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The Labyrinth

A Bree MacLeod Story

By Jennifer Lynn

Bree MacLeod walked the spiraling path of the labyrinth, the frost-covered earth crunching under her square-toed boots. A wintry silence scowled back at her, scolding her disruption, as the image of a woman sleeping seeped to fill her Otherworldly vision. Ancient with flowing hair the color of dark, rich soil, the woman rested, eyes closed and wrapped in blankets of midnight purple. With each step upon that frozen earth, Bree saw the woman draw her blankets more tightly and snuggle deeper into her loamy bed.

The voice of Emily, Bree’s aunt and foster-mother, rose out of memory. “The earth is the body of The Mother. Bare your feet when you walk upon Her. Let every step be a tender kiss upon Her flesh.”

“Not today,” Bree rued. She frowned at the dark leather encasing her feet as she watched her breath etch its path through the near-freezing, February air. To her inner vision, the frozen exhale hovered before her then fell joyfully to the ground, bouncing away to join the glittering party of frost spirits.

Ice gripped the stones edging the pathways of the labyrinth. As Bree spiraled inward, they glinted, painting her world white. A cold breeze ran prickling fingers up her back. Shivering into her heavy coat, Bree inhaled deeply. A dense, earthy cold filled her lungs and she pulled her scarf tighter around her neck. Snow is coming.

At least her hands were warm. The candle flame flickered through the clear, glass globe she carried. She had lit the candle in honor of the goddess Bríghid, the Mother of her lineage and her primary Teacher in the Otherworld. For today was Bríghid’s Feast Day, the first day of Imbolc, the Celtic season of Spring and the time of the returning light. 

Heat from the small flame of the candle spilled through her cotton gloves to her palms. Bree chuckled. She had endured far colder Februarys during her childhood in Cape Breton. But over the past few years, she had adapted to the milder climate of Saint Louis. And she had risen early this morning, leaving behind the warmth and comfort of her apartment to arrive at the labyrinth well before sunrise. She chose to walk beneath the rising light to honor Mother Bríghid and to welcome Her gift of rebirth. Now, spiraling deeper into the labyrinth, she was grateful for the little warmth the candle gifted.

Gwen would still be in bed, asleep, no doubt. Bree could see her partner snuggled deep into the flannel sheets and woven blankets of their bed. Gwen usually joined Bree on these walks to honor the Turning of the Great Wheel of Life. Bree remembered how awkward, even painful, it had been at first to have another person in that sacred space with her. How Gwen’s every move had shrieked through her awareness, shattering the quiet of the labyrinth. Bree never thought she would get used to sharing these walks. But, today she missed the gentle presence of her lover in the ritual. She smiled. She knew now – Gwen’s soul song soothed her, its warm, thrumming a gentle counterpoint to the inner silence the walking demanded.

But not today, Bree grimaced.

“Tell Mother Bríghid hello for me.” Gwen had wrapped Bree’s scarf tightly around her neck and tucked the edges carefully under the collar of her coat. Pulling the zipper fully closed, she had kissed Bree warmly. “I’m sure She will understand – this isn’t my holiday.”

Isn’t it? 

Bree wondered. Gwen was the first person outside her own family with whom Bree had discussed her spiritual practice. Gwen had been more than simply interested. She had asked question upon question and even requested a healing session with Bree. Six months later, Gwen joined Bree in her celebrations for the first time. With each passing year, Bree realized she had begun to think of these walks as their tradition.

She’s right, Bree sighed. Bree was the Bean feasa, the wise-woman, the shaman. She was the Daughter of Bríghid. This was her path, her walking.

The pathway spiraled beneath Bree, flowing to the right. Frost-covered earth still crunching beneath her, she stepped into the open center of the labyrinth. Shifting the candle to her right hand, Bree placed her left hand on the bark of the birch tree growing at the very heart of the labyrinth. Leaning forward, she offered the tree a kiss.

“Blessings of the rising Light of Imbolc upon you, Ancient One.” 

Bree rested her forehead against the bark. Nothing. No voice whispered back from the tree spirit. 

She must still be sleeping, too. Bree frowned and looked up at the clouds darkening the sky. Snowflakes drifted down and spilled across her face. She closed her eyes. And why not? Seems even Béira thinks it is still winter.

A voice – feminine, ancient, loving  – rippled through her. “Look beyond the outward manifestation. Seek always the Truth within. From there the path spirals and carries you true.”

“Mother Bríghid?” Bree’s voice was a whisper.

She allowed her inner vision to engage. Golden light shimmered in the depths of the birch tree before her. Rising out of its roots, wispy tendrils curled upward, twining along the branches. A song pooled and throbbed, summoning the returning life force and awakening the sap within the tree to flow. 

All around her, golden light spilled. Bubbling up out of the earth, it seeped slowly across the land and melted the cold of winter with its touch. Familiar eyes shone within that light. Bree smiled and opened her eyes. 

Golden brilliance flashed and Bríghid stood before her. “Beannachtaí, mo Ghrá… Blessings my Love.”

Bree placed her left hand over her heart and bowed. “Mother Bríghid.”

Warmth spread along the back of Bree’s neck, then spilled through her torso and down her arms and legs as golden light flooded her awareness. “Do not fear change, mo Ghrá, my Love. Change comes to awaken you, to summon you to become the Truth within you. Embrace the change, Daughter, and know – I am ever with you.” 

Golden light flashed, sending a wave of warmth cascading through Bree. Rising to stand, she was alone in the center of the labyrinth. Only the birch tree stood silently before her. Small, grayish-white buds stretched from the branches, reaching for the light and new beginnings. Bree stepped closer and stared at the tender shoots. She shook her head.

Were they there before? Did I simply not see them? 

The candle still burned in the globe. Balancing it safely in her right hand, she leaned forward and offered the tree a parting kiss. 

“Thank you, Ancient One. Blessed is the Mystery.”

Something whispered through her awareness… a pressure, a sigh, a gentle exhale of life. With a smile, Bree nodded to the birch tree then turned to face the spiraling pathway. The white stones glinted, waiting, as Emily’s voice echoed out of memory.

“That is a great Truth of the gift of the labyrinth – the way in is also the way out.” Her aunt had leaned forward and smiled. “The great secret is, both are Love.”

Bree stood considering the stone-edged path before her. “Do not fear change,” she reminded herself. She shifted the candle globe to rest in both hands. As frost-covered earth crunched anew beneath her boots, Bríghid’s voice whispered through her once more.

“And walk the path of Love, always and all ways.”
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Curious about the changes that unfold for Bree MacLeod? Read more of her story in Being Here, available from Ravenswood Publishing and Amazon.com. To purchase your copy, click here: Amazon.

For more from Jennifer Lynn--@Circlejlj--visit her:

Website | Twitter 
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Jennifer Lynn is a soul midwife, a modern-day mystic and a shamanic practitioner specializing in Celtic mystical techniques and practices. During twenty-plus years of training and experience, she has studied extensively with Tom Cowan, Caitlín Matthews, the Invisible Druid Order, the Order of Bards Ovates and Druids, the Foundation for Shamanic Studies as well as with mystical practitioners internationally.

An award-winning, published poet, Jennifer gives voice to her Bardic craft through poetry and prose. Her writings explore the rhythms of life while honoring the Goddess and the Sacred Conversation. Dance through the moon turnings with Jennifer – read her blog at www.ThroughShamansEyes.wordpress.com.

Jennifer is also a Chinese medicine practitioner and a Minister of the Circle of the Sacred Earth, a church of animism fostering shamanic principles and practices. She currently resides in Saint Louis, Missouri, under the Fleur-de-Lys, nestled amongst the waters and the oak trees.
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The Night of Two Cats

A Witting Woman Short

By Candace Carrabus

The night of two cats followed the day I took Benjamin’s virginity.

I’d been at the annual metaphysical fair, reading people’s cards and doing energy clearings and healings. After one session, a woman said she felt like she’d had a full-body massage. After several, clients cried with relief at having their blocks released.

I’m good at what I do. And I love it.

But a persistent sense of not being where I was supposed to kept gnawing my gut, even though business was brisk. Not like I wasn’t supposed to be at the convention center that day, but that I wasn’t doing what I should with my life. 

When a tall hunk’s shadow fell across my table, I knew something special was about to happen. Against my rules about not reading people for free and not taking in strays—basically the same thing—I gave the man a quick scan and saw dark patches clouding his sacral chakra. He introduced himself with a breathtaking smile and asked for a reading. It didn’t take a psychic to know Benjamin’d never had sex. That he needed to for his own good. For the good of the world. If he didn’t, someone might get hurt. 

So I took one for the team.

Benjamin’s a firefighter who works out, so it’s not like this was much of a hardship. We grabbed a room at the adjacent hotel. I pulled up my mental shields and enjoyed the ride.

A couple of hours later, his windswept gray eyes were slightly rolled back in his head. “Heather,” he said, stretching like a well-fed panther. “Thank you for the best afternoon of my life.”

It had been good for me too.

But that’s not what’s important.

After a salad for supper, I sat on the back porch enjoying the warm summer night, watching a sliver of moon set, mulling over what I should be doing with my life. You’d think by thirty-two, I’d have figured this out, but no. I thought my talent for reading people was it—and that’s a really cool thing—but…there was doubt, like I wasn’t quite there. It didn’t make sense because I’d worked hard to achieve what I had, made a decent living, and liked helping others. 

The new moon is all about manifestation, and sitting on the back porch staring up at the sky wasn’t the best way to use this powerful energy. If the moon was trying to tell me something, I wasn’t listening. It was easier to stick with what I knew then venture into the unknown.

As I sat, that loose-jointed, languid sense of rightness descended despite my doubts, a combination, I supposed, of doing good for people, having a wad of cash in my wallet, and a solid pounding. Benjamin was excellent. No finesse, given his lack of experience, but plenty of enthusiasm. And endurance.

I might consider seeing him again. You know, to check his chakras.

In harmony with my body, my mind drifted, opened. I’d been dreaming of animals constantly lately, seeing them everywhere from cats peeking out of windows to dogs in the backs of trucks, and they all seemed to be watching me, but I didn’t allow my thoughts to wander there. Resistance sat in my belly like a small lump of undercooked pasta. My rescued pit bull who thinks she’s a lapdog, Mina, sat beside me. Don’t get me wrong, I love animals, always have. I’d bought this little house in a so-so neighborhood so I could keep Mina. Rentals that allow critters are scarce. She nudged her nose under my arm so I’d put it around her, which I did, of course. No psychic ability required to understand her intent. 

I used to hear the thoughts of animals. They have them, just like us. Pictures, though, not words. I’d given that up long ago after telling my aunt that her Siamese cat, Mr. Sam, was unhappy with his food, that he didn’t like the way it made him feel. My aunt scoffed, and my mother grounded me for being impertinent. Shortly after, the food was recalled. But not in time for Mr. Sam. He died. My aunt was inconsolable. Somehow, I was blamed. My mother told me to never, ever, ever do anything like that again.

I’d been only six. Trying to help. I’d cried as much as Aunt Lucy.

But after that, I learned to block them.

Again, not what’s important. Mina’s essential, of course, but it was the night of two cats. The night when everything changed.

The air was cooling, a tumbler of red wine hung from my fingertips, and my eyelids were getting heavy when a long yowl sounded from the bushes toward the back of the yard. Mina’s ears pricked forward, and she lifted her nose to sniff for scents, but she didn’t leave the warmth of my side.

Stray toms love to talk in the dark, but they usually move on quickly, particularly when they smell canine. This one, though, he strolled right up the walk and rubbed against my calf like he already owned me. Mina’s eyes grew wide, but she didn’t bark or growl. She’s not one to make a fuss. Instead, she leaned into me.

“Nope. Uh-uh,” I said. “Move along.”

The cat was a big solid gray. Copper eyes sparkled with secrets in the starlight. Probably not a stray, but I’d never seen him before. Then again, they can patrol a couple of miles of territory, and this guy looked like he was the boss. He sat at my feet, tail twitching, and meowed again.

Oh, all right. “Hello, Tom,” I said.

He gave me a squinty-eyed feline smile, barely tolerating my calling him a low-minded name that likely wasn’t his. He glanced over his shoulder, voiced a quieter chirrup, and walked away, tail high and inviting. Fine. Mina and I don’t need a cat. And yet…

“Hey,” I said. “What’s the rush?” 

He paused and sat. Perhaps there was no rush. Perhaps I’d had too much wine.

“Come over here so I can pet you.” I shouldn’t encourage him. Definitely too much wine. Or the fantastic sex had shook loose a few synapses.

He kept his back to me. Two could play hard to get. I set down my empty wine glass and rested my elbows on the step behind me.

“Here kitty.” 

He held his ground. 

I frowned into the dark, hadn’t turned on the porch light to avoid attracting bugs. He almost blended in with the slate stones of the walk.

He chirped again, more insistent this time, and strutted off, disappearing into the night that claimed the back half of the yard.

“I’m not playing this game.”

He padded back and sat again, his copper eyes glinting. The little ball of pasta unraveled, and I peered into the darkness with a sigh. 

Knowing I would probably regret it, I rubbed my hands together, called up protection energy, and followed.

I didn’t have far to go. Tripped over him where he’d stopped at the edge of a dense bank of fragrant hydrangeas. With Mina at my heels, I hopped from foot to foot in a flailing dance to keep from stepping on either cat or dog or falling into the bushes.

As it was, pink and purple sweetness exploded around us when I smacked a flower cluster. Petals flitted to the ground and over both animals like fairy dust.

Once I balanced myself, I bent to pet Tom and brush him off. He pushed into my hand and started to purr, then darted under the shrubs. I stood there, hands on hips, wishing that knot of resistance had held firm, knowing full well I would follow. 

Before getting to hands and knees in the damp grass and feeling around where I was as likely to get snake bit as anything else, I ran to the house and grabbed the flashlight by the back door. The resistance had been replaced by a twist of urgency that had me on my belly under the low-hanging branches in search of Tom and whatever he was leading me to.

Which, as it turned out, was another cat. A skinny calico.

I kept the flashlight angled to one side so I didn’t blind anyone. Mina hunkered down and army-crawled in beside me. Ever since I adopted her, she’s been glued to my side as if she’s always belonged there.

But the second cat.

This is what’s important.

She was near dead.

“Shit.” 

