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        The tree of life is growing where the spirit never dies, and the bright light of salvation shines in dark and empty skies.

      

        

      
        ~Bob Dylan~
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        “Ragnarok” comes from old Norse Ragnarök, “Fate of the Gods.” It is the cataclysmic destruction of the cosmos and everything in it – even the gods.

      

      

      

      The whispers rise on the wind, slipping through the forest to swirl in patterns. The conifers are loudest, the messages from the enormous cedars and firs a cacophony of indecipherable mutterings. The oaks follow with tones all their own. The willows come next, and then the stately birches, the ladies of the forest. The young girl pauses to listens, her ear attuned to something she can’t quite grasp. The meaning is there, but just out of reach. A flurry of black feathers catches her eye. The raven is back, pecking at the crumbs she’s tossed out for him. He turns one bright eye her way, as if to thank her. She laughs and skips away, turning to watch when the bird lifts on dark wings to soar over the forest.
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        * * *

      

      The oak was the druid tree, linked inseparably with the ancient spell-casters who could harness Earth’s energies.  My grandfather had explained what they were capable of, but the druids had been gone so long that the records of their deeds were lost. He’d done his best to educate me, teaching me to read at an early age and identifying the trees and the birds and the insects and all the other creatures that lived in the forest. He told so many stories about life in general and other cultures and places that it made my head spin. Girls weren’t educated in my village, their roles set out for them as soon as they were born—have babies and keep the hearth and home well-stocked and clean and cook for the family.

      My grandfather built my one-room house before I was born, his handiwork evidenced by the triple goddess moon symbols carved into the shutters and how tightly they fit together to keep out the cold wind during winter. My mother lived here with him until she died giving birth to me.

      This time of year the breezes were welcome. Glass was at a premium, used for the elders' houses or in the building where the town conducted its meetings. Any glass to be found was valuable, and hoarded by those who had attained a special rank in the hierarchy of the village. Life in my village was circumscribed, our movements never reaching farther than a mile in any direction. There were evil things lying beyond the posts that marked out the boundaries.

      The branches of the conifers danced, the forest floor reflecting the shifting and changing shadows as the hot wind moved through the woods.  It would be another scorching day. I longed for the cooler days when I could wander in the forest gathering mushrooms and nuts and tending my small vegetable garden. Nothing grew in this heat. My daily trips to the village were compulsory. I had chores and duties that only girls could accomplish. And I was late.

      As I hurried into the village my thoughts were on the books I’d read and the myriad questions they evoked regarding life outside the confines of this small enclave. The book on Norse myths was about the cosmos, not our tiny existence. My sense told me that the earth had been demolished and come back, maybe many times—but what did I know? I was merely a girl living in a timeline that didn’t have a name or a number.

      My birth coincided with my mother’s death, and as far as my father, the story I’d been told was that he was a traveler who had come through our village, impregnated my mother, and moved on. When I asked the elders, they shooed me away, shaking their heads in frustration. The villagers I questioned only looked at me askance, their expressions revealing their worry at being put on the spot. Either no one knew the answers or they didn’t want to reveal the truth. If it hadn’t been for my grandfather, I’d be as dumb as a post.

      Despite the rules forbidding it, I’d explored beyond the stone columns erected as boundaries, finding remnants of ancient buildings that had long since disintegrated, the bricks reused to make the small dwellings that now stood around the square. There were bits and pieces of metal too, rusted and full of holes, the red dust becoming part of the forest floor.  Vehicles had once moved along the narrow trails, propelled by some substance that no longer existed. It was how people traveled between villages.

      I wanted to understand this long-ago culture and why it was no more. I knew from my grandfather that the people from the past had used up all the resources that Gaia had to offer, making the planet nearly uninhabitable. It had taken centuries before the air and the water were clean enough to sustain life again. Those of us living now were descended from the hardy souls who had survived. But what about  other people and places? No one spoke of them, as if our unnamed village and the others the elders visited, were the only ones left.

      The elders sometimes disappeared for days, coming back laden down with supplies—nuts, fruit, flour, tools—pieces of metal to use for various things that were hidden from the general populace. Where had they been to get such things? When I asked, they didn’t reply. It suggested that there were other people and communities out there who might be better off than we were. I wanted to meet them.

      Sometimes other men were allowed along on these treks beyond our boundaries, but never a woman. Just the thought of being stuck here indefinitely made my breath hitch in my chest. But when I brought it up to my friends their eyes went wide. “You cannot disobey the elders!”

      Was I the only one curious enough to run away? If it weren’t for my books I would have been long gone. They were no longer produced, at least not in our little village. To make paper, we needed materials that were no longer available. How did I know this? I’d heard the elders muttering amongst themselves when they didn’t know I was there. Trees were dying off and the factories that produced the paper were no longer in existence. I’d heard this while hiding behind a post. I had a way of making myself invisible, eavesdropping in order to glean at least some understanding of life.

      There had once been electronic books, a word I didn’t fully get, but because of the lack of energy sources and technology, were no more. I had a hard time imagining that long lost world my grandfather painted for me—vehicles that went fast and made noise, belching smoke from pipes that ran underneath the metal, books on small screens that ran on some strange energy we no longer had—enormous contraptions that trapped this same energy to light up the huge cities, vying with the stars for brightness--flying contraptions like enormous birds that carried people across the seas. Stores filled with clothing of all kinds and foodstuffs beyond my comprehension.

      I was thankful for the two paper and leather bound books that I kept hidden under my mattress. They were old but I treated them with care. One was Norse Mythology and the other was The Secret Life of Trees. They had belonged to my mother and I’d read and reread them a dozen times, careful not to rip the brittle pages. The only other mementoes I had left from my mother were an ivory comb and a pendant in the shape of a tree. My grandfather told me stories about her feats of bravery, how she’d run through the forest barefoot, carrying a bow, long hair flying, chasing after the game we needed to sustain life. But with all that bravery she’d still died right after I was born. My birth killed her.

      Tears filled my eyes as I thought about her and my grandfather whom I loved more than anyone. I was sixteen years old when he left the earth. He’d promised to tell me the truth about my mother and my father, how they met and who they were. “I wanted to wait until you were old enough to understand,” he’d wheezed on his deathbed, handing me a ring that had been passed down through the generations. It was an endless knot design made out of gold. My fingers closed around it as he breathed his last breath. There were secrets to be shared, but he never got the chance.

      At nineteen I was becoming desperate—it felt like the elders were hiding things from me. After a few times of being sent away without so much as a helpful word, I’d given up on learning about my heritage, instead concentrating on the history of the past—another taboo subject. Today was the day I intended to search the library in the main square. It was the only building still standing from a bygone era and the only place where I might find answers to my questions. But getting past the sentinels would take some doing. They guarded the place like it was filled with gold instead of rotting paper and moldy leather. I was increasingly surprised that more villagers didn’t care to read the books housed there. It was strictly forbidden. Was I the only one who searched for knowledge? Why weren’t we allowed inside?  I’d decided that the elders wanted us to be like sheep—compliant and following the rules. They were afraid of losing control.

      Once I reached the square, I grabbed a seeded bun from my friend Emilia as I watched the women going about their business, baskets over their arms to buy or barter for the supplies they needed. Girls my age and younger were already churning butter from the goat’s milk and sweeping the leaves from the square while the boys laughed and chased each other. Sometimes I wished I’d been born a boy. I was still munching on  my breakfast when I picked up a broom.

      “You’d best hurry!” Emilia hissed, watching an elder over her shoulder. “They’re on the warpath this morning.” She glanced at me worriedly before hurrying off to finish her chores.

      The village women all wore long skirts and the traditional caps that covered their hair. My skirt was the same homespun material and as long as theirs, but when the elders weren’t around I pulled it up from the middle and turned it into pants. It gave me more freedom of movement.

      As far as the hair and the hats, long hair was considered seductive and needed to be kept out of sight. I refused to wear the cap I’d been given, my waist-length hair bringing sidelong glances from those who chose to follow the rules. I was too old for my behavior, they hissed, grabbing my arms to force a cap on my head. I always managed to twist away from them, a vision of my mother running through the forest giving me courage.

      As I left the square one of the elders grabbed my shoulder.  “You must obey the rules, Sylvie,” he hissed.  “Despite your mother’s wild ways, it isn’t fair to the other girls. They wonder why you are not punished for your behavior.”

      I wondered that too. Before I could question him, he was striding purposefully back to his house. I pulled the cowl of my tunic over my head and kept sweeping until he’d disappeared inside.

      The market was busy this morning, and the energy of the village felt as it did before a festival, with chattering voices and laughter. But I didn’t remember any upcoming festivals. It wasn’t harvest time yet and the equinox had already passed by. The small houses that clung to the edge of the woods had smoke coming out of their chimneys and women hurried in and out. As I rushed to finish up my chores, I kept a wary eye out for any of the nine elders. I couldn’t risk them noticing where I was about to go. I had to find out more about the Norse story of Ragnarok, and discover what other books might be housed inside the formidable building that was always guarded.

      I wanted to believe there had once been a Norse settlement here and that gods and goddesses had walked among us. My Afi had taught me all kinds of things that belonged to the realm of forbidden topics, telling me to make sure to keep it all to myself. “Myths hold a kernel of truth, Sylvie. Never forget that.”

      In our village we worshiped the one God, and to think differently was a punishable violation. Because of this pervasive attitude, I didn’t bring up my obsession with the gods and goddesses of the Norse realm.

      “Sylvie!”

      I turned quickly, the broom dropping from my hands as I squinted against the strong sunlight. “Dobo! What are you doing here?” Dobo was a few years younger than I was, a boy I sometimes fished with. At this moment he was unwelcome since I did not want him to know what I was planning.

      “What are you up to? Can I come?”

      I let out a nervous laugh. “What’s with you today?”

      He shrugged, his expression turning sheepish. “I’m bored.”

      “Didn’t mummy have enough chores for her weensy baby boy?”

      Dobo punched me lightly on the arm. “Not funny. She’s making my life a holy hell.”

      I glanced around the square where the townspeople had gathered for their morning chat. Sweat pooled under my arms. We were in the hot time when one could die from the ball of fire that refused to give us a moment's peace. “Lower your voice. You could get us both in trouble.”

      Dobo frowned, his pale blue eyes narrowing as he tugged my braid. “Since when do you care? You’re about to break a rule, aren’t you?”

      “No,” I said way too quickly.

      “Likely story. Will you come to the river with me?”

      “Not now, but I’ll meet you there in an hour or two.”

      “The fish are running.”

      For a moment I was caught, a vision of the sleek and sinuous fish with their iridescent scales appearing in my mind. Their real meaning was the connection with source, fertility, and change. We ate them without remembering who and what they were. “I’ll see you there later.”

      “They come around more when you’re there, Sylvie—it’s like you’re magic or something.”

      “They know I appreciate them—I don’t like it when you kill them, Dobo.”

      “How else are we supposed to eat?”

      “Ask them. If they want to give themselves up, they will.”

      Dobo gave me a skeptical look before he rushed off, his gold-brown shoulder-length curls glittering in a sun that was way too bright. No cases for the men. “Don’t forget that tonight is the ritual!” he yelled out.

      The Ritual. The words caught in my mind like a fly in amber, making me sweat even more. I had not been called as yet, but I knew I soon would. It was done to sustain our village, I told myself, trying not to tremble. But when I pictured the elders in their creepy masks, the innocent girl on her back in the middle of the square, it made me feel sick. Yes, they sedated her with herbal tea and the older women prepared her for what was to come, but the entire scenario seemed barbaric.

      I rarely showed up to the rituals, but couldn’t stop the memory of the last one from appearing in my mind. The elder, who we couldn’t identify, hovered over her in a slow-motion dance, his robes hanging down to block out what we all knew was happening. My friend, Isabelle, her eyes glassy and unseeing, lay like a dead fish, the gossamer dress lifted to expose her pale legs as the elder deposited his seed. It was supposed to be a sacred act, the beginning of a new life, but to me it seemed vulgar and wrong, as though the act itself had been perverted. When I spoke to Isabel afterward, she told me that she was unable to move, that her body felt like it didn’t belong to her, and that the pain was terrible.

      I was about to head toward the library when one of the elders approached, nodding to indicate his wish to speak with me. I waited, swallowing my fear.

      “The ritual is tonight,” Abraham began, a frown etched into his forehead. “I expect you to attend, Sylvie. You need to be prepared for the next one which will take place in two weeks instead of the normal month.” He peered down at me, the frown growing deeper. “The elders are all in agreement, so there is no point in you taking the issue up with Christopher. According to our logs of your cycle, two weeks is the timing for conception.”

      Conception. Even the word made me feel sick to my stomach. I had to talk to Christopher. He was the only elder I had a personal relationship with. He’d been friends with my mother and seemed to have sympathy for me when the others complained about my behavior. As far as the logs they kept, I couldn’t believe how accurate they were.

      “If you refuse to take part, I have only one more choice for you,” he went on. “You will marry Horace.”

