the bunker.”

	“What about you, sir?”

	“I can see Travis. He’s about a hundred yards from here. I’m going to get him. I’ll meet you back at the bunker.”

	Adam nodded his head, then motioned to the five men surrounding him. Rick watched on as, in unison, they all dropped to their bellies and started crawling south, away from the fighting and toward their bunker. The gunfire continued to spray the area. Anything five feet or taller was in danger of being hit. Rick holstered his gun, dropped to his belly and started crawling toward Travis, his second in command. Rick kept Travis in view as he dragged his body over the jungle floor.

	Travis was a little shorter than Rick with blond hair and hazel eyes. He weighed almost the same as Rick, though he was much broader in the shoulders and leaner at the waist and hips. Rick had crawled about fifty yards when the rebels decided to pepper the area just above him. As the bullets flew over his body, Rick stopped and clasped his hands over the back of his neck. He’d hoped by doing so he would protect himself from any falling objects. He was just about to continue when something heavy hit him square in the middle of his back. Frightened, Rick rolled over onto his back and kicked at the object. He looked down at his feet to find a black and white colobus. It was a monkey, smaller, with his chest ripped open from the barrage of bullets. Rick closed his eyes, said a silent prayer, then continued crawling toward Travis. After what seemed to take forever, Rick reached his objective. Travis was sitting on the ground, his back firmly pressed against a Kapok tree. Even with his ample size, he was dwarfed by the two-hundred-year-old tree.

	Rick sat next to Travis, just staring out into the jungle. “Where the hell did they come from? There weren’t supposed to be rebels anywhere near this area.”

	“Obviously, somebody gave up our position.”

	“How many men do you have with you?”

	“Seven, but a couple of them have been injured.”

	“Shit! That means that there are over forty of our men on the other side of the rebels.”

	“What are your orders, sir?”

	“We need to regroup at the bunker.”

	Travis looked concerned at his Captain. “But what about the men trapped north of us?”

	“There’s nothing we can do for them right now. We need to regroup and plan a strategy to get the men back. Colin is with them. He’ll get them to safety until we can reach them.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Travis stared deep into the jungle. As with Rick, the jungle was foreign to him. He’d grown up in Kansas, where the worst thing he had to deal with were the tornadoes. Travis knew the fury of a tornado, having experienced an F-four just one year earlier. However, with all the threats in the jungle, animal as well as man, he would gladly face an F-five tornado rather than the hell the jungle was dishing out to him. He felt fortunate that he’d been assigned to Rick’s unit. They were very much alike in their thinking and their beliefs. The main belief was that they’d made a terrible mistake signing up to fight a war that wasn’t theirs.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Rick scanned the area around him. Seven of his men were hidden on the jungle floor. Knowing that all eyes were on him, he raised his right hand in front of his body and used hand signals to tell his men what to do. The ferns before him started to rustle as his men crawled on their bellies heading south toward their bunker. The bunker that Rick was sending his men to was located an hour south from their present location. They had found it quite by chance over six months previous. It was a hut that appeared to have been used as a temple by the locals. However, after a thorough check of the area, Rick had determined that the hut was uninhabited. If there were any locals, they were long gone and had been for quite some time. Rick used the hut to store all their weapons, ammunition and explosives.

	The group crawled until the gunfire was barely discernable. At that point, they felt safe to stand and double-time it to the bunker. When they arrived, the five men that Adam had brought were there waiting. Rick had his medic attend to the wounded. Then he, Travis, and Adam went inside the hut for privacy while they discussed their next move.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen woke as the rays of the sun rose over the horizon and into the morning sky. He listened for the sounds of the jungle, but the only ones he could hear were those of gunfire. The wildlife of the jungle remained quiet, as though they knew not to make a sound. Everyone had spent the night in Sensay’s hut. The guards took turns watching over him. Nathen glanced over at Sam and found Tuval tending to Sam’s wounds.

	“How is he, Tuval?”

	“His fever broke in the night. I think he’ll make it, my Lord.”

	Nathen sat up. “That’s good to hear. Okay, we have to get back to our village. We’ll take Sam with us.” Nathen looked over to Sensay, who was awake and sitting by the fire she’d built earlier in the morning. “You too, Sensay. You’re coming with us.”