I glared at Tom, but he ignored me and didn’t give off an especially worried vibe, like he knew I’d take care of this.

What could I do? She’d been mauled by a dog or something, didn’t even try to lift her head when I felt her throat for a pulse, which was barely there. 

“Shit, shit. Tom, did you know about this? Is it yours?”

I get emotional about this sort of thing—another reason to keep out of animal heads—and don’t always make sense, but yelling at the gray made me feel better, even if it did none of us any good. Obviously, he knew about it or he wouldn’t have brought me to her.

The cat had birthed a kitten, managed to lick it dry, and she nursed at the mother’s slack belly.

Mina crept forward and sniffed the tiny thing, calico, like her mother, and gave me a sideways glance that concurred with my own feelings.

I almost said shit again, but there was no point. With the flashlight off, I laid one hand over the cat, calling on my angels and guides and the sweet healing energy of spirit to give her a peaceful transition over the rainbow bridge. 

Two breaths and a long sigh, and she was still.

Hot tears pricked my eyelids. I snicked the flashlight on. Now what?

Now what was the dead cat stood.

And stretched.

I scooted back. Mud scraped my belly where my T-shirt rucked up.

Her wounds were gone.

She walked to Tom, who licked her face, then she sniffed her baby.

That’s when I realized she was still lying on the ground.

Mina whimpered.

I blinked and held my breath, looking from the body to…the spirit?

Spirit cat nudged the kitten then looked at me with the clearest green eyes I’d ever seen. Love and regret and longing and hope rolled into me in equal parts. If I hadn’t already been on the ground, the strength of those feelings would have knocked me down. I wanted out and away from this. Where’s a goddess-damned lump of resistance when you need it?

She turned and trotted through the dense hydrangea branches as if they weren’t there. I snapped the flashlight’s beam to Tom. It shone right through him. With a twitch of his whiskers, he followed the calico and disappeared.

I scooped up the kitten and took her inside. What else could I do? At least she didn’t telegraph anything to me. I checked to make sure she was still breathing. Mina trotted with me, jumping every few steps to try and sniff the baby.

Keeping her cradled to my chest with one hand, I used the other to dump a pair of shoes out of their box, stuff an old T-shirt in, and rummage in the back of the bathroom closet for a heating pad. Once I had that going, I carefully placed the kitten on the soft cotton bed.

Then I put the box and heating pad inside a larger box. I didn’t think she’d be exploring anytime soon but needed to keep her safe. 

Mina watched me closely. I imagined her saying, You’re not doing it right. Let me help. I can do it. But in pictures, of course, of Mina snuggling with the kitten, Mina licking the kitten, Mina carrying the kitten…

I shook my head. “Stop it,” I said, unsure whether I was admonishing her or myself or the angels.

Why would a dog want to care for an orphaned kitten?

Why would I want to care for an orphaned kitten?

Stupid question. I didn’t.

Me and cats. Just. No. 

Of course I would take care of her. Tom had led me to her, and now she was my responsibility. I didn’t have to like it.

I called my friend Jess who works at the local animal shelter where I got Mina.

“How do I take care of an orphaned kitten?” I asked before Jess could say hello. “Newborn,” I added. “Hours old at most.”

Jess didn’t chide me for my rudeness. She’s all business when it comes to animals. “How many are there? What happened to the queen?”

“Just one little calico. The mother died. Looked like she got attacked by dogs.”

There was a pause, and I knew Jess was taking a moment to compose herself, a moment when angry thoughts about strays and people not neutering their pets and a list of other grievances against heartless humankind were whipping through her brain. I’d done enough readings on her to know.

“You’re going to need milk replacer and nursing bottles and probably an eye dropper in the beginning. Did she get to nurse at all?”

“I think so.”

“Sure you don’t want to bring her here? You’re going to have to feed her every couple of hours for a while.”

Surrendering her to the shelter was the obvious, logical approach. My life is already full. But me and logic aren’t really on speaking terms. I made a respectable income with the psychic readings and did most of them out of the front room. If a client wasn’t cool with my bringing a kitten with me when I went to them, they could find someone else.

Plus, there was Tom, the transparent gray. How do you refuse a request from a spirit cat?

“I got it,” I said.

“I figured. And I’m glad. We’re already up to our eyeballs with orphans. I have what you need here. Want to come pick it up? She’ll be okay for an hour or so.”

Twenty minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot. It was empty save for Jess’s Jeep. The outside light came on. From the back came the sound of dogs barking.

The front door swung open. For half a second, I thought it smacked me in the face. Something slammed into me.

I staggered back. Jess grabbed my forearm.

“What’s wrong?”

Blinking and rubbing my forehead, I said, “I don’t know. Feels like I ran into a wall.”

Then, the images came, randomly and with force. Picture on picture of people and dogs and cats and horses and more people and crates and carriers, and with them, feelings. Abandonment, fear, confusion, hope, despair, surprise, anticipation, sadness…

“Oh my God,” I said aloud, and inside my head, shit, shit, shit. 

Jess pulled me through the door and guided me to a waiting room chair which I gratefully sank into. Keeping my eyes shut and breathing deeply through my nose, I pulled up every mental block I’d ever used and repeated a mantra to shield myself until the shouting receded as if behind a closed door—a door I slammed and put my back against. That’s what it had been like, walking into a room full of everyone yelling at once. 

After a minute, I asked, “You said you have other orphans?” 

“Yes.”

“Puppies?”

“Yes.”

“Was the mother a spotted terrier mix? Dumped here already in labor?”

“Wow, you’re on fire tonight. But I thought you didn’t read animals?”

I groaned. On fire, yeah, that’s what I was. “I don’t.” An image of Tom bounced to the front of my mind. He winked. If I ever got my hands on him again, I’d wring his goddess-damned see-through neck.

Jess sat beside me. “Heather, are you okay? I have a pot of coffee going in the office if you need some.”

“That would be good.” I followed her in, needing the fortification of her strong brew. 

The near-espresso-strength java cleared my head. I should have brought the little calico here. Maybe it was her. Whoever was to blame for the sudden onslaught of animal thoughts, I didn’t want it. Wouldn’t have it. I wouldn’t. My life was great. I’d been wrong when I’d thought I was on the wrong track. My direction was just fine, thank you very much. The universe had better be listening.

Jess had supplies packaged and a printed sheet of instructions ready. I didn’t tell her what I was hearing and seeing and feeling. I hadn’t succeeded in completely shutting it out though I was leaning on the door with all my might. One voice was especially persistent. 

A dog. A worried dog. Worried about his owner.

And wasn’t that just like a dog? To be worried about the owner that abandoned him? Yet, this was different. Rubbing my temples and taking a deep breath, I let the door open a crack. It wouldn’t hurt. I was already here. Surely one time wouldn’t hurt…

“Do you have a dog here because something happened to its owner, like he got sick or something?”

Jess didn’t hesitate. She knew the story of every one of her guests, as she liked to call them. “Most are the usual. Strays and unwanteds.”

Logic chose that moment to assert itself. Don’t, it said. Don’t do it. I kicked logic into a box and sealed the lid. “Do you mind if we walk through?” I asked.

Jess stood. “Of course not. What are you getting?”

“Not sure.”

She led the way down a hall to the room that housed adult dogs. Once inside, she walked slowly, giving me time to read the inhabitant of each kennel. 

“He’s at the end,” I said.

We reached the last dog, a mutt with some shepherd and who knows what else. He stood when we stopped at his door, tongue out, tail slowly wagging, eyes hopeful.

“Stray,” she said. “No collar, no chip. Doesn’t match any description of missing dogs. Been here a week. I call him Butch.”

“His name is Duke.”

Her head whipped around. “How do you know?”

Darkness. A loud crash. Pain. Blood. Flashing lights. No, I begged, please. Just go away. Breathe in through the nose, out through the mouth. “He was in a car wreck. His owner was taken away in an ambulance. He’s been trying to find him.”

My heart ached for them both.

“But—”

“You need to search out of state.” Sand and a ball bouncing on waves. “Maybe California, but anywhere coastal.” I pressed my fingers against my temples again though the usually soothing motion wasn’t helping. 

“It’s okay,” I said to the dog. “If anyone can find him, Jess can.” 

Duke wagged his tail and sat, satisfied he’d gotten his message across.

I chewed the inside of my cheek, worrying what all this meant.

[image: Image]

By the time I got home, exhaustion made my steps slow. Tom had done something to me—awoken the dormant ability or smashed through my carefully crafted barrier. Either way, I had to get rid of it, and fast, or I’d be incapacitated. Sensing all those animals’ feelings would keep me in bed if I let it. I’d never felt anything so intense, so unrelenting, so…thrilling.

No, logic said. Not thrilling. Awful. We don’t want it. 

Go away, Logic.

Another part of me wondered, would it be so bad? I’d had to learn to protect my thoughts from people except for when they wanted me swimming around in their heads. Surely I could do the same with animals?

“Okay, kitty, time to eat,” I said as I walked down the hall to my bedroom. 

No kitty in the shoebox. 

Shit.

That’s when I realized Mina hadn’t greeted me at the door, either.

“Mina!”

Her tail thumped the kitchen floor in answer. I kept an old comforter there for her. I rushed down the hall.

She curled on her bed, unmoving except for the happy tail, the kitten nestled against her chest, sleeping.

At least I hoped she was sleeping. I held my breath until I saw the tiniest rise and fall of her side.

“Okay, girl.” I patted Mina’s head. “You can help take care of her. But I’m going to have to feed her, and she needs that now.”

A little while later, I’d gotten a few milliliters of milk replacer into her, an amount Jess said was enough for now, and held her against my shoulder, gently patting her back, trying for a burp. Then I would have to stimulate her bowels until she was old enough to handle that on her own. 

And then I’d get to do it all again every two hours.

Mina waited on her bed, and I put the kitten between her front legs.

“You keep an eye on her. I’m going to check on something.”

I wanted to make sure there weren’t others I’d missed earlier. Two spirit cats hanging out under the hydrangeas had been distracting.

Flashlight in hand, I crawled in. It didn’t surprise me to find the queen’s body gone. I didn’t have an explanation for it but was too tired to attempt figuring it out. Nor were there any other kittens.

I dragged my ass back to the house.

Tom the gray sat in the middle of my kitchen table, tail curled around his feet, copper eyes glowing. I put the flashlight in the drawer and slowly reached out. 

And met soft fur and solid cat. How could he be solid one moment and transparent the next?

As earlier, he pushed into my hand and began to purr.

I dropped into a chair, resisting my earlier urge to strangle him. “You’re a strange one.”

Indeed, he said. But in my head, not out loud. And with words, not pictures. Just when you think you know something…

“Come to make sure I’m taking good care of the kitten?”

Thank you, he sent into my mind. But that’s not what’s important.

“I suppose you’re going to lecture me about allowing this…this…” I waved my hand through the air. “Whatever this is to take over my life? Is that what you want?”

If I thought I was going to discuss existentialism with Tom the spirit cat who could communicate with mental telepathy, I was wrong. He jumped down and went to the back door. 

You’ll figure it out.

I opened it, then shut it behind him even though he obviously had no use for doors. Or invitations. I didn’t bother to watch whether he walked into the dark or dissolved. It simply didn’t matter. 

Kitten in hand, I went to bed, setting an alarm for the next feeding. Mina jumped up and got as close as she could, the two of us sheltering the kitten between us.

“What should we call her?”

Mina wormed a little closer, and my eyelids drifted closed.

My cell phone buzzed. I forced my eyes open. It was Jess.

“You were right,” she said before I spoke, the excitement in her voice bringing me fully awake. “His name is Duke, like you said, and he’s from North Carolina. He was in the car with his owner.” I heard papers shift. “Peter Anderson. They were on a highway when a drunk crossed the median and sideswiped them. The car rolled down an embankment, and Duke was thrown clear.” She paused to take a breath. “Peter is still in the hospital, but he’s got Duke plastered all over the local social media.”

“He’s going to be okay?”

“Of course he is. He’s going home!”

“Not Duke. Peter.”

“Oh, right. Yes. He was pretty banged up but he’s going to be okay.”

I made a mental note to send healing energy to Peter Anderson in North Carolina. “How do you think Duke ended up in the midwest?”

Jess was quiet a moment, then said, “You tell me.”

And so it begins. With a grimace of resignation, I rolled to my back and shut my eyes, picturing Duke, reaching out to him, focusing narrowly on only him. It was easy enough to catch more glimpses of his story. The other dogs and cats at the shelter, thankfully, stayed quiet. Maybe I could do this.

“He stayed near the accident site but got picked up by a trucker coming this way.” The pictures were jumbled, flashing by like a slideshow on fast forward. “As soon as he could, he escaped, but by then, he was several states away and lost. He was heading back east when you picked him up.”

“Awww. Sweet boy. I’ll get to work arranging transportation home tomorrow…today. I already PM’d Peter. He’s ecstatic.”

My hand found Mina’s head and rubbed her ears, thinking how terrified I’d be under the same circumstances. “And very relieved, no doubt.”

She laughed. “No doubt.” Her voice was serious when she said, “You did a good thing tonight, Heather. A great thing. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. 

Thinking about all those animals, that rush of emotions, the cries for help. Anticipation trembled though me, not fear. I ran my fingers over the kitten’s back. Tom had led me to her and that had led me to Duke. Who was I to argue with a spirit cat? And then there were the people, the ones who cared deeply for animals and could be reunited with lost loved ones or matched with new companions. It wasn’t a huge leap from what I already did. But…

“Heather?” Jess said. 

“I’m here.” 

“I know you’re busy, but maybe you could help find forever homes for more of my guests. When you have time.”

“I’ll think about it.” I couldn’t commit to taking this on. It was too much.

We disconnected.

And yet, I searched for that niggling sense of not doing what I was supposed to be doing, not being where I was supposed to be. Along with Tom the gray, it had disappeared. How I would make time, I didn’t know.

Mina sighed.

Kitten burped.

I smiled.

Tom jumped on the bed. I nearly fell out of it. “If you’re going to come and go like this, I need some sort of warning.”

If you’re really going to listen, I won’t come and go like this, and you won’t need a warning.

I stared at him. “I don’t want to listen to you guys. It’s too hard.”

That’s why you need to do it. His copper eyes didn’t blink, didn’t waver. 

I was losing a staring contest with a spirit cat. “I’ll think about it,” I repeated. “Especially if you go away.”