      “Horace? He’s…he’s, dirty. He lives with the pigs and goats!” Horace was also lazy and fat, his face moon-shaped and a big belly protruding over his trousers. “What about…I don’t know…Antoine?”

      “Antoine is already spoken for. You’re not anyone’s first choice. No man wants a wife who causes trouble and runs through the forest barefoot with her hair uncovered, flouting the rules. Horace is not keen, but he knows it’s necessary. We all must do our duty, no matter how disagreeable. You will do your part and contribute babies to this village.”

      “What if I can’t?”

      His eyes narrowed. “We will cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      “What about my mother? Did my birth come from the ritual, or was the story true about my father?”

      Abraham held up a hand. “Your mother has nothing to do with this decision. We have left you alone for far too long. I regret this since it seems to have encouraged your wildness.”

      I stared at the ground, wondering which was worse—having the entire village see me splayed out in the town square, or having the pig farmer’s hands all over me. “I’ll marry Horace,” I finally whispered.

      He smiled. “That’s settled then. Good girl. The marriage will take place in two weeks so that you’ll be fertile for your wedding night.” He gave me one last sharp look before he turned and walked away.

      My face was hot and my insides roiled at the thought of Horace doing to me what the elders did to the girls in the square. My freedom ended in two weeks.

      When I glanced back at the square, I noticed that my friend Constance had been caught doing something the elders didn’t like. She was now bent over the wall, her shrieks reaching me as one of the elders whipped her backside with a leather belt. There was something seriously creepy about public punishments, and the rituals were even worse.  I wanted to scream and rage, but instead I continued down the hill toward the library. I had to forget Horace and concentrate on the task at hand.

      When I reached the guards, all the speeches I’d practiced to get inside vanished from my mind. But the men didn’t even look at me as I approached. I was outside the door wondering how to get in and then suddenly I was in the dark on the other side. How had that happened? I held my breath when I heard an elder speaking to the guards. I stayed in the shadows breathing shallowly for several minutes until the voices faded.

      It took a moment or two for my eyes to adjust. Dust motes floated in the light coming from the clearstory windows and the domed ceiling was so high I could barely make out the designs etched into the marble. Candles had been placed on tables and in the wall sconces, unlit of course. But some were stubs telling me that the elders had used this place recently. Anger rose, making my heart beat a little faster as I thought of the sheer hubris of them coming inside this beautiful building when none of the townspeople were allowed to step a foot inside. Who did they think they were? But the answer was obvious. They did whatever they wanted while the rest of us abided by the rules. I vowed in that moment that I would run away before their plans for me took place.

      The shelves that housed the books rose to the coved ceiling, the wood dark and gleaming. Ladders hung on sliding rails to make it easy to climb up and pluck one off the upper shelves. I could smell the leather and the oil used to clean the wood. The silence and the knowledge held inside those covers felt sacred. Had the women who cleaned taken a book or two down and opened those pages? Had they read the words printed there? But then I remembered. Women in my village didn’t know how to read. I wouldn’t know how either if it hadn’t been for my grandfather. Thank goodness they’d allowed me to remain in the small hut after he died. Without a parent I would have ended up with twelve other orphaned girls in a room so small I wouldn’t be able to breathe.

      Shadows raced me across the floor as I walked towards the shelves. My soft slippers made no sound on the marble. The entire inside of the building was made of the stuff. Striations ran lightning-like up the walls, dark against the pale stone. This building had been erected way before I was born and before my parents or my grandparents and even their parents were alive. It was old. But old like this was good. It still retained what it had always had—beauty of form. Buildings erected these days had to rely on a dwindling supply of materials. Marble was no longer available and the trees were too precious to cut down. We had to rely on used wood, found bricks, stone, or mud and straw.

      I pulled a book off the shelf and opened it. History lay within these pages, the past that had been kept hidden away. It was the reason for the guards and the reason why people had become so compliant. No one knew anything except what their parents and grandparents told them, and most of it was nonsense designed to frighten. But then again, most didn’t have a grandfather like my Afi, who taught me to read and supplied me with books.

      My pulse quickened as the full extent of what I was doing made itself known. This was possibly the worst of my transgressions so far. If I got caught, they would take hold of my life and force me to marry Horace.

      The pages of the book I held were mostly black lines that obliterated the original text—redacted was the word used for what had been done to it.  Here and there a sentence had been left—meaningless without the ones before or after. To my right was a glass case in which a number of books winked back at me tauntingly. I hurried closer to pull it open, but it was locked. I peered in at the titles.  The Druids, Technology, A Brief History of the World, Collapse, How to Resurrect Power, Commanding the Masses. My curiosity reached a fever pitch as I surveyed the array of titles. Dangerous ideas were held inside those covers, knowledge that might start people thinking.

      A side room held a round table and nine chairs, candle stubs left on the tabletop in front of each place. Papers were strewn on the floor—hand-drawn maps with tiny inked features and minuscule print, and when I bent to look I saw a  journal with my mother’s name on the cover. What? A hazy vision appeared in my mind—nine men and women seated around the table and a woman standing with her back to me. She was wearing a red skirt—a forbidden color. Her hands and fingers were forming bright patterns that lingered in the air. In the next second a tree appeared above the table,  lit up with a million lights. And then the vision was gone.

      When I came back to the present, I heard shouting and looked up to see a guard running toward me. I skirted around him and ran for the door. He yelled for me to stop but I kept going, rounding the corner and racing toward the front entrance. Once outside I ran for the trees, only stopping when I was safely under the heavy branches. I was wheezing so hard I thought I might pass out. The redacted book was still in my hands and the title seemed to glow from within. Magic and the Tree of Life.

      The book fell open, revealing an unredacted paragraph. If you live in accordance with the tree, you will know yourself. She is the keeper of the gateway, the silent sentry to magic and the world that lies beyond. I stared at those words, a yearning feeling worming its way upward and catching in my throat. On the first page was a dedication: To my darling Calista on her sixteenth birthday. Someone had gifted this book to my mother.

      Under my mattress was The Secret Life of Trees, the companion to this book that contained a world I already knew. Trees had been my friends since I was first able to walk among them. I felt their innate identity, the way they were in the world—long lived and stoic, enduring storms and wind and lightning without complaint. They housed the creatures I fed, and when I was under their branches they allowed my imagination to run free. I’d been named Sylvie which meant ‘of the forest’. Whatever I could glean from reading would surely answer my questions—maybe history wasn’t what I needed after all.
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        * * *

      

      An entire week had passed since the vision and those two prescient sentences had entered my consciousness. Since then, I’d learned what traits each tree had, both magical and practical. Some had fruits and berries and nuts, others had bark that could be used for sustenance and healing. Birches were known as the lady of the woods, sacred to the Norse goddesses, Frigg and Freya. Maples were about love and balance and seemed connected with prosperity. Cedars were about purification and protection. There were many cedars around my tiny home and I felt safe in their midst.

      By now I was sure what I’d done had been reported to the elders. I’d spent the past few days looking over my shoulder, waiting for the punishment, but so far it had not come. As far as the journal with my mother’s name on the cover, I wished more than anything that I’d thought to grab it. How was she important enough to be part of the elders’ secret meetings in the library? The awed looks on their faces as they watched her were expressions I’d never seen. And there were at least two women amongst them. What had happened to them? I had to go back to retrieve that notebook and find out what she’d written inside. I had one more week until my fate was sealed.
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      Waking to the smell of smoke propelled me to my feet, my eyes watering as soon as I opened them. Outside my window flames licked at the dry wood of downed trees, the smell of char and the sound of limbs crashing sending me into a panic. The whispering was now a roar in my ears, the pain of the trees twisting inside my belly. I grabbed my books, the pendant and the comb and threw them into my rucksack, grabbing the water bottle and the rest of the cheese and bread in the larder and adding them to the mix. It was obvious that I didn’t have time to think things over too carefully—the fire was moving toward my little shelter with alarming speed.

      Tears welled. The forest had always been my sanctuary, but now it was on fire and there was nothing I could do. Sneaking into the library must have angered God, and now I was being punished for my transgressions.  And yet I’d been poised to go, I reminded myself. Maybe this god was on my side after all. But the thought of the trees burning up and the animals running for their lives…and the fox—he was like a pet now, sleeping inside on the colder winter nights and eating from the bowl I left out by the door. I scanned for him but didn’t see him.

      

      Away from the inferno I witnessed a world I no longer recognized. Gone were the brick and wood houses, and the tiny shops; the narrow paths that led between them were covered in rocks and mud. The community square where people sold their goods, the pens that housed the pigs, the pastures filled with horses and goats had literally been obliterated. The windmills lay twisted across the ground.  The land was scoured, with large piles of steaming rubble scattered here and there. The only building still standing was the library.

      The wooden doors were open and ablaze. I could see the glow of flames within. The books were burning. When I closed my eyes, I could smell the dust and hear the leather sizzling, the whoosh of ancient paper curling into ash and the crack as the glass of the locked cabinet broke apart. I ran for the door and burst inside, holding a scarf over my mouth and nose as I grabbed the charred books that had fallen from the cabinet. The shelves were on fire, flames licking upward as books fell, disintegrating as they landed. In the side room the papers and maps were in flames and the table and chairs were nearly burned away. Perhaps a candle had been left burning after one of the meetings? I scanned quickly for the journal, but it wasn’t there.

      I ran for the door, barely making it outside before the shelves exploded, the glass bursting outward and showering the ground with burning embers and ash. There was not another human being in sight. I ran from the village as though the gods were chasing me, shockwaves sending the adrenaline I needed. This wasn’t about me—it was about everyone and everything. My precious books were no more and the only home I’d known was gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until the sky darkened that I stopped running, my energy spent as I placed my hands on my knees and tried to compose my thoughts. I had friends, people who lived close to me and cared about the same things I did. Had they made it out as I had? And the village where I bargained for the things I needed and the friends who sold those goods—all the shop owners. Had they escaped? I could understand the candle starting the fire in the library, but the forest fire had come out of nowhere.

      The elders had scolded me about the wayward life that would ultimately send me to hell. Did I cause this destruction? I’d dreamed of my escape, waking in the mornings with another portion of my plan in my mind. My prayers were all about deliverance—to me and the other women who had been ground down under the rules that kept everyone frightened and off balance lest they do something that sent them to that awful place the elders described in horrible detail. The memory of The Ritual arrived unbidden. Maybe it had angered the gods…maybe it was blasphemous what they were doing. But I was only a girl—what did I know about the ways of the world?

      My mind froze. I couldn’t think anymore, my body and brain were drained from fright and exhaustion. There was no shelter and so I lay down near a smoking pile of detritus and curled up, so tired that I didn’t even care what might happen during the dark hours of the night. At least I was warm. Abraham’s words came to me as I drifted off to sleep. “No one wants a wife who causes trouble and runs through the forest barefoot…” Maybe he was right—maybe this was too much for the one true God to tolerate. But I was too tired to care.

      It was sometime during the wee hours that I had a vision, sitting up as the ethereal figure wearing a gown of pale blue spoke in dulcet tones.  “You must find the tree at the center of the world.” When she placed her fingers on a spot between my eyebrows a jolt shot through my body. The words penetrated, leaving me breathless. A second later she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      I opened my eyes to witness an eroded landscape, the smoldering smoke making my eyes water. The memory of the woman with the moon reflected in her eyes seemed like a dream, but I could still feel the spot between my eyebrows where she’d touched me. My third eye. Higher consciousness. I examined the pack where I’d stashed my belongings. The one book I’d saved was barely recognizable, but the pages inside were still filled with tiny print. The title, The Rise and Fall of Humanity, was inside the burned leather cover. I opened it and began to read. After a while I had to put it aside, overwhelmed by a complicated and destructive world I’d never known.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d always trusted the spirits of nature and hoped that the elders never discovered my sacrilege. Spirits were considered witchery and beliefs such as mine were tossed out as magic. People were punished for less. After the fire and receiving a message from a woman who certainly looked like a goddess, I felt vindicated. What I knew deep down had to be true, at least on some level, even if it wasn’t as obvious as it seemed. The goddess vision could be a metaphor. But her message had been so real—find the tree.

      My thoughts went to the book I’d saved from the fire. If I were to believe the words I’d read, this country was first populated with tribes who lived in accordance to the same beliefs I had—an earth- centered culture that bridged many different tribes. But when the light-skinned people arrived from across the sea, that culture had been nearly wiped out. The new culture was God-centered. And from what I read about these newcomers, it was the same vengeful god the elders believed in.

      In this new society, dark-skinned people from far away were brought in by ship to work for the land-owners. I studied the illustrations of these wooden contraptions with canvas set up to catch the wind to float them across the rough waves. I shuddered looking at them. The seas were too wide, the waves too big, the opaque water hiding all manner of creatures that would surely knock a ship over as easily as if I shook my foot to loosen my shoe. From further reading I discovered that the dark-skinned ones were also an earth-centered culture and used herbal remedies to heal. But their remedies had other darker uses, like placing hexes on people and remedies to poison.