	“Is that an order, my Lord?”

	Nathen smiled at Sensay. “It’s a strong request. No offense, but I highly doubt that you’re in any condition to follow your people to your new home. And I can’t, in good conscience, leave you here to be found by whoever comes out of that jungle. We could use your wisdom, Sensay.”

	“I am too old to be of any use to anyone. I am prepared to die, and I choose to die here.”

	Nathen stood towering over the frail woman. “Then let me put it this way. You’re coming with us. Whether you walk, or we carry you, it’s your choice.”

	Sensay stared deep into the embers of the fire. “I am not strong enough to cross into the falls.” She looked up to Nathen. “My people lived here for the sole purpose of protecting the entrance to the Valley of the Lion People. I know that this village will be overtaken. I do not know when or by whom, only that it will. Tell me, Lord of the Lion People, do you think an old woman such as myself will be of any use to you and your people?”

	“I have no doubt that you’ll play an integral part in our survival.” Nathen turned to face his men. “Dameon, you’ll carry Sensay to our village. Cameron, you and Zaire will stay in back of us and protect our group.” Nathen was about to address Tuval, but he already had Sam cradled in his arms. “I think it would be best if I carried Sam and you lead our group back to our village.”

	“Of course, my Lord.” Tuval handed Sam to Nathen, picked up his spear and bow and headed outside of the hut. Both Tuval and Nathen went to the edge of the clearing and looked down upon the valley below. “Do you think the fighting will stay in the outsider’s valley?”

	Nathen looked at Sam, who was fast asleep cradled in his arms. “I can only hope.” Nathen looked back up at Tuval. “I fear for Tomas. He might still be out there. If he does make it back, I only hope he’ll know to come to us.” Nathen walked away from the clearing and into the jungle, hoping beyond hope that Sensay was wrong and the fighting would remain on the valley floor.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Authia woke to the sounds of her son gurgling in his bed. She reached over for Nathen, then remembered he was on the other side of the falls. She lay back on their sleeping mat, closed her eyes, and reached out to her husband. Can you hear me, Nathen?

	Yes, my Love.

	Where are you?

	Heading back. We’re just entering the falls. I have Sam with me, and he’s been badly injured. Can you have Casandra meet us at the priestess’ hut?

	For sure. Is he going to be all right?

	I believe so, but he has a lot of mending to do. We’re entering the falls. I’ll see you shortly.”

	Authia got up from her mat, dressed in her animal skins, and went over to Joshawa. He smiled up at her and raised his tiny arms for her to pick him up. After Authia changed Joshawa, placing a clean diaper made of animal skins on him, she happily obliged and lifted her little man into her arms. “Daddy will be home soon. How about we get you something to eat?” As she left her hut, she reached out to Casandra. Casandra, are you awake?

	Yes, my Mistress. What can I do for you?

	Do you remember the outsider Sam?

	Yes. The little man from the other side of the falls.

	That’s right. Nathen is bringing him here, and he’s been injured. Nathen wants you to meet him at the priestess’ hut.

	Of course, my Mistress. I’ll be right there.

	Authia ended the meld and went in search of Tammy and Hansen.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Casandra was at the birthing hut, a place of healing, but most importantly, a place to bring new life into the village. The birthing hut was located outside of the village where the occupants could heal in peace. Quickly, she gathered what she needed, then headed back to the village. Casandra had not always been so cooperative. She was the priestess who had once ruled the tribe under a veil of deception and threats. It was Authia who’d bested her, which allowed Nathen to become the rightful Lord of the Jelani Tribe. Casandra’s punishment for the deception and cruel treatment of the tribe should have been death. But that was not Nathen’s way, and he spared her life on the condition that she would become the tribe healer, that she would mend her evil ways and prove to him and the tribe that she was sincerely regretful for her past actions. Casandra was so taken aback by Nathen’s generosity that she accepted him and Authia as her Lord and Mistress and lived her life proving her gratitude.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Authia found Tammy and Hansen sitting around the communal fire pit enjoying their breakfast. A large animal resembling a boar was cooking over the open fire in the pit. The animal would feed the tribe for their breakfast as well as lunch. Contained in bowls around the pit were freshly baked bread and fresh fruit. Authia sat cross-legged on the ground next to Tammy, placing Joshawa between them. He was strong enough to sit up on his own and also to walk away if Authia wasn’t watching. She placed a bowl of bread and fruit in front of him, hoping to keep him occupied, even if it was for only a short time.