Excellent. 

He left.

Need to sleep on it, I thought, and drifted off for the little time left before the next feeding.

A minute later, my alarm sang. It wasn’t really a minute, more like an hour and a half, but it seemed like only a few moments. Sunrise slid through the window casting a square of light against the far wall. I stretched, my knee joints popping. Mina yawned, her long, pink tongue curling. Kitten let out a tiny mew that made Mina sit up and blink as though she’d forgotten about our little charge. I forced myself to the bathroom, trusting Mina to keep an eye on Kitten. Needed a name for her.

Needed coffee.

Kitten came first. 

After splashing water on my face, running a comb through my tangled hair and a toothbrush around my sour mouth, I shuffled to the kitchen to prepare the milk replacer. I’d just made it back to the bedroom when the doorbell rang. Mina woofed but didn’t leave Kitten’s side. 

“Good girl,” I said.

I thought of not answering. Nothing fabulous ever came from a person ringing the doorbell at five o’clock on a Sunday morning. Anxiety brought ugly imaginings of family and friends in car wrecks. I shook them off and opened my senses. It wasn’t a cop, of that I was sure.

I padded to the front, listing and squinting to spy through the side light. Half a blue-jeaned leg was all I could make out, and that didn’t exactly narrow the possibilities.

 When I opened the door, Benjamin stood on the stoop, a paper bag in one hand and two large to-go cups balanced in the other. The cheerful morning sun slanted across his face from the side, causing rusty sparks to glimmer in his gray eyes.

“What the—?” was all I could manage.

“I know it’s early—”

“Very.”

We stared at each other.

“How?” I asked, apparently unable to form a complete sentence.

He grinned—how had I missed that dimple yesterday?—and shrugged.

“I kind of followed you home.”

“Kind of? Like a stray?” I had rules about strays. Look what talking to Tom had gotten me.

“Just like a stray.” He leaned closer. “But you already know my name.”

“And that makes it okay?”

He studied his loafers. Who wears loafers anymore?

“I brought coffee.” 

He pushed his hand closer, the one big enough to keep hold of two cups at one time. I inhaled deeply. 

“Smells good.”

“And croissants.” He lifted the bag. “And scones. Wasn’t sure what you might like.”

“Croissants and scones are good. Coffee is better.”

Still, we stood there. I fought a giggle. The rising sun revealed happy creases at the corners of his eyes, a few silver hairs sprinkled in with the rest, things I hadn’t noticed in yesterday’s sexy rush. Benjamin wasn’t as young as I’d thought he was. And nothing about him, or should I say, his chakras, screamed virgin this morning. He wasn’t, of course, but I no longer believed that had anything to do with me.

Everything had everything to do with Tom, I thought, remembering those burnished traces of red sparkling from Benjamin’s eyes.

I swung the door wide. “Put that stuff in the kitchen. I have a kitten to feed.”

He didn’t say anything, but a decidedly feline smile crept up one side of his cheek as he crossed the threshold.

And I knew right then I had nothing to think about, never had. Of course I would go back to the shelter. Turns out, the important thing about the night of two cats was a new direction, the joyful new purpose I’d been seeking. 

Now, I have a house of two cats. Or one cat, one dog, and one spirit cat who keeps me on course as I make the world a better place, one pet at a time.
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If you enjoyed The Night of Two Cats, pick up the first Witting Woman novella, The Man, The Dog, His Owner & Her Lover for free at Amazon or Smashwords

More info at www.candacecarrabus.com and on Facebook
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Candace Carrabus is a multi-published best-selling author of fantasy, contemporary mystery, and metaphysical fiction. She’s written stories and ridden horses—simultaneously—for as long as she can remember, having spent her formative years in the saddle, just imagining. Not surprisingly, her stories are often infused with the mystery and spirituality horses have brought to her life. Candace shares a farm in Missouri with her husband and daughter and various critters. A portion of book profits are donated to animal shelters, rescues and Therapeutic Horsemanship.
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Brick in the Wall

By Kevin P. Sheridan

 Joey Reeves sat on the brick retaining wall in his yard, the hood on his black sweatshirt pulled up over his head to where only his nose, cheek and chin were visible from the side. He wore a set of headphones over the hoodie; one phone positioned over the left ear and the other cupped to the side of his head behind the right eao. His head hung low, his hands balled in fists in the pocket of his sweatshirt, and his feet dangled over the edge of the wall. His mind overrode the music drowning out the spring day as he contemplated life – his life – and what was really going on in it and why it was worth living. 

The portion of the wall he sat on was six feet high. The wall eventually terminated at ground level to his right because the height lessened as the driveway below him followed the hillside up to his street. The wall ended in the side of his house to his left and served to level out the ground around his home. It was new as of three years ago, constructed of interlocking concrete, brown colored blocks that could be fashioned to accommodate bends and turns, and this one did curve with the driveway. Joey’s dad, Stefan Reeves, his real dad, built this wall. Joey had helped by moving dirt and gravel, but the blocks were too heavy for him. His dad positioned every seventy-pound block into place. This wall became Joey’s preferred place to sit and think, contemplating anything and everything, but mostly thinking about his dad.

This morning was different, and there was a lot to contemplate. Things had gotten worse. His stepfather and mother constantly fought, but today his stepfather had hit her. Joey tried to intervene but was punched in the stomach for his efforts. The blow to the stomach was hard enough that Joey thought he was going to throw up. At fourteen years old, he was ill-equipped to deal with an overbearing and controlling stepfather, let alone his mother’s need for a man in her life. She was unable to protect Joey. So, doubled over from the blow and tears of anger in his eyes, he had run out of the house and come to the wall to sit and contemplate what he was going to do – run, fight, or die. These seemed to be his only options and fighting could lead to the last.

He pulled his headphones over the one ear that was not covered to drown out his mother’s crying and the notion that he had somehow made this worse for her. The wall was strong, stable and cool below him, and represented everything the nucleus of his current family did not. This wall was the last thing his real dad had done before vanishing, before leaving him and his mother three years ago.

Because of the music pulsating through the headphones, he felt it before hearing it. At first, the tremor was barely perceptible. He pulled a hand from his sweatshirt pocket and laid it on the top of the wall. The tremor became stronger, and he pulled his hand away thinking that it was an earthquake. He pulled the headphones down around his neck. Then the tremors stopped and all was still. Even the usual noises of birds chirping and squirrels running through the trees and dead leaves on the ground were absent. It was dead silent; the hairs on the back of his neck began to tingle.

Earthquakes were not uncommon for this area. Joey lived near the New Madrid Fault in the hill country of far Western Kentucky. Every year the local news would run a story or report in the paper of the number of tremors that the Kentucky Geological Survey would pick up on their instrumentation each day. He knew this because he had done a report one year for a school assignment. They thought we were overdue for the big one.

Joey was about to resume listening to his music when the bricks from under him suddenly jumped. The force of the hit caused him to clear the wall from his sitting position and land hard on his behind. He quickly stood and backed away from the wall to stand on solid ground. He waited and listened, his senses on full alert. He could hear grinding of brick on brick. It started as a rubbing sound of two bricks together and then more of a vibration. Joey walked around the wall to the facing side and located the brick that was moving. It was pushing out, or being pushed out, near the center of the highest section of wall. He stepped back just in time as the single block exploded outward, shattering into a cloud of brick, dust, and soil. He approached the wall, hair no longer tingling, but instead standing on end as if some force had grabbed hold of him. As the cloud of debris cleared, Joey could see the gaping hole in the wall. It was black and without form beyond the edge of the brick and soil surrounding it. He leaned closer when suddenly a large eye opened and looked through the hole at him.

Joey’s immediate instinct was to run, but his curiosity overrode his flight response, and he only jumped back away from the wall. After standing there staring at the hole, he managed to gain control of his heart rate, and he slowly stepped forward to the opening where the brick once existed. The eye had disappeared. Relieved, he waited a moment longer and decided it would be a good idea to get his mother. Suddenly, a large claw thrust through the opening. Joey was close enough that one of the talons on the claw managed to hook the hoodie on his sweatshirt, ripping the fabric and pulling the headphones from around his neck. Joey backed away and the claw clutched the bricks above where it came through the hole. Its talons dug into the upper layers of the brick leaving behind long, deep channels as the claw dragged itself back into the hole.

Joey turned and ran away from the house and wall when something grabbed him and wrenched him backward off his feet. He closed his eyes and curled into the fetal position and braced for his back to make contact with the wall. Instead, when the collision didn’t happen, he realized that the force holding him was pulling him through the wall, through something soft and smooth and not like a wall at all. He felt like he was being dragged through a fabric that was almost fluid-like, but that didn’t intrude on his lungs and drown him. He opened his eyes and saw the world he knew rapidly disappearing, replaced with darkness. A moment later the darkness was replaced by sunshine and his back made impact with something hard, driving the breath he had been holding from his lungs. He emerged from the fabric-fluid, lying flat on his back and looking up at a blue smoke-filled sky. A much taller wall made of different, larger blocks of stone extended upward from his feet. He could see men scurrying around on top of the wall and a large creature scaling it, its talons digging deep into the stone for purchase.

Joey rolled to his side, found his footing, and began to run back to what he thought would be his home. Instead, he saw a field full of men and creatures of all different and strange types, yelling and fighting. A large fireball sailed high over his head toward the wall now behind him where the large creature was still ascending. He saw that the wall was actually part of a much larger structure, a castle, and the fireball exploded on the upper courses causing men and stone to be thrown outward from the ramparts. He began to run in the opposite direction and a number of arrows penetrated the ground in front of him. He quickly dodged to his left and ducked, looking for cover, but found none. He began running down a path, dodging arrows or stones exploding outward from the castle wall.

When Joey stopped running, he paused to catch his breath in a large grouping of trees along a wooden fence just off the path. He bent forward and placed his hands on his knees and drew in huge gulps of air. He could still hear the battle raging in the background between men and creatures he had never seen before. Another path that led to a village was built along the northern slope at the foot of the castle. The wooden fence appeared to border and serve as protection for the village. The fence failed to serve this last, as the marauders had obviously made their way through the village first. Joey saw columns of smoke rising high into the blue sky and heard the screams of the living mourning over the loss of loved ones. He looked around and found an opening in the fence where the other path led, just off the main path he was on.

He replayed what happened in his mind. He could only conclude that he was there, on his wall at home, and was now here. He had no idea where here was, how he had gotten here, or the dark place between the two. He wondered if this was another dimension or world or place in time. None of this made any sense. Besides, such things were simply not possible except in science fiction stories. He just didn’t know what to think, and a little voice in his mind began to ask him how he would get back. He resolved to head for the village entrance, taking care to stay close to the fence for fear of being seen. Maybe someone there was friendly and could help him find his way home.
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He entered the village, eyes darting this way and that, looking for possible threats in this strange place. The people took no interest in him. He made his way to a wooden structure and stayed close to it, keeping in its shadow for cover. He noticed many of the buildings were made of wood, but some were also constructed of stone. At one intersection, an overturned cart was burning. The cart’s contents had spilled onto the ground, and a man and woman were quickly moving about to collect their wares that were not on fire. They placed them in a pile a safe distance from the burning cart.

Suddenly, a creature like the ones fighting other men from the battle at the castle rushed into the intersection and headed straight for the man and woman. Joey got his first really good look at it. This one was taller than a full-grown man, but contorted in the face with sharp, jagged teeth and skin that looked leathery, thick and pale. Tattoos showed below the scant, ornate coverings apparently made of bones and strips of leather that fashioned them together in a crude design. The brow was boney, protruding forward above its two bulbous eyes for protection. The hair was stiff, short, and thick, starting at the top of the head and growing in a column down the length of the spine like a mane and terminating near the small of the back. The arms and legs were long and muscular, and the torso was compact and round with its back slightly humped.

“Watch out!” Joey yelled.

The man turned just in time to block the blow from the creature’s sword. He struggled with the creature but was no match for the larger, more agile opponent. The woman swung a burning piece of wood and struck the creature on the back, burning a patch of the mane. But the swing was weak, and the blow only served to agitate the assailant. The creature back-handed the woman with his free hand and continued his advance on the man as she fell to the ground unconscious. Towering above the man, the creature raised his sword high to bring the killing blow down on the man. Joey heard a low twang and whoosh of air, and saw an arrow penetrate the back of the creature’s skull and exit through one of its eyes. The creature froze in position for a moment and then collapsed in a heap next to the man.

A man entered swiftly from the same passage as the creature. He had long dark hair and a beard and wore a long, black leather coat. In one precise move without breaking his stride, he stowed his bow on his back next to a quiver of arrows like the one protruding through the creature’s skull. A long sword was sheathed at his side. He approached the woman, removed his gloves and bent down to her side, checking for signs of life. Once satisfied she was okay, he turned to the man and extended an arm, pulling the man upright.

“Thank you, kind sir. I owe you my life.”

The bearded man never hesitated, “You can repay me by taking care of your woman and leaving this village and the Eastern Eaves.”

“I will. Thank you.”

The man turned to tend to his woman and prepare to leave. It was almost as if he knew the man who had saved him. Joey had come out from the shadow of the building, less concerned for his safety and more interested in this turn of events. He maintained a short distance between himself and the bearded man, but stood directly behind him. The man seemed familiar.

The bearded man turned and faced Joey. Joey’s eyes opened wide, “Dad?”

Stefan Reeves stood before his son. Joey blinked several times and finally raised his hands and rubbed his eyes. This can’t be possible, he thought. I must be dreaming. If he hadn’t been so surprised, he probably would have burst into tears. His dad was always bigger than life, but here in this place, killing creatures and helping people in distress seemed more than Joey could ever have imagined. The emotions finally translating to action, Joey rushed forward and pounded his fists into his father’s chest. Stefan grabbed Joey’s shoulders and pulled him close into a hug. Joey initially struggled to break free, but eventually hugged his father back as the anger over his father leaving him subsided. The embrace was warm and comforting for both of them.

Into his father’s chest Joey said, “Why did you leave?”

“We have a lot to discuss, Joe, but it’s not safe out here in the open. Let’s go to my place.”

Joey pulled back from the embrace and looked his father in the eyes, “Your place?”

“Of course. You don’t think I’ve been living outside all this time do you? Come with me.”