      Voodoo was one practice. I liked the sound of the word. The ones in power tried to steer them to the god they believed in, but it didn’t work. Their beliefs were too entrenched. Ironically the ones who had traveled across the seas had done so to escape religious persecution. The logic of it made no sense, nor did the energy expended to bring the dark-skinned ones to the ‘one true God’. Fighting about belief systems seemed pointless to me. But I also knew that the fighting was about fear of what they didn’t understand.

      The natural world was a different world, separate from man’s petty pursuits. Trees communicated on an entirely different level, helping other trees when they became infested with bugs or viruses, and as my grandfather had explained, sending messages through the network of mushrooms. My heart opened a little. My desperate search for history had been replaced with something ineffable. I was not of this man-made world. I was a creature of the forest like the deer and the rabbits. But now I had no choice. The village was gone as was any trace of the people who’d lived there.
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        * * *

      

      The days seemed to fold into one another, time shifting as though moving backward and forward. As I walked, landscapes ripped apart and still smoldering moved past in a dream. I searched for people but found no one, either living or dead. Earthquakes shook the earth under my feet, flinging me to the ground where I lay until they passed.  I tried not to think of the past, instead focusing on the tree, imagining an enormous trunk with thick branches reaching out in all directions. I thought it must be Yggdrasil, the tree of life in Norse mythology. But I was brought up in a village with no links to the myths that I wanted so badly to understand. My grandfather had told me stories of such a tree, telling me that it held all the worlds. And I’d read about the tree of life on my own, but I’d never once considered that it could be true. At nineteen I was past the age of fairytales. How could a tree like that really exist? I only knew that I had to keep my mind clear. It wouldn’t do me any good to succumb to the fear and the despair that threatened to engulf me.

      I drank some of the water I’d brought along and munched on a hunk of stale bread and cheese as I took stock of where I was. The sky was  an inky smoky color and the path I was on was unfamiliar and had no markers to tell me where it led. This was the farthest from home I’d ever been. I had to believe that many of my friends had escaped the fire and that we would meet again. As far as the elders, I felt sorry if they were no more, but I had to admit I wouldn’t miss them. I was on my own now, finally able to follow what my heart had been yearning for. Freedom. A second later I remembered the message about finding the tree. Was the tree a metaphor or a sanctuary? Was finding it an obligation or a safe haven?
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        * * *

      

      After a night of tossing and turning with dreams of uprooted trees and waves that threatened to engulf me, I headed on. There was no real path to follow and I was skirting boulders and jumping over rifts in the earth. My mood was shaky at best and terrified at worst, questions arising that I couldn’t answer.  By mid-morning the terrain had grown from flat to hilly, a foggy mist lifting from the wet ground. Uneven rock-filled fields surrounded me on all sides. When upright stones appeared out of the mist, I felt a stirring. As I walked amongst them, I noticed that they were arranged in a circle, lichen and moss growing on their rough sides. There was something here, some sense of the sacred that caused my breath to hitch. I walked slowly on, listening to what the trees had to tell me. They clung to the hillside, their out-stretched limbs reminding me of dancers caught in mid-movement. Any remnants of the trail had vanished.

      When a small stone house suddenly appeared, I stopped in my tracks. Smoke rose from a hole in the top, and several identical houses stood close by, each one sending tendrils of aromatic smoke to mix with the fog. Druid houses. I’d read about druids, but they hadn’t been in existence for eons. Had I walked into the distant past? A wooden door covered with the same symbols my grandfather had carved into ours presented itself, begging me to knock. I lifted my hand, but before my knuckles touched the wood the door opened revealing a gray-haired man wearing a heavy dark green robe.

      He peered out at me, a quizzical expression on his aged face. “Are you lost, child?”

      I stared at the lined face, my tongue twisting for a second. “Are you a druid?” I finally blurted out.

      He smiled and nodded. “Now that that’s decided, would you like to come inside?”

      He seemed kindly and his smile was genuine. I ducked my head below the lintel and followed him in.

      “You are on a quest,” he murmured, turning to pour from an iron kettle. When he handed me the cup, steam rose, the scent of familiar herbs calming my nerves. I breathed in the heady scents of peppermint, chamomile and honey. He gestured to a cushion on the floor and I lowered to sit, careful to keep from spilling the tea. “I left my village after…everything disappeared,” I finished in a small voice.

      “You have come farther than you think,” he said, folding his legs like a much younger man to sit next to me.

      “This is the past, isn’t it? But how did I get here?”

      He smiled. “You have stepped through the boundaries of time.”

      Above me drying herbs hung on thin twine and to my right an alcove in the wall of stone held a number of thin sticks with symbols that I didn’t recognize.

      When he saw me looking at them, he said, “Those are for divination. Each one is made of wood from a certain tree. Do you know it?”

      I shook my head and took a sip of tea.

      “You have journeyed to this realm for a reason, child. If you wish it, you can ask a question.”

      “Who are you?”

      When he smiled the skin around his eyes crinkled. “I am of the druid ovate order. And you have traveled through the veil of time to reach me.”

      The veil of time. “I’ve read about druids in a book. But what does ovate mean?”

      “The Ovate order practice divination. If you have read about us, our practices have been carried forward by others. We do not write them down.”

      I pulled the book on trees out of my pack and opened it to the oak. “The oak tree is your tree, isn’t it?”

      “Nature in all its forms is what we revere. But yes, this tree here is the one we hold most sacred.” He pointed to the drawing of the oak tree, his finger tracing the branches and the spreading limbs. His rheumy eyes met mine. “Thank you for this. It is gratifying to see that we live on.”

      I glanced at the alcove again. “I do have a question.”

      He rose and reached for the collection of small sticks. “What is your question?”

      “Why am I here?”

      He laughed. “That is an easy one. You are here to learn.”

      I stared at the dirt floor feeling silly for a moment before I said, “Am I supposed to find a tree?”

      He knelt, closed his eyes and threw the sticks. A moment later he looked down, his brow furrowing as he examined the markings on each one. Most were turned upside down, the markings not showing, but four were right side up. “Thurisaz, he said, examining the first one. He glanced up at me. “This is the thorn of awakening. You are about to encounter disruptive forces and aggression that comes from the male of the species. Do not despair. This is also a rune of regeneration.”

      I stared at the flag-like triangle on a vertical pole. “But I asked about a tree.”

      He didn’t answer as he frowned down at the second stick. “Hagalaz—hail. This indicates an unexpected or unavoidable change.” He glanced at me. “This is a warning, child. You could be in danger, especially paired with Thurisaz. Take it to heart.”

      I tried to ignore the tightening in my stomach. He still hadn’t answered the question. He picked up the last upright stick and examined the strange carving. If it had been turned to the right, it would resemble a table.

      “Perthrow, he muttered looking up at me. “You are in the hands of the universe. Are you with child?”

      “What? No!”

      “This rune signifies fertility, but fertility can apply to more than the physical body.” His eyes narrowed before he muttered, “No one can have power over you unless you allow it. Watch for signs as you travel.”

      “Signs of what, exactly?”

      “The portents that lead you in a certain way. You will know when you find them.”

      “But I still don’t know about…”

      “A tree? Or is it destiny you ask about? What is destiny but traveling toward one’s inner truth?”

      I thought about that for a moment—he was right, but aside from my village burning, my motivation had come from a goddess. “And what if this journey was prompted by someone else?”

      “If it isn’t important to you, then it is not your destiny.”

      Yggdrasil appeared in my mind, the tree’s branches spreading out across time and space. My home was gone as were all my friends. Leaving was inevitable. Was the tree Yggdrasil? When I turned to ask, the druid’s image grew hazy and finally disappeared altogether, along with his stone house. I was where I’d been before, but now there were no stone huts and no mist. The entire experience seemed surreal, so much so that I wondered if I’d dreamed it, but when I reached into the pocket of my dress I found the sticks with the runes. I didn’t remember him giving them to me. When I took a step they clicked against each other, the sound of it oddly comforting.
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        * * *

      

      An hour of walking brought me to waist-high dry weeds that hid jagged rocks that must have tumbled from a steep hill up ahead. At least the fire hadn’t burned through this section. There were no more dwellings or even a hint of humans. I found a narrow stream a few minutes later, taking the time to fill my water bottle before continuing on. Watercress caught my eye and I gathered what I could and stuffed it into my pack. There was no more access to cheese or meat or even bread out here in the wilderness. I had no matches or candles or water aside from what was in my bottle. My shoes were shredded, blisters on my feet, and I was sure my face was bright red from sunburn.

      The hill ahead looked treacherous, with steep slopes and pebbly sides, but there was no alternative. This was the direction I was going, and from what the druid said, I was in the hands of the universe. My hope was that once I reached the top, I would have a view of a settlement where I might find other people.
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        * * *

      

      I came upon a young man sometime later. He was crumpled on a less steep part of the hill and looked dead, but when I nudged him with my toe, his eyes opened. I kneeled next to him. “I’m Sylvie, who are you?”

      He grunted and lifted his hand to the back of his head. “King.”

      His voice was raspy and his skin was pale and sweaty. “Let me take a look at that,” I murmured.

      “Are you a doctor?”

      “What’s a doctor?”

      “A person who heals.”

      His expression told me that he was wondering about my sanity. “King is a strange name,” I said as I parted his hair to view the cut on the back of his head. “Nasty, but it’s already scabbing over.”

      “Can’t help the name I was given,” he muttered. “Can you help me up?”

      I rose and held out my hand. Once he was on his feet, I got a better look at him-- dark hair and dark eyes, a long filthy shirt that was untucked from frayed trousers. He was old enough to have a light beard, his eyes clear but holding a bewildered expression as he gazed around. “Where are we?”

      “Thought maybe you would know. I’ve been traveling for a few days after my village and forest burned to the ground.” I glanced at the rubble surrounding us and the deep holes that looked as though a giant had taken an enormous shovel to the hillside. “Looks like the same happened here?”

      King glanced at me before his gaze followed mine. “Never seen this place before,” he muttered.

      “How did you get hurt?”

      His hand went to his chin as he shook his head and shrugged, the bewildered look on his face more pronounced than ever. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m searching for the tree at the center of the world.”

      He let out a roar of laughter before reaching for his head again.

      “Why is that funny?”

      “A tree at the center of the world? Where do you think you are, in a Norse fantasy novel?”

      “So, you know about Yggdrasil.”

      “Everyone knows about Yggdrasil. It’s common reading in school. But it’s not true.”

      “School? You went to school?”

      He nodded before a frown darkened his eyes. “I…I have no real memory of school, but I know I went. You haven’t?”

      “We have no school in our village. We aren’t allowed to read books.”

      He stared at me, his expression clouding. “I know I’ve read a bunch of books, but right now I can’t think of even one title.”

      “Why do you say Yggdrasil isn’t real?”

      He let out a scoff. “It’s mythology.”

      “Are you sure of that? A goddess came to me in a dream and…”

      “A goddess?” This time he doubled over, his laughter echoing.

      I frowned and tugged my messy braid over one shoulder, trying to look as though I knew what I was talking about. “It might have been the goddess of nature.”

      He made a derisive sound before he asked, “Why the goddess of nature?”

      “Who else would tell me to find the tree?”

      “And what do you do when you find this tree?”

      “I assume I have to water it.”

      His mirth got the best of him. “Water it?” he finally managed to choke out. “Do you have any idea how large Yggdrasil is purported to be? It holds the entire world within its branches.”

      I stared at him for a moment before I turned toward the hill and began to climb.

      “Wait!” he called a minute later. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      “So go and find your friends.”

      He caught up and walked beside me. “What friends? I woke up in a world I don’t recognize.”

      “Where do you live?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t remember much other than an earthquake.”

      I stopped to face him. “Family—a village? You just told me you went

      to school. Maybe where you live is on the other side of this mountain,” I added hopefully.

      He rubbed the back of his head. “I might have a concussion.”

      “And yet you can belittle me and come up with every reason why my idea is foolish. How do you know about Yggdrasil if you can’t remember where you live?”

      He stared into space, his eyes narrowing. “I must have read about it.”

      I glanced at him before turning my gaze toward the boulders and the dusty meandering trail that led around them. Even though he seemed convinced that my visitation couldn’t possibly be true, I was glad to be talking with another human being.  “Perhaps we were meant to find each other.”

      He let out a sigh. “I’m happy for the company.”

      “That’s the first nice thing you’ve said. Now let’s look for that tree and get on with things.”

      He stifled a chuckle but made no more comment.

      “What do you know about druids?” I asked a short while later. We were on our way up the hill, the low growing bushes catching on the hem of my skirt as we trudged upward.

      “Druids? They lived during the fourth century. Why?”

      “I…” I hesitated to answer after his former laughter. “I just met one. He did a reading for me.”

      King stopped to stare at me. “You met one. This fits in with the tree thing you’re fixated on. Druids were connected with trees. You are quite the dreamer.”