	Hansen passed her a chunk of meat skewered on a stick. “Have you heard from Nathen?”

	Authia took a bite of the meat. It was tender, almost melting in her mouth. “Yes. He’s on his way back. He’s bringing Sam with him. Apparently, Sam’s been injured.”

	“Injured? How?”

	“No idea. But Nathen has asked for Casandra.”

	“That doesn’t sound good.” Hansen stood up and brushed the dirt from his jeans. Then he leaned over and kissed Tammy on her forehead. “I’m going to the priestess’ hut and wait for Nathen there.”

	Authia placed more fruit in Joshawa’s bowl. “I’m going to stay here and finish feeding Joshawa. Please tell Nathen I’ll catch up with him when he’s finished with Casandra.”

	“Will do. How about you, Tammy, are you coming?”

	“No, I’ll stay here with Authia.” Hansen nodded and headed over to the priestess’ hut.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Hansen arrived at the hut just moments after Casandra. He watched as she knelt on the ground and carefully placed a sleeping mat in front of the cold fire pit. At five-feet eleven-inches, Casandra was of average height for the women of the tribe. Her blue eyes sparkled like sapphires, and she always wore her hair braided. When she stood back up, she looked over at Hansen. “Would you start a fire? I need to boil the broth I’m making for Sam.”

	Hansen didn’t say a word. He left the hut to gather the firewood he would need. He didn’t have to go far, for there was a generous stockpile of firewood right outside the priestess’ hut. Hansen returned and started the small fire as instructed. When he was finished, he watched Casandra, who was at the back of the hut standing in front of a long table. Above that table were four shelves all lined with clay pots. Hansen had been told by the High Priestess Tamara that inside the clay pots were the herbs, oils, and powders that the priestesses needed for their spells, incantations and for the remedies used to heal the sick. Casandra took an empty clay pot and started filling it with herbs and oils. When it appeared that she was satisfied that she had the right dosage, she placed the clay pot over the fire Hansen had built. Hansen and Casandra sat in silence as they watched the liquid in the pot slowly come to a boil. Once it had boiled for a few minutes, Casandra removed the pot from over the fire and set it aside to allow it to cool. Minutes later Nathen entered the hut with Sam cradled in his arms. He walked over to the sleeping mat and gently laid Sam on it.

	Hansen looked down at Sam. “What happened to him?”

	“He’s been shot.”

	“Shot! By who?”

	“Fill you in later. Casandra, can you help him?”

	Casandra knelt by Sam’s side and opened his shirt, revealing the three bullet holes. With a narrow flat stick, she removed the herbs from one of the holes. Casandra looked up at Nathen obviously puzzled by what she saw. “What made these wounds?”

	Nathen handed Casandra a leaf packet. Inside were three bullets, still covered in what appeared to be blood.

	Casandra looked at them in wonderment. “How did these stones enter his body?”

	“Long story. Can you help him?”

	Casandra closed her eyes and moved her hands over Sam’s chest. She started to sway back and forth, chanting in the language of the priestesses. Hansen’s attention was focused entirely on Sam as his chest seemed to take on a glow, as if a light was emanating from within his body. A few minutes later, Casandra stopped her chanting and looked up at Nathen.

	“Yes, I can help him. The healing spirits are confident that he will survive. Much thanks to you, my Lord. I’ll clean out his wounds and place fresh herbs within them. However, the healing spirits cannot help his friend.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen looked puzzled at Casandra. “What are you talking about?”

	“The other small man that was with Sam. He’s beyond our help.”

	Nathen knew she was referring to Tomas. “He’s alive?”

	“Barely, my Lord. I’m very sorry, but there’s no help for him.” Casandra turned from Nathan and started working on Sam. She gave him the cooled broth to help him sleep. Then she flushed his wounds and repacked them. “He will sleep until tomorrow. I’ll stay and watch over him. There’s nothing you can do here. Go to my Mistress... it’s time to start planning the protection of our village.”