They returned to the side passage from which the creature and Stefan had entered moments earlier. Halfway down the passage, they stood in front of a stone building. It was a little smaller than the wooden structure whose shadows helped conceal Joey’s entrance into the village. A thick wooden door hung in front of a large opening that could accommodate something as large as a dump truck. Inside, Joey saw that his dad had setup a shop that seemed very modern for the apparent times they were in. Stefan proceeded through the shop to a set of stairs in the back leading to living quarters on the second floor. It was smaller but much more comfortable than downstairs.

“Why did you leave?” Joey asked, “Why are we here?”

“All very good questions,” Stefan said, “but that’s not really what’s important right now. Right now I need to get us back home.”

“You can get us back home? When do we leave?”

“We leave after we talk, depending on your answers to my questions. I believe I have found the location where I entered this world. It’s on the southern side of the castle wall. Did you come through in that location?”

“I’m not sure…maybe. I do know that there was a large creature scaling the castle wall above me where I was laying on the ground after being pulled through the wall you built at home. I think it reached through the wall and grabbed me somehow.”

Stefan thought a moment. “Okay. We should be able to see exactly where the creature scaled the wall to see if that matches my location and where you came through. We should be able to find the portal leading back to our world.”

“Portal? I knew it! This is like another dimension isn’t it?”

“I think so. What I know for sure is that it’s not our world but it seems to be connected somehow. I’ve spent the past three years trying to find a way back. Just when I think I have found the portal, you show up. That may mean we don’t have a lot of time.”

“Why is that?”

“Do you remember that sensation you got when you were grabbed by that force and pulled through the wall?”

“Yes.”

“It was the same for me. I think we need to find that again. I hadn’t felt that tingling sensation until just before you came through. Did you fall through the wall?”

“Sort of,” Joey replied. “I was initially pulled and then it sort of felt like falling when I found myself lying on my back looking up.”

“Okay. We may need a ladder to get a little higher on the wall. You apparently didn’t hurt yourself when you came through, so I am guessing you weren’t too high off the ground.”

[image: Image]

Stefan and Joey sat at a distance from the field where the battle raged earlier. The fighting continued but a little further west from where it was before.

“That’s the creature I saw climbing the wall earlier,” Joey said. “It looks like a dragon.” The creature was more like an overgrown iguana that was about the size of a whale. It was making its way across the ramparts of the castle wall.

“That is not a dragon. It’s a half-dragon. The locals call it a Mountain Dragon. It resides in the mountains to the south but can be trained and used in battles such as this one. Real dragons are much more intelligent, serve their own purposes, and are much, much larger.”

“There are real dragons?”

Stefan ignored the question and watched the battle unfold. He located the scratches on the side of the castle wall made earlier by the Mountain Dragon. “That’s where it went up,” Stefan said. “Does that look like the spot you came through?”

Joey focused a minute on the wall and what was around and replied, “Yes, I’m pretty sure it is.”

“Okay. The plan is to get close enough to get that tingling sensation again. I am guessing that it will repeat itself when we get close. My hope is that it will grab and pull us back through to our time and place.” Stefan watched the battle for a moment and continued, “We won’t have a lot of time. The battle is moving to the west along the wall, but if we are quick we can locate right below those scratches, place the ladder, and climb to the location where the tingling is strongest. That is where we pass through. Understand?”

“Got it,” Joey said. “What if this doesn’t work?”

“It will work,” Stefan said. “It has to.” He kept a confident look on his face, but inside he was torn and second-guessing his decision. It was a terrible risk he was taking and with his son, but it was their only shot at getting home.

Joey was nervous at the thought of rushing toward the battle he so eagerly ran away from earlier. Joey looked at his dad, and Stefan looked at his son. In that moment they could see in each other’s eyes the love they had for one another and the loss three years had wrought. Without a word, they ran for the castle wall, each carrying one end of the ladder.
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Stefan and Joey made it to the castle wall undetected and directly below the marks made by the Mountain Dragon. Once they started positioning the ladder and raising it in place, they heard the creatures’ yelling intensify. One of the creatures positioned behind the battle lines was pointing at them and shouting directions.

“We’ve been spotted!” Stefan yelled. “Get up the ladder, Joe.”

Joey started climbing the ladder and the tingling feeling became strongest half way up. “It’s here,” he shouted to his dad.

“Push through it!”

“How?” Joey cried. At that moment a bolt from an iron crossbow ricocheted off the castle wall near Joey’s head, pelting his face with dust and stone. Joey saw the creatures with bows and swords racing toward them. A number of them positioned themselves and drew back on their bows.

Stefan had drawn his own bow and let loose an arrow at one of the creatures still running toward them. The arrow found its mark and it fell to the ground dead. He climbed the ladder to find the spot and help Joey push through. The creatures taking aim with their bows let their arrows fly.

When Stefan reached Joey, he felt frantically along the cold stone of the castle wall for the portal. The tingling was strong, but the portal wasn’t there. “We’ve got to go,” he said to Joey. “We’ll figure it out later.”

They started to descend the ladder when one of the arrows struck Stefan in the left shoulder. He hollered out in pain and fell backward. He reached out for anything to stop his fall and found a wrung on the ladder. At the same time, Joey shifted his weight backward, away from the wall, to avoid more arrows and pulled on the upper portion of the ladder. Their combined force caused the ladder to pull away from the wall and teeter momentarily. Both of them hung helplessly in mid-air, perfect targets for the next round of arrows being drawn back on the creatures’ bows. Joey thought the situation must have looked funny. He was startled back to reality when he heard his dad’s anguished voice.

“Joe, run back to the village. Go to my shop. There is a room behind the wall that my bed is on. It’s hidden and will keep you safe until this battle is over. Find a way back home. Now run!”

“DAD! NO! We need to get back…”

Stefan was already throwing his weight to bring the ladder down to the ground and out of the line of fire of the next barrage of arrows. The ladder started falling back away from the castle wall. Joey and Stefan both felt the tingling intensify and the hairs on their neck stand on end. As the ladder fell, something grabbed them, and they were pulled from that world.
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The creature giving directions from behind the battle lines saw the two humans balancing precariously on the ladder. It looked away to another area of the battle needing its attention, and when it looked back, the humans were gone. The ladder fell to the ground empty. Fists clenched and teeth bared, the commanding creature’s eyes blazed with anger at the loss of its human prey.
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When the Gods Came to Us



Book III: The Darkness Within the Light

(excerpt)

By George Sirois

It had been too long since we saw the stars. 

The clouds covered our planet, allowing only enough of the sun to provide daylight. But while we were still granted enough sunlight to differentiate what was night and what was day, we were also given the dark gray blanket of mist enveloping what was once a paradise, unending thunder and lightning heard and seen across our home planet now known as Denab IV. 

Thankfully, the ground beneath us was no longer shifting. We remember the days when we were all part of one united land mass, discovering our purpose in life while the stars twinkled above us every second of our lives. It was no matter whether the sky was its translucent dark blue during the day or black at night, we knew there was a guiding force above us that wanted nothing more than for us to thrive and cultivate this planet into the paradise our maker had intended.

But then, the blinding light touched down from above. And with that light came the darkness that fell over our souls. The stars faded from sight, and the mass of land we knew as Edenaria was split apart into ten separate lands that drifted away from each other, isolating the different classes of men, women, and children that collectively called themselves Denarians. 

As we continued to float along the rough waters, our minds were filled with stories of those no longer beside us. The tales of the scaly-skinned lifeforms that rose from the oceans and evolved into men and women of equal size and proportions of those who dominated the land. The report of the merciless domination of the country now calling itself Krephthera by those lifeforms. The horror of their deeds so great that the land from whence they came was now dubbed “The Cruel Nation.” Their acceptance of the name and the dubbing of themselves as Krunations. 

And the naming of the smaller lands that stayed grouped together in an otherwise isolated area of the planet, surrounded by nothing else but water. The name given to them was simply The Lost Islands.

That was what we now called home.

This particular day was louder than usual, with the crashing of thunder shaking through us. We saw two men walking together in the open field. Both kept their eyes to the sky, asking each other questions about what was happening beyond the clouds, but they were too far away for us to decipher what they said. Whatever their conversation, it ended when a bright bolt of lightning touched down between the two men, splitting the ground beneath them. It was not as large as the energy bolt that divided our nations, but it was brighter, more concentrated, and when it struck, the ground began to shake as it had before.

“We have to take shelter,” we heard one of them say. This was a strong-looking young man who ran toward us with such speed, it was difficult for his friend to catch him.

“Abrattus, wait for me!” the slower of the two yelled. 

“Hurry, Candassus!” Abrattus answered.

This man was in less ideal shape than the other, with smaller shoulders and a softer mid-section. And while Abrattus had smooth skin that matched that of the Denarians living on the land, and eyes as purple as the sky once was, Candassus' skin was green and scaly, like the lifeforms described to us that evolved from the water, his eyes a bright yellow with a thick black line down the middle. We watched them seek shelter from the lightning, and we saw Abrattus turn back and grab Candassus by the hand, helping him to safety. 

These two races had been at odds since they first saw each other, and here were a Denarian and a Krunation standing side-by-side as friends, one assisting the other.

The two men looked back toward the sky, and a blinding ray of light broke through the clouds. Both Candassus and Abrattus averted their eyes from the powerful force that shot from the sky and struck the area where the lightning had previously hit. 

We watched with wonder as an object began to manifest from the ground, the bright light shining down and feeding it, pulling it from the split in the earth. As this unknown form rose, we saw more details begin to form. We saw a black handle, with a jewel of pulsating energy emanating from its end. The light continued to pull this object upwards, and as the light began to dim, we saw it for ourselves. 

It was a sword. A magnificent-looking sword, with a gleaming silver blade and golden cross guard. A wave of energy shot from the jewel at the end and draped over Candassus, who looked at it with eyes filled with desire.

“Beautiful,” we heard Candassus say as he slowly walked toward the sword. 

“Candassus, what are you doing?” Abrattus yelled after his friend, who by now began running to the sword.

“It wants me,” Candassus said. He reached out to touch the handle.

“Do not touch it, Candassus!” we heard Abrattus warn. We wanted to say the same, but we knew he could not hear us. He stepped forward to physically stop Candassus, but another quick burst of energy from the sword knocked the stronger Denarian off his feet.

Candassus looked back toward Abrattus and, for a moment, seemed to have overcome his sudden urge to touch what had just risen from the ground. But before he could walk back to his friend, another wave of energy struck the Krunation. His eyes grew glassy, and he turned back to the prize waiting for him to collect. 

Candassus' fingers touched the sword, and suddenly his body was covered with the blinding light from the jewel. A deep hum filled the air, followed by painful screams. We watched Abrattus stand and run to his friend, and we saw the energy from the sword tighten its grip on Candassus.

The Krunation stood helpless, crying out in utter pain, and we watched his muscles tighten, then expand. We watched him increase in size and grow taller. We heard his screams grow deeper, his voice changing with his appearance. 

And then, as suddenly as it started, it ended. 

Candassus dropped to the ground, the only sign of movement coming from involuntary twitches in his newly-formed muscles. 

We watched with anticipation and fear as Abrattus approached his fallen friend. We heard him ask, “Candassus? Are you alright?”

Candassus' mouth did not move, but a voice escaped his lips.

A voice that was not his own.

“Yesssss.”

But then we watched Candassus' newly-enlarged hand reach out and grab Abrattus by the throat. The Krunation slowly rose from the ground, his paralyzing grip keeping the Denarian from escaping. 

“Your friend is no more!” A different voice spoke from Candassus' lips, a raspy, sinister voice that cut through the air. “Just as your pathetic race and the god that you serve will be no more!” 

We saw the Krunation's hand glow with energy that seeped into Abrattus. He convulsed in pain, unable to cry out as he held his own hands in front of his face. To his horror, and to ours, his hands began to disintegrate, turning into ash and falling from his body. His arms quickly followed, as did his feet and legs.

Candassus - or the energy that transformed him - continued to hold onto the neck of his Denarian comrade, taunting him as his body dissolved into nothing.

“You will all suffer this fate, Denarian! Your existence has served only one purpose: to die at the hands of the Krunations. And your god, Excelsior, has created this world so he may use it as his eternal resting place! From this moment on, you will know only one god, and that is I! That god is Tornatrax!”

The voice of Tornatrax shook the ground and Abrattus' ashy remains slipped through the Krunation God's fingers. We watched him look at his hands, marveling at his physique, and then up at the gray, starless sky. In the distance, we saw a burst of light similar to the one that heralded his arrival. He unleashed a deafening roar and pulled his sword from the ground. 

“Let us end this, Excelsior!” Tornatrax bellowed. “This planet, this star system, will be mine to control!”

We watched Tornatrax, the Krunation god now in human form, run toward the light in the distance.
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Eleazar Awakens 

By Camille Faye, Author of Voodoo Butterfly

Eleazar opens his eyes as the funeral attendants roll the stone over the entrance of the tomb, enshrouding him in darkness. He feels as though in a dream where senses are strong yet inaccessible. A glimmer of white light glows from above, barely illuminating the tiny space his body has been laid in. The peppery fragrance of frankincense and myrrh burns his nostrils. He rises slowly. As his eyes adjust to the darkness, he sees the walls of a man-made tomb, a cave carved out of the rock. He sees a body reclining as though asleep, the man's hands and feet bound with delicate strips of linen and a cloth wrapped around his head, framing his face, in order to keep the jaw from sagging. 

Eleazar recognizes the man as himself and he cannot reconcile what he sees because he is here and very much alive, but his body is there and very much dead.

A bright light in the main chamber above attracts his attention and he floats toward it, still trying to gain his bearings. He ducks through the tiny hole, grips the stone ledge above, and pulls himself out of the lower chamber. There in the tomb's main room is his friend, Yeshua, emanating the purest white light.

“Hello, my friend," Yeshua says, embracing him. Yeshua does not speak with his mouth, yet his words register clearly in Eleazar's mind. "How do you feel?” 

Eleazar knows not how to respond, because he does not understand what has happened to him.

Yeshua directs him to sit on the steps which lead to the tomb's exterior. Eleazar notices the large stone rolled into place, blocking the entrance.

"Do not be afraid, brother," Yeshua tells him, crouching down and writing the word Universe into the dirt floor.