      “I wasn’t dreaming,” I said hotly. “He said I could be in danger.” King turned away but I could see that his face was flushed.

      “Are you afraid of me?” he finally asked.

      “No, should I be?”

      He chuckled. “Did this druid tell you to watch out for a strange man on the trail?”

      “No. He only said that I’m in the hands of the universe. In other words…”

      “…You have no idea what you’re doing or where you’re going,” King finished.

      “I wouldn’t put it that way—to me it sounded like a mystical journey.”

      “An unplanned trip with no idea what you’re doing or why?”

      I frowned as the tree branches began to sway. I felt no breeze. The whispering began a second later, mumbled sounds too vague to understand. “Do you hear that?” I asked King.

      “Hear what? All I can hear is my breath and my boots skidding on this trail.”

      The whispering stopped abruptly, the branches still as we walked by them. Maybe I’d imagined it.
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        * * *

      

      We’d been walking for an hour or so when I turned to him. “Do you think what’s happened here is Ragnarok?”

      His eyebrows scrunched into corkscrews. “Druids and now Ragnarok? You’re really fixated on the mythical past.”

      “A goddess comes to me and tells me to find the tree. Who wouldn’t be?”

      “In a dream, Sylvie. This is the 2500’s.”

      The 2500’s. “We don’t keep track of time in my village but I have a book that references it.”

      “Everyone keeps track of time. Where did you say you lived?”

      I thought back to the books I’d read and reread. Why didn’t I know the year we were in? “A small village without a name close to the big forest. Do you know of it?”

      King looked confused for a moment. “No name?”

      “Not that I ever heard.”

      King shook his head. “Are you sure you didn’t hit your head too? This sounds like a made-up place, Sylvie. No school, no reading? It sounds like some backward village from hundreds of years ago.”

      I thought about the book in my pack. I hadn’t read enough to argue. “Maybe I just stepped out of my time into yours.”

      He grimaced, grabbing his head in both hands “My memories are coming back and it’s making my head hurt.”

      “What do you see?” I asked eagerly.

      “My town is big with lots of buildings. It’s by the ocean.  We used to have cars, but the oil we needed to run them ran out. Some ran on electricity but that technology also relies on oil. We still have boats though.”

      “I’ve never seen anything called by that name. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      King frowned. “You haven’t read about cars?”

      “My grandfather told me about vehicles that ran on some special liquid. Is that a car?”

      “Sounds like it.” King headed up, his boots grabbing and holding onto the vertical slope. Meanwhile, my soft slippers were so worn I considered throwing them away. I scrambled to catch up. “What else can you tell me? Do you know anything about the past? You mentioned the 2500s…what does that number mean?”

      “It means that people use a calendar to measure time. It began with the birth of Jesus Christ.”

      “Jesus—the son of the one true God.”

      He nodded.  “In school we learned that this country we live in went into chaos several hundred years ago. As I mentioned, resources were used up. As supplies ran out governments toppled. My city has all kinds of broken-down buildings that can’t be repaired. People are always exploring the ruins and ending up injured or dead from falling debris.”

      A vision of a shining city rising up from the sea appeared in my mind, a golden bridge spanning a great body of water connecting it to land on the other side. The buildings were mostly white and the sun glinted off the bridge, the dark water reflecting the spires that held it up. I was there on that bridge, next to a roadway that held noisy smoke -spewing contraptions that headed by me at great speed. Fog swirled around me, the pungent salty scents chilling my nostrils as I took in breath. The vision faded and the current landscape re-appeared. “I have a book that talks about all that, and also my grandfather told me stories. Where is this city you’re describing?”

      King frowned. “I remember the earthquake, but after that everything’s a blur. Was there an earthquake where you came from?”

      “There were a few when I was traveling, but my village burned. I left because I couldn’t find anyone, either living or dead.”

      He glanced into the distance.  “We have a long climb if we’re heading for the top.”

      I squinted at the mountain stretching upward. It was more massive than I’d first thought. Dust rose in little eddies and the sky was a bleached-out color instead of its normal blue. The blistering sun that I usually hid from was concealed behind a layer of dust. “Are your parents alive?”

      King gazed into the distance. “I don’t remember them. Why can’t I remember them?”

      “I think you have some form of amnesia--you remember certain things but not others.”

      He ignored me and took off with his head down. When the dust cleared beyond his hunched form, I saw a smattering of trees higher up. I thought of the small house in the forest, the creatures that came to me every day. I fed the deer from my hand and hung makeshift feeders for the birds that I filled with acorns and berries. The forest was gone now—what would become of them? Tears came to my eyes as I hurried after King. “Conifers,” I said, pointing.

      He gave a grunt and reached for the rocks as he pulled himself upward. I bent to my shoes and pulled them off, hoping climbing would be easier without them.

      We were still some distance from the trees when the sky turned unusually  dark. I was sure the day had not passed by yet. “We need to get under those trees,” I muttered, squinting into the dust-filled air.

      King looked up at the sky. “Why is it getting dark?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t want to be caught on a steep hillside.” A second later the reason for the darkness made itself known when it began to rain. I was drenched in a second. We scrambled up the hill.
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      We sheltered in the deepest part of the forest where the rain couldn’t reach us, settling under an enormous cedar with thick branches. There was no whispering from these trees, their silence worrying. While we waited, I pulled out The Rise and Fall of Humanity and showed it to him, questions tumbling out of my mouth as he pored through it, my opinions coming with them. “The author has a skewed viewpoint,” I said. “I don’t agree that these practices of voodoo, mysticism, and natural healing were wrong. And why would they choose this one God over what they already believed?”

      According to him, there was a good reason for all the things that happened. “The country was split because of differing beliefs,” he told me. “Organized religion won out. Something had to happen to keep the peace.” He shook his head. “We’re still trying to put the pieces of our lives back together.”

      Maybe he didn’t get what had been done to women and to the ones who had different beliefs or whose skin was darker. “I was supposed to be pregnant this year. I managed to put it off, but they were coming for me.”

      King’s eyes widened. “You mean you didn’t want to?”

      “My body belongs to me, King.”

      “But for the good of the society?”

      I thought about the old men who smelled like wet wool and cooked cabbage, their hands held high, beseeching God to come through them to bring a child forth into the world. The girls were all virgins, terrified of what was to come. And from what Isabelle had told me, for good reason.

      My memory took me back to my friend Lupin, who I’d forgotten about in the chaos of my near marriage, escape plan, and the forest fire.  She was barely fifteen and the scream that came out of her mouth had frozen something inside me. The disruption to the crowd and to the elder who was in process of implanting his seed was terrible to watch. She was still screaming as he completed the act, his mask slipping off to expose his expression of panic as he rose quickly and hurried off the raised platform.

      Lupin’s legs were bloody, her face blanched of color when I climbed up to help her. “I had a vision,”she whispered, her eyes wide. “I know I’ll die if it stays inside me. I begged them—told them I’d seen my death, but the elder, he didn’t believe me. He said, ‘You’re young and healthy and there is no reason why you should be exempted. God will provide.’”

      “You don’t know if it will take, Lupin. You’re very young so it might not.”

      It was just over two months later that Lupin came to me in the woods. “I’m pregnant,” she whispered. “You have to help me.”

      “I don’t know what to do! Serena will help. She’s the healer.”

      Lupin’s eyes filled with tears. “Serena told me it’s against the rules. She refused.”

      “Even though you saw your own death?”

      “She said it was my imagination.”

      “I want to help you, I do, but I have no expertise.”

      “This baby will not live, and neither will I,” she intoned, turning away.

      I wasn’t there the day she had the miscarriage and bled to death. I had never forgiven the elders or Serena. Since then, I’d found out as much as I could about herbs used to bring on miscarriage, studied them and searched out the places where they grew. I’d taken on the healer’s role and several times had helped my friends rid themselves of an unwanted pregnancy. It was a tricky business that scared me every time. I shook the memory away, my mind on the fire and the end of the village and everyone in it.

      “Sylvie?”

      I turned to King who was waiting for my answer. “I decided a long time ago that no man would put their hands on me unless I wanted them there.”

      King leered at me. “You might want the man’s hands on you—what about that?”

      “If it was love, then yes, I might. But what you’re describing sounds cold and calculated.”

      His leer turned to a frown.  “I don’t get why you’d fight it, Sylvie. It’s an honor to carry a baby and something that only women can do. It makes you special.”

      I barely heard him, my mind miles away in the past.

      “Women are the only ones who can bring life into the world,” I heard him say vehemently.

      Anger rose in response to his pronouncement. “Does that mean we have to? According to what I’ve read, women in the past before this chaos you described, had jobs and worked alongside the men. And in ancient times they fought with the men and had freedom to do what they wanted. Men and women were equals.”

      “Giving birth is more important.”

      I thought of Horace. “With a man you don’t even know?”

      “A man you don’t know is better than no man, don’t you think?”

      “Freedom is...”

      “Freedom? You have no idea what you're talking about. Entire populations were wiped out, Sylvie—we need the babies. Women are selfish. Something had to change.”

      He was irritating me and I did not like the feeling that was building inside me. “Tell me more about your city.”

      “I can’t remember much other than what I’ve said.”

      “If you can’t remember, why are you telling me that I don’t know what I’m talking about?”

      “Because freedom is a word that has no meaning when it comes to survival. People have to act in ways that help the furthering of the species, not worry about what they do or don’t want for themselves.”

      “A world where men and women can make decisions for themselves—that makes more sense to me. Otherwise, it’s unfair.”

      “If there is a crisis there has to be a law that takes that crisis into account. That’s what happened in the mid 2000’s. Women had to give up their autonomy in order for humanity to continue.”

      “Did women want the life the men chose for them?”

      “Some did and some didn’t.”

      I gazed at him. “Men decided without consulting them.”

      “Men aren’t all terrible, Sylvie. You seem to have a distorted vision

      of who we are.”

      “Who you are or who you were? I certainly hope that the laws that were put into place back then aren’t still in use.”

      An uncertain frown appeared on his face. “It’s 2562. Women and men agree on how things are done.”

      “That’s good to hear. These numbered times you keep mentioning are confusing.”

      His gaze softened. “You have no reference point. It boggles the mind to think of living without time as a marker.”

      “But why did it start with the birth of Jesus?”

      “Other places have other timelines, it’s only the western world that adopted that specific event.”

      I puzzled over that for a few minutes, trying to imagine the enormity of the world and all the different peoples who inhabited it. “Maybe this is the end of time.”

      “It will be if humanity dies out. They’re the ones who invented the concept.”

      I shivered and moved closer to him. “Are we the last living human beings?”

      He glanced at me. “I hope not. But I guess we could be like Adam and Eve.”

      “Who are they?”

      He stared at me. “You don’t know the Bible? I would have thought it would be required reading in the village you described. Adam and Eve were the first people. Eve was born from Adam’s rib, so women have always been under men’s control. From the two of them came all the people on earth.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Adam’s rib? And you complained about me talking mythology? That cannot be true. It would mean that she was a part of him. How could they have children if that was the case?”

      He looked sheepish for a moment. “Well, it’s symbolic, but the Bible is clear about who’s in control—men have dominion over the earth. If we are the last two people, we would have to do what Adam and Eve did.”

      My eyes widened as I took in what he was saying. “You mean babies between us?”

      He laughed. “I’m sure we aren’t Adam and Eve, Sylvie. Just talking.”

      I watched him out of the corner of my eye as he pushed the shock of brown hair back from his forehead. I’d always figured I’d fall in love. But it was hard when I knew every single male person in my village. I glanced at him again.

      “What?” he asked, looking up.

      “Nothing,” I muttered, turning away to hide my flushed face. Fertility. The druid had asked if I was pregnant. Was I meant to be this Eve to his Adam? Was that the reason we’d run into each other? I thought of what the elders did, the horror of it sending a shiver down my spine. I would have to know him a lot better before I would consider such a thing.
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      I woke up gasping from a dream in which I was the one in the town square. The elder was hovering above me, an evil grin on his face. I woke just before the worst of it, my skin clammy from sweat as I scrambled to my feet.

      “Sylvie, what’s wrong?”

      I glanced down at the nest where we’d been sleeping, my hands shaking as I balled them into fists. “Bad dream.”

      He rolled over and sat up, his eyes on mine. “You were crying out in your sleep. I almost woke you, but then I…”

      “Did you touch me?”

      He frowned. “No. Why would I?”

      I pulled my arms around my shivering body and sat next to him. “I just thought that…”

      “That I did something that brought on the dream.”

      I nodded. “Sorry.”

      He stared into the distance. “I think I’m trustworthy.”

      I laughed uneasily. “You think?”

      “I haven’t remembered who I am yet—not completely. But I wouldn’t hurt you.”

      My mouth was dry, my lips chapped. “We need water.”

      “And food. There has to be a stream around here somewhere.” He reached for my hand and pulled me to my feet. “We should get going.”

      His hand was warm in mine, and his musky scent roused a feeling that I’d never felt. I clung to him for a moment before I shook out my dress and headed off into the trees to do my business.