	Nathen looked at Casandra. “How do you know our village needs protecting?”

	“I know because Sam knows. He’s afraid for our village. You, my Lord, must find a way to protect us.”

	How was Nathen going to protect his village against men with guns and rifles, and God only knew what else? Not to mention the sheer number of men that could be heading their way. Nathen turned to leave, Hansen at his side. He stopped and looked over his shoulder at Casandra. “Besides your daughter, you’re one of the strongest priestesses in our village. I’m going to need you before this is over.”

	“And I’ll need you. You and I both will have difficult decisions to make, ones that will forever affect our village, our home. We’ll need each other. Now go, my Lord, there is much planning to do.” Casandra turned her attention back to Sam as Nathen left the hut.

	Nathen stood outside surveying his village. Hansen stood quietly at his side. What did Casandra mean by difficult decisions? She spoke of planning. How did you plan against an enemy that you knew nothing about? What Nathen did know was that if the war came into their valley, it would be a blood bath. And it wouldn’t be in favor of the Lion People.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Rick, Adam, and Travis left the hut to find the men gathered around a small fire they had started. Rick took a deep breath as he addressed his men with what he knew would be a difficult choice to make.

	“Okay, we have a decision to make. We are fifteen men. Two of us are injured. There’s an army of rebels separating us from the rest of our platoon.” Rick scanned the group of men, desperate to find the right words to say. “Look at us. No one here is from Africa. No one here knows the jungle, knows the predators that stalk our every move. Don’t get me wrong—we have two of the best trackers you could hope to find. But they’re expertise is in the United States, not Africa. I don’t know about you, but when I came here, I came to be a peacekeeper. I didn’t sign up for this. I’m not a killer. I don’t murder people because of what their beliefs are. No amount of money is worth this. How many men have we lost? And you know why we lost them? Because, like us, they were here to be peacemakers. They had no military experience. No experience with a gun. The men who are paying us lied to us. They wanted soldiers to fight their war for them. They threw us to the wolves knowing full well that we probably wouldn’t make it out of this God-forsaken jungle to collect what’s owed to us. Each of us has a decision we have to make. No one can make it for us. My decision is simple. I’m not going back to the fighting. I’m heading south, as far as I can go. When the rebels have moved further northeast, then I’m heading west to Cabinda. I’m jumping a freighter and taking my ass back to Canada.”

	The group of men was quiet. Then Taylor, one of the trackers, stood to face Rick. “And what about you, Adam, Travis? Do you agree with our Captain?”

	Travis nodded his head. “I’m with Rick on this. I don’t want to die in this damn jungle.”

	Adam walked over to stand with Rick and Travis. “Colin is like a brother to me. I can’t walk away from him. I have to try to find him. I’m probably signing my own death warrant, but I have to do this. That being said, I wouldn’t blame any one of you if you want to follow Rick. As a matter of fact, I hope you do.”

	One of the injured men also stood. “So, you want us to run and hide like cowards?”

	Rick shook his head. “No. Are we cowards if we choose not to be lambs heading for the slaughter? If we go back and fight, there’s no way we’re coming out of this jungle alive. Colin and the rest of the men... well, the majority of them... are soldiers. They made a choice to fight. We weren’t given that option. There is no shame. No one will label you a coward if you follow me. If you want to join Adam and try to find Colin and continue the fight, then my prayers are with you. Okay, no more speeches. A show of hands. All those that want to continue the fight?” Rick scanned the group of men. Not one man put his hand up. “And those that want to follow me?”

	Every man raised his hand. “All right... south it is.”

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Nathen called a meeting in the gathering hut. Only a selected few were invited. The High Priestess Tamara, Casandra, Tuval, Arman, Sensay, Tammy, Hansen and of course, Authia. Normally, the entire village would be present, and Nathen and Tamara would take their place on the raised platform at the back of the gathering hut, but not today. The village was unaware of the evil that waited for them outside of their valley. Nathen felt it best to keep them unaware until he had a plan. Nathen and Tamara didn’t take their place on the platform, for today, everyone was on equal ground. Everyone had a say in this meeting. The group sat on the ground forming a circle.

	Nathen started the meeting. “All right, we all know why we’re here. According to Sensay, our valley is at risk of being attacked. There’s
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