Yeshua stands holding out his upturned palm in the space between them, then a blue and green orb appears. It hovers above his teacher's hand and slowly spins. The image transforms into a group of orbs with different colors, which moves around a central shining sphere, which is so bright that Eleazar cannot stare directly at it. All of the bodies rotate around the shining one. Across the universe, Eleazar sees all civilizations on all planets in all galaxies across all times. The cultures bear names but all rise and fall in a continuous cycle of change. 

Eleazar observes creation and perfection followed by destruction and suffering over and over again. He sees lands made of water, which is cold and hard like stone, where bits of soft whiteness fall and coat the earth. In another time, terrible lizards and giant cats feed on the weaker creatures. Some creatures die one at a time, some in large herds…and forever. New life springs forth, the inhabitants multiply. There are bodies of water a thousand times larger than the Sea of Galilee. There are seas of sand. Yeshua and Eleazar witness creations of worlds and ends of worlds.

Yeshua wipes away some loose gravel and writes in the dirt again. His index finger forms the word, One.

"We are all one," he explains. "We feel one another's pain, fear, anger, love, hope, joy."

Eleazar knows this to be true, because he has mourned with others at funerals, he has felt the oppression of his fellow Jews at the hands of the Romans, he has witnessed devotion during marriage ceremonies. Even now he feels the deep despair of his sisters who are in their home, mourning him at this very instant. His heart aches to comfort them. He wants their pain to stop. Then an equally strong urge fills him to leave his earthly emotions behind and realize the bigger picture. His consciousness expands across all of time and space, and his being knows no bounds. He feels as though he is everyone and everything simultaneously. He feels more alive and awake than he has ever before and he knows what he is feeling is the truth. 

Yeshua spreads his hands wide and a vision appears out of the ether above them of troops hailing their leader with red arm bands displaying crooked crosses. 

Eleazar sits with his Rabboni and watches more prophecies pertaining to the green and blue orb and its inhabitants. Fair-skinned men wearing metal armor and carrying wooden shields while fighting dark-skinned men wearing turbans and carrying curved swords; all of them killing with the name of God on their lips in Eleazar's homeland. People burning innocent women on pyres, watching them scream out to God. A giant explosion rising up from the earth in a billowing cloud of poison and destruction. People in chains, being terrorized by words and whips. 

Eleazar reflects on his own people, the Jewish people, and their exodus from Egypt. He realizes that slavery persists as it has across all times and in all places. 

"This is what humans do," Yeshua laments. "Humans war with one another because they war within themselves. There are harmful forces at work in the world that spread lies and corrupt human goodness. Those who are not worthy twist spiritual truth for profit and power. Religious and political institutions abuse people. All those institutions, no matter how holy or insightful are their tenants, are flawed with human nature because they are conceived by humans and governed by humans who are inherently flawed."

Yeshua swipes away the images with a wave of his hand and the cave darkens. 

He continues to teach, "When people choose connection with God's creative force, instead of separation from it, they are capable of miracles." He raises his hands once more and new visions appear. 

Eleazar sees a sculptor carving an exquisite marble statue, of a young man who stands with a slingshot draped over his shoulder, during a time when art flourishes. People holding magic screens in their hands, clicking on tiny letters and numbers with their fingers, the devices showing them visions and words of all that can be known. Healers sticking needles in the arms of children and injecting a miraculous substance into them which stops illness and death. A king's crown being removed, then transforming into a red, white, and blue banner that is handed over to the people. Two brothers testing a wooden-and-fabric flying machine. Metal letters slathered in ink pressing onto cream-colored parchment again and again, empowering people with the written word, allowing knowledge to spread and literacy to take hold.

At this moment, a profound longing stirs inside of Eleazar.

“Teacher, what can I do?" He asks. "I am merely human. These things are beyond my control.”

Yeshua answers the question with another question, "What can one person do?"

 Eleazar reflects on all the visions his teacher has shown him, then he stares at the words in the sand. 

Universe. 

One.

While Eleazar understands that one person could dramatically change the world, he still does not know what he should do. 

"I am no great thinker or leader. I am no artist or teacher," he tells Yeshua. 

"What should people like me do?"

"Love one another," Yeshua says. "Love raises people to a higher level so that peace is possible."

Eleazar studies each of the words again: Universe and One. Contemplating each one separately, then trying to understand the teaching as a whole.

"You can also take responsibility of your spiritual growth," Yeshua says. "Look inside yourself. See which beliefs do not resonate truth anymore. Grow and evolve. Come to new understandings. Allow for miracles to happen. Unless you do these things, you will remain unconscious, asleep, in the dark. Peace can only come from here." Yeshua reaches out his hand and places his palm on his friend's chest.

Eleazar nods, vowing to do as his teacher says.	

"I must go, Eleazar, and you must return to your body." The bright light still radiates from his teacher, illuminating the tomb. 

They embrace once more and Eleazar feels a strong sense of comfort wash over him. Then he bends down to return to his burial chamber. Maneuvering into the tiny space, Eleazar's spirit lies on top of his corporeal self then his spirit and body merge into one. He rests for some time, he knows not how long, before he awakens.

Eleazar opens his eyes again, but this time daylight streams into the tiny burial chamber. Suddenly, he feels the linen wrappings around his hands and feet, the cloth holding his jaw shut. He smells the peppery spices used to anoint him for burial.

He hears the voices of his sisters, Mary and Martha by the tomb's entrance. 

Yeshua calls to him, “Eleazar come out!”
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If you enjoyed this story, you can get Camille Faye's award-winning novel, Voodoo Butterfly, on Amazon.

Camille Faye's writing is inspired by her experiences growing up in a haunted house and her travels to 27 countries and counting. Find out more about her adventures at www.camillefaye.com.
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Camille Faye lives in Missouri, loves on her family, and writes while her kiddos are in school. Her award-winning novel, Voodoo Butterfly, was inspired by her experiences growing up in a haunted house and her travels to 27 countries and counting! Read an excerpt of Voodoo Butterfly at www.camillefaye.com
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Characters & Places

From Omeyocan

Omeyocan (Oh-MAY-oh-kahn) - travelers’ planet of origin in the Pleiades




Sisters from Second Expedition:


  	•	Ix Chel (Ish-chELL) 

  	•	Cib (Seeb) 

  	•	Akbal (AHK-ball) 

  	•	Kanah (Ka-NAH) 






Huracan (Hoor-ah-KAWN) – spacetime-traveling Plumed Serpent bonded to Ix Chel

From Third Expedition:


  	•	Xbalanque (Shoo-BA-LAN-kay) or 

  	•	TSblawn-kay

  	•	Coyolxauhqui (KI-olo-kee) – aka Golden Bells, High Priestess of the Daughters of Light






Pachamama (pah-chah-MAH-mah) – Mother Earth




From Poseidia

Amiliaus X (Ah-MEE-lee-us) – ruler of Poseidia




Belialian (Bah-lee-lee-en )— natives of Poseidia, create devices powered by external sources




Iltar (ILL-tar) – jaguar keeper




Ceiba (see-AY-bah) – mother jaguar (named after sacred World Tree)




Humanimals - spirits who entered this world plane tens of thousands of years ago and introduced the human form.


Jaguar Hope

The Zero Time Chronicles

By T.W. Fendley

Ix Chel's previous trips through the Serpent Ropes took less time than it took to exhale a breath. This expedition was different. 

Swirling lights in the blackness accentuated the dizzying sensation of movement. Awestruck, she watched as the streaming bands shifted from red to yellow, then green and blue, illuminating the ancient spacetime pathways. The temperature warmed, then chilled. A flutelike melody grew louder, then faded, like a musical score to the ebb and flow of hope and dread filling her heart. Would they be able to return to Omeyocan with a cure and save their people from extinction? 

Her mind kept trying to process the confusing sensory input. With nothing solid beneath her feet, logic told her she was falling. Her body told her something else. The pull of gravity was different here where the dimensions of spacetime folded together, if it could even be called gravity. She hovered, stationary, while the vortex spun around her.

Ix Chel fought the rising panic. She couldn't sense her sisters, who began the journey within arm's reach. Even her bond with Huracan, a spacetime-traveling plumed serpent, was different within the Serpent Ropes. Instead of a telepathic connection, it was more like the cells of their bodies merged.

When she finally emerged on the blue planet more than four hundred light years from home, Huracan's massive, rainbow-colored body remained visible for only a moment. The serpent's feathered head faced hers, and its ridged tail swished against her back. Huracan's striped body--bigger around than her waist--coiled above her head. Soon their connection returned to an invisible tether of linked minds. 

She sighed with relief when her trio of sisters appeared next to her on a hill above a wide river. She only glimpsed the brown diamond-backed great serpents bonded to them before they, too, disappeared. Ix Chel exchanged smiles with her sisters and breathed deeply, savoring the flowery scent carried on a warm breeze. The river cut a shimmering path through green fields, reflecting the unexpected brightness of the single sun. Darkness had been one of her greatest fears in traveling so far from Omeyocan's seven suns. 

On the other side of the plain, spires and arches topped multi-storied buildings--this was not the primitive indigenous culture they had expected to encounter. Ix Chel could have danced with joy. She hadn't relished going native, although they had prepared to do just that. 

"Only someone from Omeyocan would've built a city like this," Akbal, the artisan, assured them.

“It looks just like the ancient city of Gizeh!” Cib's excitement was contagious. "And to think it took more than five thousand years to send another expedition here because no one thought they survived the journey."

Ix Chel grunted. "Meanwhile, our race tottered on the brink of extinction." She tried to keep her excitement in check, but if she had been one of the earlier travelers, building amazing cities would've been a distant second to their mission of finding a cure for the sex-chromosome drive. She had to believe it was the same for them.

As if reading her mind, Kanah said, "That's a lot of generations for the hybrid race to evolve here--plenty of time for the cross-breeding to work." 

Ix Chel smiled, encouraged by her assessment. As the expedition's lead scientist, Kanah had the best sense of what would overcome the genetic flaw that caused the human genome to become a battlefield between male and female genes. Their goal was to merge their race's higher vibration with the native people's ability to reproduce naturally. To survive, the people of Omeyocan had to be able to conceive males instead of cloning them. 

"Maybe they found the cure, but just couldn't get back home with it," Cib suggested.

"Well, I guess we'll soon find out." Ix Chel pointed at a silver hovercraft that zipped across the field toward them. Her stomach knotted from a perplexing mixture of excitement and uncertainty. Lifelong training had led to this moment, but now she felt ill-prepared. Would the descendants of the first expedition bring good news or bad? The survival of their race hung in the balance. 

She adjusted her translator, securing the jade earplug as the hovercraft landed in front of them. Simultaneously, a side panel lifted, stairs lowered and the silvery sheeting on the craft's body turned clear so they could see it was empty. Ix Chel sputtered, "What?" A quick glance showed the disappointment on her sisters' faces, too. She hadn't realized her expectations until they evaporated. Ix Chel had already pictured meeting a descendant of the earlier expedition. In fact, she'd imagined returning to Omeyocan with them and the cure. 

"Why would they send an unmanned hovercraft?" Cib said.

Akbal brushed a strand of hair from her face, almost dislodging the jade triangle woven into her long blonde hair, the symbol of her artistic expertise. "Looks like they want us to come to them."

Kanah added, "A remote-controlled drone could do a body scan on strangers before they enter the city."

"Or it may be guided by heat sensors," Ix Chel said. "Remember at the amusement park? All you had to do was stand in the pick-up zone." It didn't matter how she rationalized it, Ix Chel still thought it was strange that no one came to greet them. She entered the hovercraft first, taking a seat on a high-backed chair covered in a soft green fabric. The door slid shut behind Kanah and the craft whirred upward. Moments later, they landed and the side panel slid open beside a black stele at least three-stories tall. It stood on a stone plaza in the shadow of towering buildings made of stone and glass. They emerged into a stark cityscape. Nothing moved.

“Where is everyone?” Cib asked. They drifted closer together. 

"I don't like this," Kanah said. "First a drone vehicle and now a ghost town."

The silence unnerved Ix Chel, too, but she forced herself to calmly walk to the stele. She refocused her reader to capture the inscription and images at the top. “It’s written in an old dialect, but there's no doubt it was left by our people or their descendants." 

Cib pointed to the bottom lines. “What do you think that means–something about a ray?” 

“Looks like plague survivors abandoned the city after activating a cleansing ray.” Ix Chel looked around, this time noticing subtle signs of decay. A broken window pane, a toppled statue, a gaping door. Her uneasiness grew. 

Kanah looked up from her scanner, her face ashen and eyes wide. 

"What's wrong?" Ix Chel asked.

“Nothing here is alive. Come on…let's go.” Kanah herded them into the hovercraft. 

Akbal sighed as she took her seat. “Aren't you being a little melodramatic? I admit, it's strange to see no trees or plants, but maybe that's their design esthetic.” 

Kanah glared at Akbal. “Spoken like a true artisan. There are no bacteria or fungi or spores. No worms or insects or plants. No rodents. That doesn't happen naturally. Ever!”

The hovercraft's door didn't close automatically when they were all seated, as it had before. Puzzled, Ix Chel looked for a control panel but saw only smooth walls. As they waited for it to move, Akbal nervously tapped her ring against the side of the craft. The rapping noise reverberated in the stillness. Cib chewed her lower lip. 

"Any suggestions?" Ix Chel said.

"We should find out where they went," Cib said.

"I was thinking the same thing," Akbal said. "Then we can go through the Serpent Ropes."

"It's worth a try." Ix Chel pulled up her reader and viewed the stele. “This says they crossed the ocean, to a place in the west called the Hall of the Initiates."

"Look!" Kanah pointed toward the edge of the plaza. "Something's moving."

Ix Chel saw a flash of red between two buildings. After several minutes, it changed course and flew toward them. Its feathered body looked much like a plumed serpent's, but with wings and legs. And it was small enough to hold in her hand instead of thrice her height. It screeched at them and swooped erratically from side to side, then back toward the edge of the plaza. 

"It's almost like it's trying to tell us something," Cib said.

"Looks like there's life here after all." Akbal grinned and arched her eyebrows at Kanah. "Maybe something's wrong with your scanner."

Kanah frowned and climbed out of the hovercraft. She nervously looked around as she edged toward the flying thing with her scanner held high. "It keeps jerking around." She motioned toward the hovercraft and sighed. "I could use some help with this."