      When I came out later, he was waiting for me. The way his gaze moved across my body made me uneasy. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong—everything’s right. I’m sure we’ll reach the city today. You’ll fit right in.”

      “You remembered?”

      He nodded. “The important parts at least.”

      “Tell me.”

      “You’ll see soon enough. I’m glad we found each other.”

      I smiled up at him, and took his hand. “Me too.”

      He squeezed my fingers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We left the forest and began the rocky climb to the pinnacle of the mountain. It was even steeper with little to grab hold of. My feet were cut already and the rocks bit into them making them bleed.  The pain was nearly unbearable as I struggled to keep up with King. His boots gave him traction and he was obviously way stronger than I was. I finally gave in, tears tracking down my cheeks as I rested on a jutting rock. I would never make it without shoes.

      It took King a while to notice that I wasn’t behind him, his shout making me cry harder. What was I doing out here? Why hadn’t I thought about my flimsy shoes?

      King climbed down to where I sat, his concern making my tears come harder. “My feet,” I blurted, pointing.

      He lifted my right foot, his touch gentle as he examined it. “Do you have anything we can wrap them with?”

      I reached for my pack and pulled out the clothing I’d brought along. Among them were two scarves, one wool and one sewn together with scraps of fabric. He reached for the lighter one and pulled out a knife to cut it in half before carefully wrapping my feet and making sure they were securely tied.

      He gazed at me when he was finished. “Not much, but it might help.”

      I sniffed and wiped my nose with my sleeve. “Thanks,” I muttered, trying to imagine going on.

      “I can carry you if you like,” he offered, noticing the skeptical expression on my face.

      “I’ll try to walk, but…”

      He nodded. “Just say the word,” he said, pulling me to my feet. He glanced ahead, shielding his eyes from the hazy sun that had appeared. “Once we reach the top it should be easier.”

      I followed his gaze, relieved when I saw how close we were. “Those were my only shoes.”

      He didn’t reply as he moved away. I followed, trying to place my feet in places that were free of the jagged rocks.  It was slow going with me lagging behind, but we finally reached the top of the hill and had a view of what lay on the other side. I wasn’t prepared for the fantasy scene of water and pristine white structures that hung suspended in the pale mist. It looked like my earlier vision, even the bridge rising out of the fog to stand bright and tall in the sunlight. “What city is that?”

      King smiled. “San Francisco, named after an ancient monk.”

      “It’s beautiful.” My gaze followed the deep indigo that disappeared into the distance. “I feel…I feel like I’ve been there, but how could I have?”

      He let out a snort. “Maybe in a past life? Sounds about your speed.”

      I ignored the sneer on his face. “You must have a lot of elders to run a city that big.”

      “At one time it was run by elected officials, but now…it’s kind of a free-for-all. We have one man who has declared himself the leader, but we all contribute.”

      “Because the officials were corrupt?”

      He let out a sigh. “That’s as good an explanation as any other, I suppose. All the systems failed, partly because of the pandemics. But that was a long time ago.”

      “Pandemic—an illness?”

      “It wasn’t mentioned in that book you’re reading? It swept through the entire world and killed millions. There were many of them, but the first was the worst.” His eyes brightened as he took my hand and headed down. “But we’ve capitalized on what was left behind. You’ll see.”

      “Like what?”

      “Windmills that still work, farm implements that haven’t completely rusted out. We survive on found items that we turn into what we need. Any tech is long gone, but many of us have read about how it all worked. If we had the means we could recreate it.”

      I perked up. “You have books?”

      “Lots of them.”

      “But why would you want to recreate a system that failed?”

      He didn’t reply as he tugged me down the hill. When I turned for one last look, the trees we’d sheltered under were on fire. I let out a gasp and grabbed his arm. “Look!”

      King stared at where I pointed, his expression blank. “What?”

      “The trees are burning!”

      He frowned and made a face. “I don’t see anything back there, Sylvie. You’re imagining things.”

      “But…”

      “Come on. We have a long trip ahead of us.”

      I gazed at the billowing smoke and heard the crash of branches and the whoosh of flames. I could smell the smoke and the burning wood and sap. Was I going crazy? The trees were nearly bare now, any remnant of needles and limbs obliterated by the fire. My body felt hot, as though the fire was burning through me. I could feel flames licking upward from my feet, my head so hot I thought it might break apart. I breathed in and out, telling myself it was all an illusion, but the sensation remained.

      When King pulled my hand I lurched forward, stumbling into him. His arms came around me and I could feel the beat of his heart. I didn’t want to let go.

      “Are you okay?” he whispered, his lips brushing against my ear.

      I pulled away and nodded, reaching into my pocket to touch several tiny cones—the seeds of new life from what had now disappeared behind us. I held them up to show him.

      “What are those?”

      “Seeds from the trees. I’m glad I thought to pick them up.”

      He took them from my hand and examined them before handing them back. When his gaze met mine, he was smiling. “You’re getting into the right mood for the city. How serendipitous.”

      “Right mood? For what?”

      “Seeds, Sylvie. The seeds of new life.”

      “Yes!” I said happily. But what did it have to do with being in the right mood for the city? I puzzled over that as I grabbed his hand again. When he smiled at me, I smiled back, glad that we’d found each other.
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        * * *

      

      We were walking down the hill together when I had a strange premonition. The fire I’d seen was trying to tell me something. In my rush to become friends with King, I’d completely forgotten about the tree.

      When I stopped behind him, he turned. “What’s wrong?”

      “The tree.”

      King made a face. “The tree can wait, Sylvie. You have to see where I live. You’ll be a part of our life in no time.”

      “What if I don’t want to?”

      He bent to me, his face inches from mine. “You like me, right?”

      I felt his breath on my cheek, his mouth inches away. I pushed a strand of hair back from his face as I focused on his eyes. “I do like you,” I whispered, “but…”

      His lips brushed across mine. “As you said, we were meant to find each other. Let’s see where it takes us before you go off on this mission you seem so obsessed with.”

      My heart raced and I was tingling all over when I took the hand he held out. He tugged me close beside him as we walked down the trail together.
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      San Francisco was not at all what I’d envisioned when I looked down on it from above. Instead of the sparkling white buildings and the beautiful bridge leading across the expanse of water, it was a sprawling mess filled with rubble, the buildings decaying or half fallen down. There were none of the vehicles I’d seen on the bridge, and the streets were overtaken by weeds, dark sections spread out like puzzle pieces too frayed to put back together.  The few buildings that hadn’t collapsed were missing windows and doors with dirty sheets hanging in windows. Rats nosed the trash, their eyes glittering as they ran from one place to another.

      Makeshift tents and square brick structures littered the former streets and had wires that wrapped around the poles that held them up. The wires seemed to connect all the buildings together in a tangled mass. In the distance was an elegant building that looked like a temple, made of stone and marble. There was no denying its age with the chunks missing and the partial roof. It reminded me of the library in my village, but this one was in worse shape and open on all sides. From the group of men inside, it seemed to be a meeting place. A muddy lake clung to one side and on the other side was an area of dry weeds. I could hear the carrying voices of the men who gestured to one another. “What is that place?”

      “It’s where our leader, Jordon, and the others who run things conduct their business. Strictly off limits to women.”

      Beyond the weeds, women wearing loose-fitting blue dresses ambled along. They were all in various stages of pregnancy. Behind them scurried young girls with tangled hair who seemed to be waiting for instructions. “What’s going on there?” I whispered, pointing.

      King followed my gaze. “With the women?”

      “They’re all pregnant.”

      King smiled and raised his eyebrows. “I told you the women here are proud to carry new life.”

      Near where we were standing a woman walked by, her interested gaze going to King just before she placed her hand on her belly and smiled. He smiled back and waved, but when she noticed me, a frown appeared. The girl behind her cast me a dark look before rushing to catch up. I glanced at King. “You know her.”

      “That’s Beth. She may be carrying my baby.”

      “Yours? Are you together?”

      He shook his head and turned away.

      “Why not?”

      King fidgeted and sighed. “You don’t understand how things work here.”

      “Why are there so many pregnant women?”

      “What else would you expect from them? They are born to this.”

      “Do they have partners?”

      King faced me, his eyes narrowing. “We don’t marry here nor do we partner up. The job of women is the survival of the species.”

      “But being a couple means you could have babies together. I don’t get it.”

      King closed his eyes and let out a sigh. “That method is not nearly as efficient as what we have going, Sylvie. Some women can’t get pregnant. Women in a relationship tend to get jealous if their partner lies with another. Can you see how many less babies there might be?”

      I thought about the married women in my village. They worked alongside their husbands, and were mostly happy. Some had babies and others didn’t. Our rituals made sure we had a new generation coming along. But a loveless coupling for the sole purpose of children? “Is it about religion?” I finally asked.

      He scoffed. “Only in the sense that God urged us to go forth and multiply. I have never read anything in the Bible about love being necessary to produce a child.”

      “My grandfather told me that we are meant to find each other—that there is a sort of magic that brings us together and affects the children we bring into the world-- the right combination of DNA that is decided by the universe.”

      King laughed. “Do you know what DNA means? From your naïveté, I would say you don’t. Your grandfather was a dreamer, Sylvie. There is no magic involved in making sure the species survives.”

      When I remembered my intended marriage, I realized that my village wasn’t much different. The elders wanted me to have babies—they’d said so. I was making unfair judgements about what was going on here. A young women caught my eye, her demeanor obviously subservient. “Who are the ones who rush around like slaves?”

      His gaze followed mine. “The women live like queens and the others are their attendants. They are the unlucky ones who can’t get pregnant. Women here are revered for their wombs.”

      A tingle went down my spine as I thought about my friend who had died from miscarrying. “What if the fetus has something wrong with it? Do you have healers here to help?”

      “We have doctors, but sometimes the babies don’t make it, or if they do, they don’t live long. We had one woman who tried three times before we forced her out.” He pointed to a high wall that ran the length of the enclave, made of bricks with sharp rocks cemented into the top.

      “What about when they grow too old? I have yet to see an old woman, or a child, for that matter.”

      “They move out there, just like the woman I just mentioned.” When I frowned, he made a grimace. “There is open land beyond that wall where they make their homes. They have a good life.”

      I glanced at the men who were busy at wooden tables covered with things to sell, talking amongst themselves and laughing. No woman seemed to do anything more than bear children or help those who did. Other men appeared from a door in the wall with sacks over their shoulders. “And them?”

      “We all contribute. Some are hunters, some fish, others make things to sell, and others are cooks and bake bread and other foodstuffs. Some use found items to invent useful tools, others build the small brick houses you see. We each have our place in society.”

      “And the women are okay with their place? Even the ones out there?” I asked, gesturing to the barrier.

      “They know what’s coming and they take care of themselves. As far as the ones here, you can see how proud they are of what they contribute.”

      “I can see that they’re haughty and unfriendly.”

      King laughed. “Queens can look down their noses until the babies come.”

      “And then what happens?”

      “They breastfeed until the babies are weaned and then they try again. If they don’t become pregnant within a certain time they are sent outside with the other non-breeders.”

      “Will you show me what it’s like?”

      He shook his head in frustration and headed off with me hurrying behind. When we reached the wall he opened a small wood-framed window. The area beyond the wall was muddy, with a few decrepit huts made of bricks and others made up of rags and twigs. A gray-haired woman lay on her back in the mud with her eyes closed. “She looks dead,” I whispered, pointing.

      “She might be,” King said, glancing over my shoulder.

      “Is there no healer?”

      “I don’t know if they have a healer or not. It isn’t my responsibility to look after them.”

      “Who does look after them?”

      He stared hard at me, his eyes narrowing. “Once they’re out there, they are on their own.”

      When I turned to the window again, I noticed others who seemed sick, with pock marks on their skin and red lesions that seemed infected. Young and old were way too thin. “Where do they get their food and water?”

      “For fuck’s sake, Sylvie. They have land to grow things and the ocean where they can catch fish.  If they’re sick it’s their own damn fault. It isn’t up to me to fix it.”

      Several women turned my way. Their faces were gaunt and streaked with mud, rags barely covering their skeletal bodies. One of them came toward me, her hands held out. “Bread?” she rasped, her bloodshot eyes meeting mine.

      King pushed me aside and closed and locked the window, but the woman was still crying out and asking for help.  “You thought my village was cruel—this is way worse. You use women up and discard them.”

      “Their usefulness has come to an end. How do you expect us to care for people who are a drag on resources?”

      “Women here are nothing but baby-making machines. What happens to the infants they bear?”

      “Once the babies are weaned, they are taken and raised by what you might call our elders--men and women who have reached a certain level of wealth.” He pointed to a few tall buildings that were mostly intact. “They live there. The children go to school in there, just as I did. And then they join society. You didn’t even have school where you lived—you have no right to criticize.”

      I held in the scream that bubbled up. “Not having school doesn’t seem as bad as not having a life other than a womb. The elders wanted me to have babies too, but I would have been their mother, not given them over to be raised by someone else.”