Aiming her scanner at the creature, Ix Chel reluctantly followed her sisters. The whole situation had her nerves jangling. As she exited the hovercraft, she heard a click, then a humming sound. The source wasn’t hard to find. A thin, blue beam shone from the opposite side of the obelisk. A sheet of intensely bright light spread from the ground to the tops of the tallest buildings. The captured creature disintegrated into red dust, which floated down onto the stones below as the beam disappeared. 

"What was that?" Ix Chel cried.

"The light vaporized it," Cib said. 

Kanah checked her scanner, then looked at her sisters. “Whatever it was, it’s dead now.”

"You mean that pile of dust is all that's left?" Cib shivered.

Akbal leaned against the hovercraft, her face drained of color.

"The cleansing ray?” Ix Chel asked. The women exchanged nervous glances. She huffed, "More like a death ray." Ix Chel set her intention to leave and knew the others had done the same when all their serpents appeared above them. “Take us to the Hall of Initiates," she said aloud, to ensure her sisters had the same plan. 

Ix Chel heard another click. From the corner of her eye, she saw a blue beam catch Kanah and her great serpent. Kanah’s surprised expression turned to a vacant look, then she was gone. Dust fell through the air. The square golden ornament she'd worn in her hair--a badge of Kanah's scientific accomplishment--clattered onto the plaza stones. 

“No!” Ix Chel screamed. The multicolored swirl of the Serpent Ropes briefly filled her vision. When they emerged, damp and hot air enveloped her, an abrupt change from the dead city's dry, cool air. After the silence, normal city sounds assaulted her ears.

"Kanah!" Ix Chel spun around, but met only Cib and Akbal's shocked stares. Ix Chel stumbled back and sat on the ground, replaying in her mind the sight of the blue beam and Kanah's stunned expression. She should've done something, anything. But she hadn't. It didn't help that she had no idea what she could have done differently. She'd let her sister down.

Akbal pounded her hand nervously against her leg. "If we go back now, maybe we can save her." 

A tear slid down Cib's cheek, and she looked at Ix Chel with haunted eyes. "She can't be dead, can she?" Her voice cracked. 

Ix Chel pulled both sisters close. She also longed to return, but knew it was worse than futile. "It won't help her if we die, too."

Akbal sobbed. "But how could she be fine one moment and then…dead?"

Ix Chel didn't have any answers. She couldn't focus on the reality of Kanah's loss without the anguish overwhelming her. It wouldn't help if they all fell apart. "We knew it could be dangerous here."

Akbal glared at her. "Our sister just died and you write it off like that?" She stomped away.

Cib looked from Ix Chel to Akbal. "You're both hopeless!" She walked in the other direction.

Ix Chel closed her eyes, and took several deep breaths. "I'm not writing anything off," she called after Akbal, then mumbled, "I'm just not letting my emotions control me." Ix Chel closed her eyes and sent silent prayers that she might reunite with Kanah and her great serpent in the afterlife. She let herself slide into meditation, imagining that encounter. She was in a deep trance when a male voice said, "Welcome to Poseidia." 

Startled, Ix Chel's eyes flew open. 

"I'm Xbalanque." A tall, slender man extended his hand so their inner wrists could touch in a traditional Omeyocan greeting. A red serpentine creature like the one they'd seen at the other city perched on his shoulder. 

She rose to her feet and hesitantly extended her wrist. 

He grinned. "When I saw the plumed and great serpents on our monitors, I assured the Council you were friends."

"I wish we could say the same," she said. He spoke her language, which surprised Ix Chel. Could he have written the warning on the stele? "We've just come from the city across the ocean."

"You've been to the Lost City?" He shook his head, frowning with concern. "I'd hoped it was just a myth."

"It's very real. And deadly. Our sister was killed," Ix Chel said as Akbal and Cib hurried to her side. Despite their earlier issues, she knew they had her back.

The man dropped his gaze. "I deeply regret your loss. The Council has long discussed the possibility of deactivating the cleansing ray, but they still fear the plague."

"Killing unsuspecting creatures and humans with an automated weapon is not in keeping with the Law of One." She hoped the chill in her voice caught his attention.

Xbalanque continued to avoid her eyes. "I'm afraid you'll find many things are not in keeping with the Law." 

A few silent moments passed, then Cib pointed at his shoulder. "We saw one of those creatures in the Lost City."

"It seemed to be trying to warn us," Akbal said, "but the beam turned it to dust."

"At one time, dragons helped people who were in danger. But that was before people learned drinking their blood made you immune to the plague. Few survived those panicked years." The dragon rose and hovered above Xbalanque's shoulder. He sighed and motioned toward the city. "We mustn't keep the Council waiting."

They paused at the top of a steep, narrow staircase that zigzagged down the side of the bluff. Ix Chel looked at her sisters, who shrugged and fell into line behind her. She took her first real look at their destination. They had arrived on a bluff above a vibrant metropolis dwarfed by a four-sided obelisk. Its smooth walls, the frosty blue-green color of sea glass, rose from the city center. The obelisk cast its long shadow across a valley dotted with patches of green, red and yellow crops between tall stone buildings. 

Snow-capped mountains surrounded the valley on three sides, and on the fourth, sunlight glinted off the ocean. Hundreds of hovercraft zipped among skyscrapers in a dizzying aerial display. The invisible pathways that kept them moving in single file were layered one above the other and criss-crossed repeatedly, but soon Ix Chel began to see the pattern. Below the hovercraft spread another chaotic maze of crowded, multilayered moving sidewalks. The valley teemed with life--it couldn't have been more different from the abandoned city they'd just visited.

"Where are you from?" Akbal raised her voice to be heard above the ringing sound of their footsteps on the metal stairs.

"Same place as you," Xbalanque said. 

Cib's voice reflected her frown. "That can't be." 

"You mean because I'm a man?"

"Well, yeah," she said.

Ix Chel knew what she meant--only women had traveled with the first group from Omeyocan. Like this expedition, they were identical quadruplets. "You're a descendant of the first expedition?" she asked eagerly. His DNA could provide the cure they sought for the sex-chromosome drive. 

He shook his head. "Sorry to disappoint you, but I wasn't born here."

Ix Chel chided herself for thinking it could be that easy. "Then I don't understand."

"I'm from the last expedition, not the first," he explained. "Our leader sent us in small groups to a land west of here, but at times separated by more than six thousand years. In linear time, the next group from our expedition arrives in about two thousand years."

Cib's voice rose with excitement. "Then some traveled to Zero Time, when our planets align with the Central Sun? I didn't think the Serpent Ropes were usable then."

He touched his hand to his forehead, in recognition of the silver orb she wore designating her status as one who tracked the time cycles and kept the sacred calendars. "Yes, Daykeeper, it was ambitious, but our leader thought it was worth the risk. She wanted to give our expedition the best chance to succeed--it's our last hope to find a cure."

"How many are in your expedition?" Akbal asked.

"Sixteen, but only two of us came to this time." 

"If you're not from here, why were you chosen to greet us?" Ix Chel asked.

Xbalanque paused and looked out over the city before asking, "Did a hovercraft take you into the Lost City?"

"Yes." She found his question odd.

"I guess they think of me as another kind hovercraft." He caught her eyes. "It won't be so easy to leave here." He started walking again.

Ix Chel and her sisters remained on the landing. "Perhaps we should seek a different city if following you is as dangerous as taking the hovercraft into the Lost City." 

He sighed. "You'll be killed if you try to leave."

"What?" Ix Chel stared at him, feeling both shock and betrayal. "It's definitely better for us to find another place--one where we aren't threatened."

"Was your sister bonded to a serpent?" His voice was sharp.

Ix Chel snorted. "Of course."

"Then you've seen how fast their weapons are. You won't escape."

"You mean they would intentionally kill us?" Akbal sounded as incredulous as Ix Chel felt. The Law of One taught them to honor all life, especially sentient creatures.

"They killed my brother." 

Ix Chel caught up with him. "I'm sorry."

He paused on the landing for the next flight of steps. "I know things were different on Omeyocan, but here the Belialians don't hesitate to kill anything they fear. Whatever you do, don't mention that you've been to the Lost City. Say you came here directly from Omeyocan."

"Why would they fear us?"

"For one thing, the Lost City is still considered a contaminated zone," he said. "And they know people from Omeyocan have a higher vibration, which gives our intentions more strength. Although we've never given them reason to fear us, they believe we will use our power against them. The Belialians make up for their weakness by creating devices they power through other means."

"Surely they know political squabbles don't interest us," she said.

He shrugged and continued on. 

Ix Chel tried to make sense of what he said. Perhaps the unrest that had befallen Omeyocan had escalated here. Still, Ix Chel didn't know how people could have become so far removed from the basic principle that everything was connected. To harm another was harming one's self. She had never considered what might happen if you willfully violated this basic tenet, but she knew it must have profound repercussions. Then her mind replayed what he said earlier. Why was there a third expedition? 

Xbalanque waited for them on the last landing before reaching the valley floor, but started to move on as soon as they arrived. 

"One thing." Ix Chel put her hand on his shoulder. She bit her lip and felt her face flush. "If Omeyocan sent another expedition, that must mean ours fails--that we don't return with the cure."

Xbalanque remained silent for a few moments, then turned and took her hands in his. "Before I came here, I would've said that's true, just as you thought the first expedition failed. But you've seen two of the cities they built, and there are many more. The first expedition didn't fail--they just didn't return to Omeyocan."

"You mean they found the cure?"

"No, the Daughters of Light still have not had any sons. Yet the first expedition successfully began the hybrid race, and it has evolved over thousands of years."

 Ix Chel could hardly make herself speak the words, but she had to know. "If we don't return with the cure either, how can you say we didn't fail?" Her voice trembled.

He looked at her, his eyes kind, but sad. "One of you does return, but she dies before gaining consciousness. She brings two mated black jaguars to Omeyocan. She made our expedition possible, despite the odds against it, because she wouldn't have returned to Omeyocan without news of a cure. The jaguars became the symbol of hope."

Ix Chel looked at her sisters. Did they all die or just the one who returned? She already felt their loss as keenly as Kanah's, but had a curious sense of detachment about her own potential death. Cib sighed and shook her head, and Akbal gazed into the distance. They followed him down the remaining steps in funereal silence. 

The Council waited for them where the stairs ended at the base of the cliff. Unlike on Omeyocan, where having identical quadruplets was the norm, none of the four men shared the same features. Their hair and skin color varied from paler than hers to as brown as a great serpent's skin. They wore loosely belted white tunics over white trousers. 

A dark-skinned man gave a nod to the sisters, and motioned for them to follow. With the rest of the group pressing forward, they had little choice. Ix Chel felt slighted by his abruptness, and wondered what was in store for them. 

She felt both at home and out of place as they walked through the city. Unlike the obsidian-and-platinum structures of her home planet, the stone buildings had more the look of the earth than the sky. They stepped onto succeedingly faster moving walkways, some of which rose at an angle that should have felt steep, but didn't. Like on Omeyocan, each of the walkways was wide enough to accommodate a dozen groups as large as theirs, and all were crowded. 

She and her identical sisters drew curious looks from those passing, and she couldn't help but stare back. Ix Chel had never imagined faces with two eyes, a mouth and a nose could be so different. Some barely even looked human, with dark, thick hair on their faces and hands, or tawny manes that framed their faces. She almost caused a collision with those walking behind them when she stopped to gawk at a leonine man on a leash who carried a human-looking toddler in a back harness. 

 It took less time than she would have thought to arrive at the city center. From this perspective, she barely recognized the flawless sea-green walls as sides of an obelisk. The base ran as far as she could see in both directions, and the top of the great crystalline tower disappeared into the clouds. Its surface was perfectly flat, and the edge facing her was smooth and straight.

Their destination was a familiar circular arrangement of white columns. Ix Chel knew if she counted there would be thirteen of them. On Omeyocan, the Council met among identical columns, which stood on a cliff high above the ocean.

A woman with almond-shaped black eyes and dark hair stood to the side, but the way she carried herself so erect and yet at ease commanded attention. She returned Ix Chel's gaze with a confident smile that seemed almost arrogant. She wore a full-length gown made of red gauze barely thick enough to hide her body beneath. 

In a formal voice and with a flourish of his hand, Xbalanque announced, "May I present Coyolxauhqui, High Priestess of the Daughters of Light and counsel to Amiliaus X, ruler of Poseidia." He motioned toward to us, "And the travelers from Omeyocan's second expedition--Ix Chel, Cib, and Akbal." 

Coyolxauhqui smiled at them. "Please, call me Golden Bells." She tilted her head toward Xbalanque. "The second expedition? I trust you've told them of their legacy?" He nodded.

She focused again on the three women. "I'm honored to welcome those who gave Omeyocan hope for our race's survival. Though I was only four when we left, I remember many thrilling stories about the jaguars." 

Ix Chel tried to make sense of what Golden Bells saying. She was from Omeyocan, too? Xbalanque gestured for Ix Chel and her sisters to sit on white stone benches arranged in a U-shape. The Council joined Golden Bells on the other side, facing them.

"No doubt Xbalanque also told you of his brother. His grief is understandable, but someday perhaps he will see what was at stake." Golden Bells glared at Xbalanque. "Despite the Council's objections, I urged our ruler to spare his life. He only did so because Xbalanque hadn't entered the quarantined area, as his brother did."

"Amiliaus knew the dragons were attracted to me," Xbalanque snapped. "Otherwise, I'd just be dust, too."

Ignoring Xbalanque's outburst, she continued. "If you've never seen a race on the verge of extinction, you can't imagine our terror that the plague will again ravage our people."

Ix Chel gazed at Xbalanque, silently thanking him for his warning about mentioning the Lost City. As one who knew firsthand the desperation of a dying race, extreme measures didn't surprise her. Golden Bells obviously believed Amiliaus' actions toward Xbalanque and his brother helped safeguard his people. Ix Chel wondered if she would do the same to save Omeyocan. Coming on this expedition had seemed the highest price to pay, but now she had to reconsider. 

"All we ask is that you abide by our laws," Golden Bells said. "They are for your protection, as well as our own." 

After Golden Bells and the Council entered the obelisk, Ix Chel turned to Xbalanque. "I thought you said only you and your brother came here."

Xbalanque nodded. "Golden Bells was here when we arrived. She was only a toddler when the third expedition left Omeyocan for another time, far in the future from here. When she was eleven, their village was attacked and she took the Serpent Broth to escape. She ended up here."

"Serpent Broth?"

"Some was prepared for our expedition. Those who aren't bonded to a serpent can travel through the Serpent Ropes by ingesting venom--Serpent's Broth."

Ix Chel shuddered at the thought of traveling the Serpent Ropes without the plumed serpent Huracan or the power chambers to guide her. She couldn't imagine how a young girl would have accomplished that feat.

As they took a riser to the fourth floor, Cib asked Xbalanque, "I don't understand--why are they still so afraid of the plague if it's been more than two thousand years since they abandoned the other city?"

"The Belialians learned the power of fear," Xbalanque said. "After the crisis passed, they didn't want to give it up."

"They govern through fear?" Akbal asked.

"Yes," he said. "It makes it easy for those who rule to restrict freedoms or even kill anyone who steps out of line. All they have to do is claim it keeps people safe."

They followed him down a narrow hallway that opened into a large room with glass walls. Three white couches faced a gray stone fireplace. Across the room, two women placed a steaming tureen of soup and a variety of fruits and breads on a long wooden table. As they left the room, Ix Chel saw their faces had long snouts and pointed ears, and were covered in gray fur like a wolf's. 

"Who were those women?" she asked.

"Humanimals," Xbalanque said.

"What's a humanimal?" Her sisters raised their eyebrows, obviously as puzzled as she felt. 

"Only a few of them are kept in the city because the Lightworkers' power is strongest here," Xbalanque said. "Humanimals are spirits who entered this world plane before the first Amiliaus arrived tens of thousands of years ago and introduced the human form as we now know it. Unlike on Omeyocan, here the energetic beings became overwhelmed by their senses and soon lost the ability to leave their material bodies. They lost awareness of the Oneness that unites us."

Akbal stared at Xbalanque like he'd struck her. "How lonely it must be to not remember the Oneness." Her voice quivered.

"Amiliaus' followers dedicated their efforts to helping the humanimals remember their legacy, except for a group that later became known as the Belialians. They felt humanimals didn't deserve the same treatment as humans, and ordered them to do menial tasks. They even claim to own humanimals."

Ix Chel huffed. 

Xbalanque sighed. "Over time, the Belialians also grew out of touch with the Oneness, and lost most of their powers. Without levitation, they had to find new ways to raise their buildings and power their machines. They don't sing to Father Sky to bring the rain, so they must dig water channels between the rows in their fields. But they make humanimals do the work. Sadly, their leader, Amiliaus X, is a Belialian."

The more she heard, the more Ix Chel understood Xbalanque's concerns. Things could not continue as they were. 

When they'd eaten, they moved to the couches to watch the sky darken. With windows on three sides, Ix Chel knew the room would have been inky black if not for the glow of city lights. "It's the darkest sky I've ever seen." 

"I remember how anxious my brother and I were on our first night without the evening suns," he said. 

Although the brightest stars and largest moons could be seen on Omeyocan, they shone against a lavender night sky. The women clapped with excitement when the moon began to rise.

"It's brighter than an evening sun!" Cib said.

"Tonight the moon is full, but some nights, there's no moon at all," Xbalanque said. 

Akbal rose and pressed her hand against the glass. "I wish Kanah was here to see it."

Ix Chel's gut clenched. She remembered how excited Kanah had been when they talked about what they might discover on a world so different from their own. She would have enjoyed these little surprises the most.
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At dawn, Xbalanque returned and they followed him toward the sound of women singing at the city center. One was the most beautiful soprano Ix Chel had ever heard.

"That's why the High Priestess is called Golden Bells," Xbalanque said. "Her voice is as sweet as a bell."

They followed the voices to the obelisk's base. Golden Bells smiled as they approached.

"Please, let me show you how the Daughters of Light continue the work the first expedition began." She led them past Lightworkers doing many familiar tasks. Some sang prayers for rain to make the crops grow. Others communicated with cities across great distances. "Another of our tasks is to channel the Great Crystal's energy to balance the vibrations of Mother Earth and Father Sky."

 Ix Chel was heartened by all she saw. They stopped where the east and south sides of the obelisk met. Here Ix Chel noted a change in the air. When they resumed walking in the new direction, she knew something was different.

Golden Bells smiled at her. "From your expression, I see you're in tune with the vibrations."

Ix Chel had a mental "ah ha." Now the changes she'd noticed began to make sense. "Different vibrations mean each side has a different tone?" 

Golden Bells nodded. "Each direction has its own music, which generates its unique kind of power. This is the vibration of summer and of all things manmade."

Some of the Lightworkers' voices harmonized with musicians as they built walkways and skyscrapers. Others guided energy from the sun, earth and air to power the hovercrafts.

As they approached the obelisk's west side, Ix Chel asked, "But what about the Squares of Life?" 

Each of the travelers from Omeyocan carried a hundred Squares of Life--tiny, edible wafers embedded with genetic coding. They had been developed before the first group went to the blue planet soon after the genetic malady was discovered. They’d know the expedition was a success when a son was born to one of the birth mothers--a Daughter of Light--who received a Square of Life. 

"Of course, we keep trying to find the cure," Golden Bells said. "That's where we're headed now." 

They entered a room inside a smaller obelisk made of rose quartz, which had the traditional emblem of an entwined great serpent and plumed serpent on its doorway. They passed several alcoves where people lay under different colored lights to treat their ailments. Walking down the hallway, they heard the various tones used in each space, creating a cacophony of sound.

The hallway ended at an auditorium at the obelisk's center. Above a round stage, the ceiling was open to the top of the obelisk several stories above. Shafts of light shone through tinted skylights. "Please, sit." Golden Bells motioned at some benches and joined a group of red-robed priestesses on the platform.

About a half-dozen young women walked across the stage. Golden Bells gave each a Square of Life wafer. They were joined by an equal number of young men. She handed each a jade earplug and gave them a text to read. 

Xbalanque explained, "To keep things in balance, the Council decided to give men knowledge of our language so they can read the words the Ancient Ones left behind."

Ix Chel tried to decipher the edginess of his voice. "You mean only men can read the words left on stele like the one at the Lost City?"

He cut his eyes toward her and nodded. 

She could see why he was concerned. Limiting knowledge to an elite few that excluded women and most men was a recipe for disaster. Why had they taken such a dangerous path when the lives of everyone on Omeyocan were at stake? Every time she started to feel hopeful, something unexpected made their goal seem less attainable. 

They joined the group surrounding Golden Bells, including the excited new birth mothers. The priestess clasped each young woman's hands before they left in a laughing group. "May Mother Earth and Father Sky be with you," Golden Bells told them. 

"We can't stay long," Xbalanque said. "Today is the fourth day of the dragon swarm, and I need to check on the hatchlings."

"Dragon swarm?" Ix Chel asked.

"It's like a reunion," he said. "The dragons hatch their young on the equinox. Four days later, hatchlings born the previous equinox arrive. But they aren't just the dragons born here--some come from other nests."

Cib's eyebrows raised as she challenged Xbalanque. "Exactly how would you know that?" 

He grinned. "Some are different colors, or have strange markings. You just know they came from another nest."

Ix Chel asked, "So they aren't all red?"

"No, although it seems the red ones are most attracted to those of us from Omeyocan," he said. 

Golden Bells smiled at Xbalanque. "Feel free to go watch over your dragons. I'll show our guests around. Who knows, maybe they'll discover the secret of the jaguars." She laughed and led them to the obelisk's west side. 

Ix Chel wondered what was so funny. As they walked through a compound where several groups of the felines roamed, Golden Bell's taunt made her more puzzled about why the jaguars were important. They reached a grassy hill overlooking where the big cats basked in the sunlight. Some were black and others tawny with black spots. Frisky cubs batted ropes with knotted ends and chewed on each other's ears.

Golden Bells hardly seemed to notice the jaguars. "I was so young when we left Omeyocan, I didn't know what to expect when we got here. Only one of my sisters traveled with me and Mama Coca. I didn't realize I'd never see my other sisters and mothers again."

When she heard the longing in Golden Bell's voice, Ix Chel realized how lucky she was to have her sisters with her. It made Kanah's absence even more painful.

"Our destination was nothing like this," Golden Bells continued. "It was horrible. Levitation had been completely forgotten, so travel and communication were primitive. Women were powerless."

"But women always have the power of creation," Cib said. 

Golden Bells smiled sadly. "Over time, more than levitation got lost. By the time we arrived, only a few legends remained about the age of the Great Crystal. No one remembered why the Daughters of Light valued sons. Instead, daughters simply weren't seen as desirable."

Akbal sputtered, "But girls are always a blessing."

Golden Bells shook her head. "Not in a world where men rule through force. But we're here now, bringing our stronger feminine energy into this time. The future can be much different." She turned away, watching Xbalanque's return. 

Her words sent shivers through Ix Chel. Their attempt to find a cure for the sex-chromosome drive had created problems she did not know how to resolve. If women were powerless in the future because of their efforts to create a hybrid race, how would their descendants be able to do what was needed to save Omeyocan? Somehow, they'd have to find a way to restore balance, but first, they had to find the cure. 

During the following days, Ix Chel only spoke with Golden Bells in passing. She almost forgot wanting to leave Poseidia as they became active in temple life, pursuing the mission they'd been sent to do. Akbal made friends with other artisans, and was excited to find new techniques and to share her own. Cib helped Initiates refine their knowledge of calendar cycles. Ix Chel worked with the birth mothers and cared for the youngest girls who came for their lessons. It was easy to forget about the Belialians.

One of Ix Chel's favorite spots was the grassy hill, where she spent many hours watching the female jaguars with their cubs. The keeper, Iltar, told her the males stayed in the forested areas. 

"Why does that spotted mother have black cubs?" She pointed to some newborns.

"I think I'll let one of Ceiba's cubs answer your question."

"They can talk?"

He laughed and led her down the hill into the compound. The big cat chuffed a greeting. "Ceiba, we've come to see your babies." He scratched behind her ears. "I named her after the sacred tree because she's the center of my universe," he told Ix Chel, and handed her one of the cubs.

"Its eyes are still closed." She grinned, enjoying the sensation of running her fingers through its thick fur. "Oh, now I see. It's spotted, too!"

"A mutation makes the fur darker so it looks black from a distance," he said. "It's pretty rare in the wild, only a handful in a hundred, but we're getting about ten times that many, and most of them male. I hate to think what's going to happen to them."

"Why?" 

"Males can't be around the cubs," he said, "and the Belialians who find it amusing to keep a jaguar in their homes always want a spotted female. Maybe when they look at a black jaguar, they just see a fur coat."

Ix Chel stuttered. "But you'd have to …"

"Kill it," Iltar said. 

"And these cubs?" She placed it next to its mother.

"One is female, but the last black ones were both male."

Ix Chel shook her head, appalled to think the cubs might die for fashion. "I just can't believe anyone would kill an animal for its fur. There must be some way to stop it."

"I haven't found it yet."

"Just don't let them have the jaguars!" she said.

He frowned. "I don't own them, Ix Chel. I just take care of them."

"Own them?" Ix Chel snapped. "They're living things." 

Iltar sighed and ran his hand through his hair. "The Council brought them here after Golden Bells told them the story about the jaguars on Omeyocan. For them, they're a commodity--a way for people to share in the legend."

"By killing the animal that inspired it?" she said.

"I know," Iltar said. "It doesn't make sense." 
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Not long after her talk with Iltar, Ix Chel approached Xbalanque about the jaguars. 

"I wondered how long it would take," Xbalanque said. "You have to understand Belialians to see why they don't mind killing a jaguar for its fur. The answer's on the north side of the obelisk. Akbal and Cib should come, too."

When they reached the north side, Ix Chel gasped at the feeling of desolation that overcame her. It was an aching emptiness, a loneliness so deep she could barely move.

Akbal crossed her arms as if chilled.

"It feels…dead," Cib said.

Xbalanque nodded. "It's worse every time I come here. This is the side of winter, when Mother Earth's bounty lies fallow. It's also an energy that feeds separation from the Oneness."

"The Belialians," Ix Chel said. "This is their energy?"

He nodded and pointed toward the horizon at a structure of criss-crossed black metal beams with red lights at the junctions. Multiple lanes of hovercraft streamed to and from the complex, which was barely visible through a yellowish haze that rose from its base.

"The tower you see is as large as this obelisk. It's the framework for a drill that bores through the Earth's mantle to the molten core--a source of energy that's independent of the Lightworkers," he said. "This is the Belialians' third Core Well, giving them power for hovercrafts, city lights, whatever they want."

"But why, when there's ample energy already?" Ix Chel asked.

Xbalanque shook his head. "They don't want to rely on the Daughters of Light. Their drilling's created a lot of problems, partly because of the way they treat the humanimals."

Ix Chel recalled their conversation the previous night and felt increasingly uncomfortable.

Akbal and Cib walked slower and slower. They had only gone a short way into the winter side when they stopped along a rutted roadway that replaced the moving walkways on this level. 

"I'm going back," Akbal said. 

Cib's head bobbed. "Me, too." 

"I only want to show you one thing. It's not far." Xbalanque ignored their protests and led them to the largest one-story building Ix Chel had seen. Surrounded by barbed wire, the windowless building had concrete ramps down to wide metal doors. Xbalanque approached the only above-ground entrance and raised his hand to a scanner. The door slid open and they stepped onto a metal grid wide enough for three people to stand abreast. It ran around the building's perimeter, giving them a perfect view of the sweltering chaos below. Thick iron bars separated the small rooms partitioning the basement into cells crammed with people. 

Ix Chel gasped at the sight. One of the closest cells held reddish-skinned men and women with tawny hair that framed catlike faces. Despite their strange amber eyes with elongated pupils, they were indeed people. At least to Ix Chel. Other cells held more varieties of the half-human, half-animal beings termed humanimals. Some had jackal, pig, monkey or wolverine heads. Others had human faces with the bodies of horses or two-legged goats.

Ix Chel's eyes stung and the stench of urine and waste made her gag. "What is this place?"

"Where the Belialians keep their laborers," Xbalanque said.

"They're kept in these cages all the time?" Akbal's voice rose with indignation.

"Except when they're working," he said.

Akbal pointed to a nearby leonine group. "But there are children in that filth! Surely they aren't forced to work, too."

Xbalanque closed his eyes, as if acknowledging defeat. "They never know anything else." 