      King’s eyes turned dark. “This is a well-ordered society, Sylvie, not like yours where old men use their power to do whatever they want. Our women are proud of what they are.”

      “They may be proud when they’re carrying a child, but other than that their lives are miserable.”

      King grabbed my arm and twisted painfully. “You’re lucky I don’t report you to the authorities. You’re of child-bearing age and should be on the list.”

      I felt a twinge of fear and twisted away from him. The street around me was filled with garbage, the smell making my eyes water. Burned-out buildings seemed to close in, my stomach tightening. “What list?”

      “The same list your elders kept—your age, your health, your cycle.” He gave me an annoyed look before he turned and walked away. “Follow me,” he muttered.

      We ended up at a well in the middle of a square surrounded by tents and more tiny brick buildings. King lowered a bucket on a rope and brought it up brimming with water. “Drink,” he ordered.

      The water didn’t smell right and the taste was harsh and metallic. “You must have a better water source than this.”

      “We have freshwater ponds where we raise fish, and when it rains, we get our water from there. But this is the dry season.”

      “Do these ‘queens’ live in the buildings or somewhere else?”

      He shook his head in exasperation. “Some live in the buildings and others live in tents. We make sure they are fed well while they’re carrying.”

      “Do people live in the buildings with the broken windows?”

      “Of course. We don’t have the chemicals to make glass.”

      After he took a drink, we walked by people sleeping next to buildings and haggard women begging. “I thought women inside the walls were revered.”

      His annoyance seemed to grow with every word that came out of my mouth. “They just gave birth and are waiting to see if they can conceive again,” he hissed. “They are given a full three months to recover, and then…”

      “And then some creepy man forces them to…”

      “It’s their choice and their duty. I thought you understood.”

      I thought of our earlier conversation on the trail. I’d assumed he was talking about the past, not the present. “What about love?”

      “Didn’t we already discuss this?”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      “It happens occasionally, but it’s frowned upon because it interferes with the rules. If it does happen, it’s in secret.”

      “What about you?”

      He shrugged. “If I ever have feelings for a woman, I strive to get rid of them. If I don’t, I could be turned out.”

      I thought of how I’d felt around him. “And me? What if we were a couple?”

      He seemed taken aback for a moment. “Did you think I had feelings for you? I would love to have you here as a queen, but I can’t be with you like that.”

      I hadn’t forgotten the feel of his lips brushing against mine. “You’re in love with Beth.”

      His face turned red and he turned away. “I already told you it is not allowed, but we did spend time together before she got pregnant. It sometimes happens that way.”

      “And what if she gets sent out there?” I asked pointing toward the wall. “Would you take care of her?”

      “She won’t. She’s healthy and I’m sure she can have another baby after this one is born.”

      “Your baby again?”

      His eyes narrowed. “I’ll go to her when the time comes, but other men will as well. Who fathers the baby is up to God.”

      “What about your parents? Do they live together or is it the same situation for them?”

      Dark waves of anger rose from him. “My mother and father live in the high-rise I showed you,” he snapped. “They and others take care of the babies after they’re weaned.”

      I didn’t like this new version of him—the society he thought was so great was a horrible place. At least love was allowed in my village. “If the women don’t want to have sex, do they get raped?”

      “I’ve never heard of a woman here who refused a man.  But, if it came to that, rape still produces a child.” He took hold of my arm. “I promise not to rape you, Sylvie. The act itself is pleasurable. You’ll see.”

      I couldn’t speak for a moment. He was talking as though I would stay and he’d make me pregnant. I jerked my arm away. I’d be one of them—either pregnant or waiting on a pregnant ‘queen’, or outside the wall living in squalor. King would not be with me, his indifference clear in the way he eyed me now. Like I was a piece of meat.  I had to get out of here.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day went by in a blur. King made us food that I barely tasted and we ate in silence. Questioning him only made matters worse. I was too tired to leave, my eyes drooping as the day turned into night. We bunked down in his tent. It was at least clean with two sleeping mats and warm blankets. I was curled up and almost asleep when I heard King talking with another man. “Her name is Sylvie. I found her on the trail. She’s healthy and definitely ready to bear a child. Add her name to the list.”

      “You want to be the first?” the man asked with a chuckle.

      “Yeah, maybe. But she won’t be happy about it.”

      He scoffed. “The rules state that in the case of non-compliance, you do what you have to. Jordon will be pleased that you found her.”

      King chuckled. “We had a discussion about rape earlier today. I’m sure she’s a virgin.”

      “Wow, and she’s pretty too. How come you get all the luck? Last one I did was fat and ugly. If it doesn’t take, can I have a go?”

      “It will take. I watched her while we traveled. I’m pretty sure she’s in her fertile time.”

      “Perfect. Better get on it then. You’ll be paid handsomely for this one.”

      When I heard him coming back, I rolled over and pretended to be asleep.

      “Sylvie?” he whispered.

      I didn’t stir, pretending to snore.

      A moment later I felt his breath on my neck. “Sylvie?” He touched my back.

      “What is it?”

      “Would you like to be a queen?”

      “No, King.”

      His fingers traced a line down my arm. “Why not? I’m not a bad person. You seemed to like me on the trail.”

      “I told you. My body belongs to me.”

      “You’ll feel differently tomorrow,” he muttered, lying down next to me.

      I was too tired to argue with him. I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to the feel of his hands on my body. “What are you doing?” I hissed, rolling away. The sky was a pale color and the sun had not yet risen.

      “I’ll be careful—it won’t hurt.”

      “I want to be in love before I take that step.”

      “Love has nothing to do with sex—not anymore. But it still feels good. You’ll see.”

      When he reached for me, I sat up. “No, King. Not now and not ever.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You are part of the community now. I put your name on Jordon’s list. If you don’t get pregnant, you’ll be outside the wall. Would you like that?”

      “No, but I also won’t like it if you rape me,” I whispered.

      “It won’t be rape if you let me.”

      I met his gaze, my blood running cold. “I thought you didn’t do stuff like this—isn’t that what you told me?”

      “You need to comply.”

      I rose quickly to my feet. “This isn’t my home. I don’t have to follow your rules.” When he reached for me, I held out both hands, my palms facing him. Something happened in that moment—a spark of energy that pushed him backward.

      “What the fuck?” He came at me again, but I had already grabbed my pack and was out of the tent and running.

      I heard him pounding after me, my bare feet slipping on the slime as I ran. I was near the wall when I heard a shout, turning back to see him sprawled on the ground. “You’re making a mistake!” he yelled, rising to his knees. “I do care about you!”

      He was lying. There was no future in this place, not as a couple or any other way. His fall had given me just enough time to race down the length of the wall until I found a way through. His disgust regarding the women who lived on the other side would prevent him from following. I scrambled over, cutting my legs on the sharp rocks that had been cemented into the top. I wanted to take the women with me, but they were too sick.

      I skirted the encampment and ran. As I left the city behind the sky lightened, the sun peeking over the pale buildings in the distance. It seemed so beautiful from a distance, a mirage that changed as soon as I was inside it. Just like King, the city was an illusion. Being on my own was a scary proposition if other cities were like this one. I’d had no more visions of the tree or the goddess. Perhaps, King was right—I’d imagined all of it.

      It was then that I remembered the druid’s reading: aggression that comes from the male of the species. He’d seen this in the runes. I tried to remember what else he’d said…something about regeneration and signs…watching for signs. And, oh yes, that no one could have power over me unless I allowed it? Or something like that. I hadn’t allowed King to have control over me. But where had that strange power of my hands come from? Signs—maybe I needed to pay closer attention.
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        * * *

      

      The hill several miles outside the city was covered in makeshift houses and tents. The sun was up now, casting brilliant light across the open landscape. As I neared the small settlement, I noticed several couples watching me. They waved and gestured. I wavered for only a moment before I headed toward them.

      “Are you escaping the city?” a man asked.

      I nodded, watching the woman next to him. “What is this place? Why don’t you live in the city?”

      The woman let out a laugh. “You’ve been there—why do you think?”

      “I didn’t know that…”

      “That there were people who rejected their craziness?”

      The man smiled and put his arm around the woman. “I’m Damian and this is Marta.”

      “I’m Sylvie.” A few houses away two men stood together watching me. One of them had his hand on the downy head of a small boy. Two women walked by arm and arm, a small child tagging along behind them. “Do they know you’re here?”

      “Oh yes. Jordon comes out every so often, hoping to round us up and get us back in the fold.”

      “We’re good breeders, you see,” Marta added, letting out a laugh. She glanced at a baby crawling in the dirt at her feet. “This one is our third.”

      “Born on our own terms,” Damian continued.

      “They told me it was for the survival of the species.”

      “That’s their justification for how they choose to live. It’s a cult.”

      “What is a cult?”

      “Groupthink,” he replied. “Everyone must believe the same things to belong.”

      “And the women outside the wall? Why don’t they join you?”

      Marta’s eyes turned sad. “Believe me, we’ve tried. They can’t let go of the ideas they’ve been fed.”

      “But they’re sick.”

      “That’s the way it is with loyalty to a group. They will die before they admit they were wrong.”

      I shuddered, turning to watch a rickety two-wheeled contraption roll by. The child on it was so interested in me that it plowed into a bush and he flew off. “Renda! Please be careful!” Marta called out. One of her three children.

      “I think I see someone coming to retrieve you,” Damian muttered, staring into the distance.

      I gazed down the hill at the figure working through the weeds and mud. King. “That’s the man who brought me here.”

      “King’s my brother,” Marta said. “He wasn’t always like this.”

      “I thought he was nice on the trail…”

      “He convinced you of his good intentions? He’s Jordon’s best procurer of new blood.”

      “He was hurt.”

      “And he told you he didn’t know where he was, right?”

      I nodded, nervously watching his approach.

      “You don’t have to worry about him here,” she said, noticing my expression.

      King reached us a few minutes later, his face red with anger. “Sylvie! You need to stay with us! You’re on the list now.”

      I shook my head, my gaze going to Marta. She glanced at me before addressing her brother. “Sylvie is not a member of your cult, King. She’s a free thinker. Leave her be.”

      “You and your stupid clan,” he muttered. “Just because you live out here, doesn’t exempt you from our rules.” He glanced at the children who had stopped playing to watch him. “We’ve been thinking about gathering up these kids you keep spitting out. We need them to help run the city.”

      “I wouldn’t try it,” Damian said.

      “And why is that? You think we can’t do it? I have at least ten burly men who could kick your ass.”

      Damian smiled. “Sticks and stones, King. I’ll believe your threats when I see them. You’re just jealous because we have love here and our children live with us.”

      “Fuck you!” King yelled.

      When he grabbed my arm, I twisted away. A second later Damian grabbed him by the shoulder and shoved him. King went down onto his knees. “You’ll get yours,” he muttered darkly, pushing up to his feet.

      He stared at me with an expression of loathing before turning toward the path. Once he was out of hearing range Marta turned to me with tears in her eyes. “I am so sorry for him.”

      I wasn’t sure if she meant sorry that he accosted me or because he was pathetic. But when she hugged me, I understood. He was her brother and he was lost. “I’m sorry too. He seemed so nice—I even had feelings for him before we reached the city. He changed as soon as we got there.”

      “The energy of the city is toxic. They keep the lies going by repeating them over and over. We tried to deprogram him, but it didn’t take.”

      “Will they come for the children?”

      Damian scoffed. “They’re too afraid to try.” He glanced at Marta. “Love always wins out in the end.”

      I watched the two of them, my gaze going to the others who stopped to observe the interchange with King. They nodded and smiled before moving off. A lump formed in my throat. “Do you worship God?” I asked.

      Marta laughed. “You mean the god that the city holds up as their savior? No. We worship the land and the wind and the rain and the sun and moon and the stars.” She glanced around. “And each other.”

      “I wish I could live here with you.”

      She smiled brightly. “Why can’t you?”

      “Because I have a mission, or at least I think I have one. I’m looking for the tree.”

      Damian frowned. “The mother tree?”

      “All I know is I had a vision and was told to find the tree at the center of the world.”

      “It could be a metaphor,” Marta said, glancing at Damian.

      The thought had crossed my mind. “What would it be, though? A tree represents life, stoicism, longevity.”

      “There is a tree…” Damian began. He looked uncertain for a moment, as though this information might disturb me. Or maybe it disturbed him.

      “A real tree? I thought maybe Norse mythology.”

      “There is that, but there is also the myth of the tree being the portal between worlds.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “I haven’t read about that.”

      He let out a sigh and his expression lightened. “Whatever it is, I have faith that you’ll find it, Sylvie. Even your name points to it. Your parents must have seen something in you.”

      His sudden lightness buoyed my spirits. “Guess I’d better get back to it.” After hugging them both and taking the bag of berries, bread and cheese they gave me, I headed toward the trail they pointed out.