Ix Chel followed Akbal's gaze to a child no more than five, who glanced up at them with pleading eyes. Ix Chel leaned over the railing, physically drawn by the child's desperation and longing. Then one of the catlike females noticed. Snarling at Ix Chel, she protectively hid the child from view and turned her back on them. 

Xbalanque pulled Ix Chel away from the railing. "It's dangerous for a humanimal to draw attention to itself." He paused. "Especially a female or child."

Ix Chel felt the bile rise and looked away from him. Surely the Belialians weren't that heartless. But who would allow this depravation if they weren't savages? 

"They're just jammed in there." Cib's voice was incredulous. She shook her head and looked at Xbalanque with a furrowed brow. "How can they even sleep?"

"If you look carefully, you'll see some are lying down along the sides of each cell." 

Now that she knew where to look, Ix Chel could make out a few huddled shapes on the floor against the bars.

"There's only enough room for one or two to lie down at a time," he said, "so they take turns."

Xbalanque put an arm around Akbal's shoulders and nudged her forward. Ix Chel followed, taking Cib's shoulder and gently guiding her toward the door. She blinked in the bright sunlight and gulped in the fresh air. 

Xbalanque locked the door behind them. "I know you thought I exaggerated about the problems because the Daughters of Light are continuing the work we came to do. Things are just not always as they seem."

"Mother Earth save us!" Ix Chel said. "We have to help them." 

"That's what why my brother and I tried to leave--to get help," he said. "The Belialians aren't as powerful in other areas as they are here."

Tears flowed down Cib's cheeks. "The more I see, the more I wonder why they kept you alive, Xbalanque."

"Sometimes I wonder myself," he said. "But the dragons had never been seen here until my brother and I arrived."

"And they fear losing them again if you go," Ix Chel said.

"They know nothing but fear," he agreed. 

Cib shielded her eyes with her hand and looked into the distance at a swarm of different-colored shapes swirling above a domed building. "Are those the dragons?" 

Xbalanque's forehead wrinkled. As they watched, the dragons flew away from the city toward the west. "I've never seen them do that before." 

 Moments later, just as they reached the Great Crystal's eastern side, the earth rolled beneath Ix Chel's feet. "What was that?" Before Xbalanque or her sisters could answer, a jolt sent them sprawling onto the ground. Ahead they saw the walkways jerk to a stop. Screaming people tumbled through the air as the metal creaked and twisted away from the obelisk's base. 

Xbalanque's face contorted with fear as he stared at the Great Crystal.

"What's happening?" Ix Chel asked. She grabbed her sisters' hands just in time to jerk Cib away from a fissure that opened in the stone as wide across as they were tall. Another groundswell brought a second earsplitting crack, then another. 

Xbalanque pointed toward the horizon, where a group of red-robed women stepped from a sulphurous cloud. His mouth gaped in disbelief. At the lead, Golden Bells floated with a ring of sea-green gemstones around her waist. A rag-tag army of half-human warriors with makeshift weapons followed. Someone led a hair-raising battle cry. 

The air became charged, making every hair on Ix Chel's body rise. She looked up and saw glowing bands of fiery energy sparking across the sky in a prism of colors--crimson, indigo, violet, orange, yellow. They arced to where Golden Bells now stood. She bathed in the light, which snapped and crackled around her raised hands in a frightening light show. 

"Stop!" Xbalanque yelled to her. "You're destroying the Great Crystal!"

"I razed the Belialians' third Core Well and freed the humanimals," she shouted triumphantly. "Sisters of Omeyocan, help me eradicate the other tainted power sources. Join me, and we'll change the future together."

"What's she talking about?" Xbalanque asked Ix Chel.

"She's trying to prevent a future where women are powerless, but using the Great Crystal's energy for destruction is not the way. How can we stop her?" 

Before Xbalanque could respond, Ix Chel clearly heard a voice in her mind. ""It's too late. She already wears the Great Crystal's heart." 

Then the speaker--a young woman, hardly more than a child--shared an image of herself that shimmered in front of them. She had a sloped forehead, prominent nose and ebony hair. Her black eyes were crossed, giving her the appearance of looking inward. Although Ix Chel had never met a master shaman, she recognized the attributes. 

"White Heron?" Xbalanque asked. 

"Indeed, son of my father. I will speak with my sister Coyolxauhqui to give you time to safeguard the records. Go to Pachamama's Heart, the Temple of the Ark, and the Pyramid of Light. Place the records outside time and space, where they'll remain safe until Zero Time." 

The master shaman shared images of darkness rolling like waves across a barren land. It would be many hard years before the return of the Light.

They left the obelisk's north side, but their return trip took much longer without the moving walkways. They skirted the debris left by their collapse. Finally, they reached the doorway where they'd seen High Priestess and the Council enter the base of the obelisk. Although the passageway looked unstable, Ix Chel knew they couldn't turn back. They had to obtain the records. 

Then everything fell silent. Animals and people moving away from the Great Crystal to escape the falling shards came to a sudden halt. All eyes turned toward the ocean. The water was receding, exposing the ocean bed.

"What is it?" Akbal asked. "It feels as if the earth is holding its breath."

Though still far from shore, a huge wave rose. On the terraces below, all watched as the mountain of water approached and its roar grew louder. Even the hovercrafts still held aloft by the dying crystal remained motionless.

"A tidal wave!" Xbalanque held open the doorway into the obelisk. "Come on!" 

Her sisters followed him into the crumbling obelisk, but Ix Chel ran the other way. She had noticed a jaguar's prone body under a toppled statue. As she suspected, she heard mewling as she neared it. Ix Chel grabbed the black cub.

Behind her, she heard Iltar cry, "My poor Ceiba." Two black jaguars followed him. 

She reached for Iltar's hand. "This way!" They ran into the obelisk, threading their way between sheets of crystal that rose from the mosaic floor to the top of the massive structure. 

Akbal waited at the end of a corridor, waving. "Hurry!" Deep inside, at the center of the obelisk, they came to a room where veins of light shot from the ground to the sky within the thin, clear crystalline walls. Its song of joy was changing, just as the light, which had been pure sea green, was now streaked with red, orange, and yellow. Some of the vessels holding Squares of Life had fallen and broken, scattering thin wafers across the floor. To Ix Chel, they were like her shattered dreams of returning to Omeyocan with a cure. Their mission had hardly begun, and now the world was falling down around them.

Xbalanque and Cib had already reached the three scrolls, which levitated above a waist-high altar. "The master shaman told us to hide these records," he told the Daughter of Light who had remained behind as guardian. 

"She came to me, too." She handed scrolls to Ix Chel and her sisters.

Ix Chel's chest felt hollow with loss. She held Cib close, then embraced Akbal, realizing they might not see each other again. The three sisters envisioned their destinations as they called on their serpents. Akbal and Xbalanque left for the Pyramid of Light, and Cib and the Daughter of Light went to the Temple of the Ark. 

The plumed serpent Huracan appeared and transported Iltar, Ix Chel and the jaguars through the Serpent Ropes to Pachamama's Heart. The high-altitude air reminded her of Omeyocan's thin, dry air. Iltar took a few stumbling steps and gave Ix Chel a timid grin as they emerged from the Serpent Ropes. She barely had time to consider their escape from the tidal wave and the Belialians when a fierce growl drew her attention.

A fully grown jaguar's emerald-green eyes flashed as it roared and bared its huge teeth at her. Its sleek and spotted coat--black on gold--looked like Ceiba's, momentarily confusing Ix Chel.

"It's a female," Iltar said. "Put the cub down and she won't harm you."

Ix Chel couldn't move. It was one thing too many to deal with.

Iltar took the cub from her and placed it on the floor. The tawny feline nuzzled the black cub, which followed her into a cavelike entrance on the back wall. A red-robed priestess emerged from the darkness. "Why are you here?" she demanded.

 Ix Chel said, "White Heron, the master shaman, sent us."

She looked around. "But how did you enter?"

"We came from the sky, just as the Ancient Ones did," Ix Chel said. "Remember the dark times they foretold, Priestess. We are here to safeguard their mysteries so the Great Crystal can be rekindled at Zero Time."

She bowed her head. "Then what we feared is true, and the Great Crystal is no more?"

Ix Chel nodded. "Golden Bells took the heart from the Great Crystal to destroy the Belialians' Core Well. It rocked the earth, causing a monstrous wave that swept over the land as we left." She shivered, her heart going out to those whose lives had been wiped away in an instant.

Without further comment, the priestess led them across the crystal tiles, past walls clad in green marble. They entered a room dimly lit by wall sconces and from natural light at the top of the cave where a waterfall tumbled in. The water disappeared below the ledge where they stood, falling into a pool somewhere far below. 

They walked behind the curtain of water into a shallow cave. A knee-high pedestal of green marble held a cylindrical blue crystal that glowed from within. It sat on a disk of red stone about the size of her fist. 

"All is in readiness here for the return," the priestess said, "but the Ancient Ones did not say how to make this small stone grow into a Great Crystal."

"That's what I bring." Ix Chel gripped the scroll. "The master shaman told us to hide these records outside space and time."

The priestess shook her head. "That is beyond our knowledge. It is a matter for the sky gods."

Ix Chel knew that must be her, but she didn't know what to do. Then the plumed serpent appeared above her. Ix Chel set her intent on finding a safe place for the scroll. She saw the swirling colors in the blackness of the Serpent Ropes, then found herself in a glowing, sunlit room that floated on the clouds. The bright blue sky surrounded walls of scrolls that rose so high she couldn't see the top. When she moved, the walls shifted, too, so she always stood at the center of the room next to three jade pedestals. Akbal and Cib joined her there, carrying the other two scrolls. Musical tones filled the air.

Above them hovered the largest serpent she'd ever seen. Like all Daughters of Light, Ix Chel knew of the Mother Serpent through her offspring–the great and plumed serpents. First the Mother Serpent's body appeared with the diamond-backed great serpent's brown coloring. When Ix Chel blinked her eyes, the Mother Serpent's image transformed to the plumed serpent's brilliant rainbow-colored hues and distinctive feathered head.

No one had seen the Mother Serpent for almost half the twenty-six-thousand-year Long Passage. Some of the Daykeepers blamed her absence on their distance from the Central Sun, which they believed had also made the Serpent Ropes less accessible. Now Omeyocan journeyed back toward the dark rift at the center of the Milky Way, but the realignment with the Central Sun was still more than six thousand years away. 

As soon as Ix Chel put the scroll on the pedestal, it disappeared with a gonging sound that resonated through her body. The sounding of the placing continued as each sister placed her scroll on a pedestal. When the ringing finally stopped, Ix Chel smiled and raised her hand in farewell as she felt herself pulled back into the vortex of the Serpent Ropes. 

Iltar waited for her in a courtyard, next to a huge rock carved like the head of a condor. It was night, and she heard the jaguars chuffing before they nuzzled her hand. 

"It's done?" he asked.

"Yes," she said, "the records are safe with the Mother Serpent now."

"We heard it," he said. "The gonging went on for days, drawing people from the far reaches of the land. They filled the temple, commemorating the sealing of the tomb of records."

Ix Chel marveled at the thought. What had seemed like hours to her had lasted days here.

"You know Golden Bells will come as soon as the master shaman releases her," Iltar said. "The power generated by the remnants of the Great Crystal won't be enough. She'll need the records to create a new one that only she can control."

Ix Chel shook her head. "There's no way Golden Bells can get them now. My sisters were there, too. The three scrolls are protected by the Mother Serpent until Zero Time, when both Omeyocan and Earth align with the Central Sun."

They walked across the courtyard and leaned against a stone wall. She looked out over the terraced city, which perched on the side of a mountain. In the moonlight, the steep, sharp peaks of the surrounding mountains were stark black.

"So what did you think of my theory?" Iltar asked.

"What theory?" Ix Chel said.

"My research on the black jaguars. I sent it the day before we came here."

Ix Chel turned toward him, though all she could make out in the dim light was his profile. "I didn't get your message."

"I thought it was strange you didn't reply," he said. "I isolated the gene responsible for the mutation." 

"You did?" 

"You asked me if there wasn't something we could do to save the black jaguars, and you were right. I just had to try harder to control the male birth rate. But I guess now it's not an issue."

Ix Chel grabbed Iltar by the shoulders. "If you can limit the number of males being born, does that mean you can increase them?"

"Sure, but why would you want to? Plenty of black jaguar males will be born if the gene pool is small. It's only the spotted ones that's the problem."

"For jaguars. But what if we tried something similar for humans?"

"I'm not following you."

"Could your research be applied to humans?"

Iltar thought a moment, then said, "You know, it could!"

"Come back to Omeyocan with me and show our scientists what you've discovered," she said. Before Ix Chel could set her intention to summon Huracan, Golden Bells emerged from behind the wall. Ix Chel heard a soft whirring, then a click. A sheet of intensely blue light seared toward Iltar, then dust fell to the ground where he stood a moment before.

Ix Chel gasped, but quickly set her intention to return to Omeyocan. The plumed serpent Huracan appeared. Anticipating the next click, Ix Chel jumped in front of the jaguars. She saw the blue beam strike Huracan as they entered the swirling lights in the darkness of the Serpent Ropes. 

[image: Image]

Though Huracan had taken the direct hit, the beam left Ix Chel with barely enough energy to breathe. Her back lay against a smooth, cold floor. She tried to move, but her legs and arms didn't respond. Even her eyelids wouldn't open. A jaguar's breath brushed her neck, and the other jaguar chuffed nearby. 

When she heard her mother's voice, Ix Chel knew they must be in the power chambers. She had returned to Omeyocan with their symbol of hope. In her mind's eye, she saw Huracan's pale image hovering above and heard Kanah calling her name.

[image: Image]

T.W. hopes you enjoyed Jaguar Hope.

Want more? The story continues with the third expedition in the award-winning novel, Zero Time, available on Amazon, or ask for it at your local indie bookstore or library! 

Jaguar Hope is also available in paperback from Amazon.com and in audiobook from Audible.com. 

For more from T.W. Fendley-@twfendley-visit her:

Website | Twitter | Facebook
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T.W. Fendley fell in love with ancient American cultures while researching story ideas at the 1997 Clarion Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers’ Workshop. Since then, she’s trekked to archeological sites in the Yucatan, Peru and American Southwest. When she’s not writing, T.W. explores the boundaries of consciousness through remote viewing and shamanism. T.W. currently lives in the Greater St. Louis area with her husband and his pet fish.
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