      “Good luck, Sylvie!” Marta called out as I set off. I lifted my hand in a wave.
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      My disquiet had settled since my meeting with Damian and Marta. It was good to know that not everyone lived as they did in San Francisco. I reached the forest and made my way through the tangled understory until it gave way to animal trails. The farther I went the louder the whispering became. “What are you trying to tell me?” I muttered in frustration. As soon as I spoke the whispering stopped; the silence had an ominous quality to it, as though I’d failed an unspoken test.

      The forest ended at a road, asphalt crumbling away from the dirt beneath. Weeds crowded the cracks, sending tendrils in every direction. Very soon this road would be covered with them. I walked by areas that looked as though they’d been poisoned, the ground dark with the remains of plant life that had once lived there. Bits of metal from what appeared to be children’s play structures lay partially buried, the once bright colors tarnished with rust and holes. Wheeled contraptions like the two-wheeler I’d seen, lay here and there, abandoned with flat tires and bent handlebars. I came upon a section of parallel metal rails that ran along a manmade hill and disappeared under a tangle of brush and low growing trees. Some vehicle must have run along them in the distant past.

      The roadway continued along an area of stunted trees on one side and a drop-off on the other, the blue of ocean stretching into the far distance. As long as I stayed on the road my bare feet didn’t hurt when I walked. But I desperately needed shoes. My dress had ripped away from one shoulder, the hem trailing. I was filthy and my hair was a tangled mess that had come out of its braid. If the temperature dropped, I’d freeze. But before that happened, I’d be dead from starvation. One small bag of food would be gone in two days, if it even lasted that long. I closed my eyes for a second and breathed slowly in and out before I stepped forward, energy rising into my toes as I put one foot in front of the other. The compulsion to keep going was still there, as though some unseen force pushed me onward.
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        * * *

      

      It was sometime later that I came upon the horse. He was standing in the middle of the roadway watching me as I approached. Glossy brown with a black mane and tail and eyes like the softest velvet. “Where did you come from?” When I reached out to touch his muzzle he nickered and pressed his nose into my hand. When he lowered his head, I felt his soft breath on my palm. Around us was a copse of trees and the steep slope down. “Did you escape some farmer’s fence?” I whispered. He didn’t answer but I got the impression that he understood the words. “Okay. You’re here. Can I ride you? It would certainly make things easier for my feet.”

      He nickered again and when I grabbed his mane to pull myself up onto his wide back, he stood like a statue. Once I was settled, he began to walk, his clip-clopping hooves soothing the deep anxiety I’d been carrying. The rhythmic movements and sounds lulled me into a drowse, my head nodding as the world around me faded. You are on the right track, I heard as though from afar. “Did you say that?” I asked, my eyes popping open, but there was no answer from the giant beast who merely plodded on.

      I guess I fell asleep because when I opened my eyes again the terrain had changed. Instead of the ridge, we were in a field of wildflowers. I had the sense that this had once been someone’s cultivated farm but had been left to go to seed. There were no houses in any direction, just a few piles of stones and detritus from long ago rising from the flowers like small rocky islands. Poppies, sunflowers, and lupin surrounded us, the stems coming up past the horse’s knees. I had awakened because he’d stopped to graze on the legumes with the magenta flowers that were related to the pea family. I slid off his back and looked around before I gathered several stems of vetch and stuffed them into my pack. The sunflowers were next as I pried out the dark seeds and added them to a pocket in my pack. The colors made me happy, my throat tightening with grateful tears.

      A second later I’m in the field, my house just visible on the other side where the forest meets the meadow. I look down to see my booted feet, loose-fitting pants around my legs instead of the dress. I know myself as Amy, and a husband waits for me in the house where smoke rises from a narrow chimney. When I think of him, I smile, anticipating his greeting when I get back. Our bedroom looms up in my mind, warm quilts and pillows surrounding us, as we…

      The shock brought me up and out, the horse and the field coming back into focus. My face still felt hot from what I’d been about to engage in. I knew nothing of the ways of men and women, and yet…Amy did.

      “Who are you?” I stared at the horse for a while, waiting to see if he would answer. Was he responsible for the vision? I had turned away and was thinking of where to go from here when a word was whispered inside my head. Puka. A Puka was a mythical shape-shifter who often appeared as a horse. I’d read about them in Norse Mythology. Was I living inside a myth, or was this an elaborate dream within a dream?

      A flock of birds arrived, collecting on the sunflowers and pecking out the seeds. They were bright yellow, blending in with the orange petals. The horse lifted his heavy head, watching the birds. “Puka,” I murmured, placing a hand on his neck. He snuffled and swished his tail as though telling me it was time to move on. I grabbed his mane, pulled up my dress and swung my leg over his back.

      When the horse found his way to a stream and stopped to drink, I slid off and bent to the water.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next time we stopped it was with a lurch that shook me out of my drowse. I wasn’t sure why I kept falling asleep, but somehow it happened every time the horse began his forward motion. The surroundings had changed again, a settlement appearing in the distance. The sound of laughter reached me, giving me hope. The sun was in the same position as it was in the field of flowers, making me question what was real and what wasn’t. Was time standing still?

      Slipping off his back I crept toward the low-slung reddish-brown houses with the smoke coming out of stone chimneys. The people I could see had skin darker than mine, their braided hair ranging from nearly black to shades of red blonde. Their clothes were patches of color sewn together in tints of indigo, red and yellow. I knew the plants that created the indigo, and the cochineal bugs for reds that came from far away. The yellow tones were derived from chamomile, goldenrod, and tansy. In my small village, the brighter colors were reserved for festivals and for the elders, the rest of us wearing the drab shades of undyed wool and flax. I’d bucked this rule, wearing a well-worn and faded red skirt of my mother’s, and flaunting my independence. But I hadn’t brought it along.

      Turbans covered the women’s hair and some carried jugs on their heads with one hand up to keep them in place. I watched them walking along, hips swinging freely but no movement from the neck up, their expressions serene. Around a fire-pit men were holding wooden objects and plucking at strings, making sounds I’d never heard before. Music was not allowed in my village. They tugged at something inside me, those sounds, making me long for something I didn’t understand. Tears ran down my face. I was alone and all the people I’d known since birth were gone.

      When the people spotted me, the music stopped abruptly. Frowns appeared on faces that had been smiling a second before. The men reached for the knives at their belts as they headed my way. Instead of running, I stood my ground. A second later two men grabbed my arms and pinned them behind me. “We don’t allow strangers here,” one of them said in a sing-song accent.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I come from far away, and I…”

      “Quiet, girl,” the other man said, tying a scarf around my mouth.

      Once we reached the village proper, they handed me off to two women. “Take care of her,” the first one said.

      One woman untied my hands and looked me over. “Ye look strong enough to work the fields.”

      “I…I’m on an important quest,” I muttered.

      “Important quest, you say?” Her laughter grated in my ears. “When someone arrives out of nowhere it is a sign from the gods. We have important uses for women like you aside from fieldwork. Handal will fill you with his seed and you will provide the village with new blood. Don’t look like that,” she added, watching my expression. “Handal is the progenitor here and his seed is potent and the best we can provide. Your baby will lack for nothing.”

      My heart dropped as she tied my hands together. Another crazy place with groupthink.

      “I see the distress on your face. But do not despair until you speak with Handal. Once the seed is implanted your life will be your own.”

      Another rape situation was about to happen and I could do nothing to stop it. “What about the women here? Aren’t they able to give birth?”

      She let out a sigh. “We’ve had our share of troubles. The gods are not pleased with us. Given how few of us there are, to prevent problems we have to take any new blood that wanders in.”

      “Will I be allowed to leave?”

      “Once the babe is born, perhaps. You can make that choice once I present you to Handal.” She grabbed my arm and dragged me toward a small house set apart from the others. When she called out, a man appeared in the doorway, his arms crossed over his wide chest as he waited for us to reach him.

      Handal was an enormous dark-skinned man, his features chiseled and strong. The women deposited me and left without another word. He took me inside and undid my hands before turning me in a circle. Once he was finished with that his large hands encircled my hips. “You have not had a child?”

      I shook my head no, my tongue refusing to work.

      “How do you feel about having one?”

      “I don’t want a baby,” I managed to mutter.

      He let out a laugh. “Do you find me repulsive?”

      I gazed into wide gray-green eyes. He seemed kind enough. “No. It isn’t that. But I’m on a quest to find the tree.”

      He blinked and took a step back. “The tree?”

      “The tree at the center of the world.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m Sylvie.”

      He blinked again, his eyes narrowing. “Who are your parents?”

      “My mother is dead and my father left before I was born.”

      “And who told you about this tree?”

      “A goddess came to me in a dream.”

      “Did she have your skin tone and eye color?”

      “Um…I couldn’t see her all that well.”

      He moved to a chair and sat down heavily. “If you are who I think you are, I could be your father.”

      Spots rose in my vision just before the room spun and turned dark. My head hit the floor and then there was nothing. When I came to, I was sitting in a chair with a pillow behind my head.

      Handal put a mug of tea into my hands. “I could be wrong, Sylvie. But this name you have is the one we decided upon. And the tree…it waits for you.”

      When I examined him more closely, I noticed that his eyes were shaped like mine . “You and my mother…you were there when I was born?”

      He nodded. “I am in this place at this time to make sure that this genetic line does not go extinct. It is an important one in the future. There is too much inbreeding in this village to keep the babies from either dying in utero or having terrible birth defects.”

      I could barely take in his words. “The elders said…they told me my father came through the village, got my mother pregnant and moved on. From what you’re telling me it doesn’t seem like that’s true.”

      “It isn’t true and they know it. You were conceived in love and the only reason I left was because of my obligations elsewhere.”

      “Do you know what this tree is all about?”

      He gazed at me, his expression softening. “Yes.”

      “No one has explained. I wondered if I dreamed the entire thing.”

      He leaned forward and took my hand.  “If you have not been told, it is not up to me to reveal. But I will say that finding the tree is important. We cannot change what fate and the gods have laid out for us.”

      “Is it the Norse gods?”

      “They are as good as any, I suppose--called by different names but all the same, sweet Sylvie. Now you must go before the women come back. They will not be pleased when they learn of your escape.” He took me in his arms for a moment before handing me a small bag of apples. He pointed to a narrow meandering path. “That will take you to the main trail at the top. I hope we meet again.” He leaned down and planted a kiss on the top of my head. “Make haste, sweet girl.”

      I hurried up the trail away from him. When I stopped to look back, he was standing with the two women and pointing in the other direction. A second later they were running. When he turned and waved, I waved back and waited until he disappeared inside the house. My father. I had so many questions.

      

      I found the horse some distance along the wider trail at the top of the hill. He seemed unperturbed as he munched grass. He looked up when he heard me. “Get me out of here,” I whispered, swinging onto his back. He trotted off and then broke into a canter, my fingers buried in his mane to keep from falling off. When the trail ended abruptly the horse slowed to a walk. A steep path led along another ridge, and a second path led into an area of bushes and trees. Instead of picking, I let the horse decide, figuring that if he was my guide at this moment, he probably knew more than I did. He chose the ridge trail above a valley covered with square patches of green and gold—oats and grass? Before I could think it through, I slipped into a torpor, my eyes at half-mast as I drifted into a dream. I am held in the strong arms of my father. When he lifts me into the air the sensation is dizzying and exhilarating. I let out a scream of joy. His laughter rumbles in his chest and I feel safe.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know how much time had gone by when I woke to speckled shadows moving and changing along a wall of rough stone. I sat up and looked around at the cave walls and a painting of a horse that looked exactly like the one I’d been riding. Ebony eyes stared into mine, his fur the same glossy brown as the real one.

      When I rose to my feet and headed outside, I discovered an area of flat rocks that jutted from a rugged hillside. Beyond that a dense forest of tall trees with gigantic leaves took up the space between ground and sky. The horse could not have managed to get up here. How had I? The question hung in the air waiting to be answered, but no explanation came. The air was humid and the temperature was warmer than I was used to. I pulled off my sweater and tied it around my waist. My dress clung to my legs and I quickly turned it into pants, hiking it above my knees.

      When I climbed down from the hill there was no sign of the horse and no prints in the damp mud. I heard a strange bellow and peered through the trees into the plain below, surprised to see a herd of animals I only knew from books. They faced off with another extinct breed, their tusks and horns lethal weapons that they now thrust at one another. The clash boomed in the sultry air. Adrenaline sent me hurrying under the canopy to scramble around slippery climbing vines and skirting trunks so wide they obliterated the path. I whistled and called out, hoping for my dependable companion, but there was no sign of the horse anywhere.

      As I walked I discovered that my feet no longer hurt. When I stopped to examine them, I found thick calluses on the soles, as though I’d been walking for months instead of weeks. Puzzling over this I continued on, my mind caught up in the illogical situation. My grandfather had schooled me as a child, telling me all sorts of crazy theories about time/space and other anomalies I’d forgotten. None of it had made much sense to my nine-year-old self. What I’d finally decided was that the world was mysterious.

      Life after my grandfather’s death had blotted it all out, my attention on keeping out of the elders' line of sight and pretending to be the child I was supposed to be.  When I thought back on it, I remembered an important component of my grandfather's message. “Don’t let them bully you,” he’d said, “and don’t let them hold you back—remember, you are special.”

      A tingle went down my spine when I recalled the ease of getting past the guards at the library. I thought back to the times I’d escaped punishment when others ended up being whipped in the town square for the very same behaviors. I knew it was unfair but I didn’t question it—what child would? My village was gone now, but meeting my father had added another layer of meaning. He was tasked with preserving an important genetic line. But who was he really? I hadn’t had time to find out.

      My cascading thoughts came to a halt when I noticed shadowy figures carrying spears moving stealthily through the forest. I scurried to the edge of the trees and cautiously continued on, my senses on high alert. The pungent scents of green things growing, the rich loamy smell of damp earth, and the high humidity brought up a memory—a story my grandfather told me about a time when humans first walked the earth. The time before time. I had no knowledge of how long ago that was, but I had a sense that this was it. I felt it then, the pull to stay, the feeling that I could learn about the early days of life on the planet. But the men with spears did not seem friendly and running from those sharpened tools did not seem wise. I waited in the shadows until they crossed in front of me before I made my way carefully along the edge of the forest. There had to be a lesson to be learned here, a reason I’d ended up in the very distant past. Maybe it was the idea that I could become like these early humans, learning about the world as I ran through the forest hunting, or discovered a place where I could be safe. The time before time when everything was new. And that’s when the present disappeared.

      I am big with child, my naked belly protruding as I work in the dirt to plant the seeds I’d gathered. My hair is shorn, so short it clings to my head like a cap. I wear nothing on my body, not even on my feet. I feel a buzzing contentment as I go about my chores, humming some tuneless song that has no beginning or end. I am part of something, my connection to the village brings a sense of peace. Other women mill about, some in stages of pregnancy and others with flat bellies. We call out greetings to one another, watching out for the younger ones and the children who play in the dirt. The men are gone for the day, hunting.

      Time passes in waves, my sense of it in the shape and size of my belly and the moon that changes in the dark night sky. I spend the nights in my hut with the man who fathered the child growing inside me, my days with the women working at the daily tasks.

      When the birth pains begin and the sweat pours from my body, the women gather around me, soothing me as I scream and holding me up as I crouch in the dirt. The baby doesn’t take long to emerge, and my relief propels me backward where I lie spent on the ground.  It is a boy, which brings much joy to everyone, including me. The man, my man, so tall and dark with eyes that glisten with unshed tears, holds him up for everyone to see, the umbilical cord still attached. A moment later he uses his tool to cut the cord and places the baby on my belly close to my breast. As tired as I am, I manage to give him the breast—his suckling sends cramps as I expel what is left inside.

      When I came back to the present, I had tears in my eyes. I felt the emptiness of my arms as the vision faded, my man’s loving gaze fading with it.  I felt years older in a second, as though this was something I needed to understand before I went on. But all it did was make me wish I was still there feeling wanted and part of something bigger. I cried then, the tears coming from somewhere I did not fully understand.
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      Resting in the forest in the dense humidity with the light filtering  through the heavy leaves was part of the dream. I didn’t want to leave it, but I was no longer that woman. I was Sylvie, sweaty and wearing a filthy dress and living in a different time. My tears dried, leaving a crust of salt on my cheeks. I rose and headed on.

      When I emerged from the understory the misty and humid forest disappeared, revealing a landscape covered in grasses that rippled in the light breeze, changing color as they moved and swayed. The air was dry.

      My mind drifted back to the meeting with my father. Was this trek across time and space the stupidest thing I’d ever done or the smartest? My father seemed to think it was worthwhile, his wide eyes at the mention of the tree still in the forefront of my mind. I pulled my mother’s tree pendant out of my pack and slipped it over my head. The tree was held within a circle of silver with markings around the outside that I recognized as Celtic designs—a work of art. Feeling it against my skin sent a shiver down my spine—my mother had worn this.

      I was putting one foot in front of the other when the memory came: me, sleepy and in my bed, and my grandfather whispering in my ear. “I’m leaving to search for your mother.” A moment later my Afi had kissed me on the forehead and slipped into the night. I stopped dead in my tracks, my fingers closing around the pendant. Was my mother alive? Why hadn’t I thought to ask Handal?

      Afi was gone for a several turnings of the sun, and when he came back, the expression of sorrow on his face kept me from asking questions. The feeling I’d had that day rushed over me. I still missed him with a fierceness I wouldn’t have thought possible.

      Once I reached the valley, I noticed horses grazing in the fields. I hurried toward them, hoping to find my horse among them, but he wasn’t there. Beyond the fields several rustic dwellings came into view. Men and women wandered in and out of them or sat on the ground in front smoking pipes or working with their hands. Several grass baskets sat on the ground next to them. Aromatic smoke lifted into the pellucid sky. I hesitated and watched for a while. Was I in the distant past or was this part of the present? When a man raised his hand in a welcoming salute, I headed toward him, hoping for the best.

      The people and the houses resembled illustrations I’d seen in the history book I’d been reading. My grandfather had given me a lengthy lesson on the native peoples, emphasizing the mores of each group in great detail. Instead of my mocha-colored skin, theirs was more of a golden brown, their hair straight and inky black, shiny like raven feathers. They were dressed in patched clothing in faded colors and some wore animal skins around their shoulders. The man who greeted me smiled and led the way into one of the wooden houses. Hand-woven rugs covered the dirt floors. A rough-hewn table took up a large portion of the space and was covered in reddish clay bowls and cups. Carved flutes hung on the walls. A fireplace took up nearly one entire wall with a hanging basket for cooking and a teakettle suspended on a pole.

      “You have come from far,” my host said, gesturing to a spot on the rug close to the fire where two women sat cross-legged, working rushes into baskets.

      I nodded. “I’ve been traveling a long time.”

      “You must be hungry.”

      I sat on the floor next to a gray-haired woman with deep-set eyes the color of chestnuts. “I am called Willow,” she said, smiling. “And this is my sister, Aspen,” she said, gesturing to the woman next to her. “That is Tree,” she continued, nodding at the man who now had his back to me.

      “I’m Sylvie.”

      “Woods spirit.”

      I gazed into wise eyes; the name she called me felt right.

      “How did you find your way here?”

      “I…” I wondered how much I should reveal. “I’m looking for the tree at the center of the world,” I answered hesitantly. “Do you know if it’s Yggdrasil?”

      “I do not know this word. We call trees the standing people. They provide medicine and food for all life. Each tree has something to give. We hold them sacred.”

      While I spoke with Willow, Tree was busy with something over the fire. A moment later he brought me a biscuit of sorts, drizzled with honey. The flavor was nutty and the honey dripped down my chin as I bit into it. It was the most delicious thing I’d ever eaten. “Are you the ones my grandfather told me about who were living on this land before the white man arrived?” I asked as I chewed.

      Tree stared at me with a quizzical expression which finally turned into understanding. “You mean long ago when the wasi’chu arrived from across the sea?”

      “I guess. My grandfather spoke about the indigenous peoples.”

      He smiled. “Yes, many of us are descended from those original tribes. We have changed over the years, adding those who wish to join us.” He gestured to the different features of the men and women who wandered here and there, busy with chores. “We are one tree with many branches.”

      Skin color ranged from dark as ebony to nut brown and mocha like mine. Some had eyes that folded in and others slanted up at the corners. They were as different as the varying grasses that waved in the distance. “When did it happen—the end of the world?”

      He gazed at me, his eyebrows rising in surprise. “This is an interesting question. Since you asked it, I imagine you know that this end, as you call it, happened very long ago. There has never been a real end, only a slow eroding until too many died from lack of water, clean air, and food. Our people were equipped to weather the changes, but those used to the mechanical and technological world they’d created were not.” He paused, his dark eyes meeting mine. “Where did you come from?”

      I glanced vaguely at where the sun was setting. I had no sense of where my village had been. That life seemed like it belonged to someone else, less real than what I’d experienced since. “I lived in a village with no name. Fire burned through the forest there and everyone disappeared.”

      He glanced at Willow before saying, “You may be the one we’ve been expecting.”

      “Expecting? Me?”

      “In the past weeks our medicine men and women have had visions of a young woman.” He turned and let out a long wolf-like call. A moment later a middle-aged woman with hair to her waist walked toward us. “Rowen, is this the woman you’ve seen?”

      When she looked me over and nodded, I was unable to speak for a moment.  “A goddess came to me and told me I had to find the tree…” I finally whispered, taking in a breath.

      “…at the center of the world,” she finished for me. “This has been foretold.”

      “From long ago?”

      “There are those among us who trace their ancestry to the ‘peaceful ones’ who lived on the mesas in the great desert. They were seers.”

      “What do you call yourselves now?”

      “We are the standing people.”

      “The ones left standing at the end of the world?”

      Tree laughed, a full-throated sound. “Related to the trees.”

      My gaze went to the women talking in small groups, long hair braided or hanging loose down their backs. Small children darted between them playing a game of chase. A fire outside sent up aromatic smoke from the corn cooking amongst the coals. These people were connected to the trees just as I was. “Do you have goddesses?”

      Tree frowned, his head turning as though listening to something just out of reach. “You are wondering who it was in your vision.”

      I nodded.

      “If it was one of ours, it sounds like Spider Woman, the creator of this world we live in.”

      “Is she a tree goddess?”

      “How did she appear to you?”

      I thought back to the moment when she placed her fingers on my third eye. “Long silver hair…”

      A cry from outside took his attention. He took off running and disappeared into the encroaching dusk. Two men ran after him. Willow rose to her feet, an expression of concern on her face.

      “Who is it?”

      “The wanderers who come when they run out of the things they need. They are sometimes violent.”

      “How many?”

      Willow glanced out the door. “Could be two or three, maybe more.”

      When I followed her outside, many people had gathered, their furtive glances toward me telling me that they thought I was part of the thieving bands. “I know nothing about the ones who steal,” I said.

      Willow came to stand beside me. “She is Sylvie,” she announced, “the one from the visions.”

      There was general murmuring as they took in this news. “I am Hazel,” a young woman murmured, heading toward me. “Are you here to find helpers?”

      I shook my head. “I only came because I saw your settlement and wanted to meet the ones who lived here.”

      She nodded, apparently satisfied that I wasn’t there to take tribe members away.

      A minute later a wild-looking man approached, his feathery black hair standing up in tufts and one eye not tracking with the other. He didn’t introduce himself as he took my face in his hands and stared into my eyes. “It is you,” he muttered.

      There was a collective gasp as all eyes turned to me. My face grew hot and I stuttered, trying to deflect the attention. “I was told to find the tree. That is all.”

      He nodded. “Then you must do so.”

      I felt a heavy pressure come down on my shoulders, like a cloak made of stone. “But I don’t know where it is or how to find it,” I choked out.

      “The visions never lie but they can have meanings that are difficult to decipher. It will come to you as you travel.”

      I turned when I heard Tree announce, “They are gone.”

      “Will they come back?”

      “I gave them what they needed. We do not engage unless we are threatened.” He nodded to the man standing next to me, his savvy gaze going to the crowd that had formed. “You have been identified.”

      “It seems so,” I murmured, staring down at my bare feet.

      “All is as it should be,” he said quietly.

      A hush descended, a dusky haze softening the edges of the village and the people I’d been talking with. As I struggled to see, the houses faded and vanished, the people disappearing with them. All that was left were the grass-covered plains and a sky full of stars. The silence lengthened. I was alone. I wanted more time with them, more understanding of who they were.

      When I was sure they were not coming back, I headed toward the hill I’d climbed down only hours before. The night was dark, but when the moon rose the trail became a ribbon of silver.  I followed it. When my fingers found my mother’s pendant a vision of the tree appeared in my mind--wide limbed, and graceful, green leaves shimmering with life. I felt her power inside my body, the tug that was leading me in the right direction.
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      Smoke rose in the distance and I hurried toward it, hoping for another tribe like the one I’d left. Many days had gone by since then, and the land had grown more level, the hills gone as I hurried across an arid landscape. As I drew closer to the settlement, I noticed that the women were wearing collars and being pulled along by men. Rustic huts lined the path as well as tents made out of a canvas material. The ground was muddy and a nasty odor assaulted me as the breeze blew in my direction. I heard shouting as a woman stumbled and fell in the slick mud.

      I hid behind a stunted tree and watched, horrified when the man kicked her and yelled at her. She had waist-length dark hair, and golden skin that gleamed in the sunlight. A loose fitting dress revealed the slender body beneath. Her entire demeanor was downcast, her body bent in submission like a dog that had been beaten too many times. He let out an ugly sound as she rose to her feet, his jerk on the chain sending her lurching forward. He laughed at her as she tried to get her balance. “If you’re good I’ll let you have a bath tonight,” I heard him say.

      Anger made me act, any common sense gone as I rushed down the hill toward where they stood. I grabbed the chain out of his hands and kicked him in the groin as hard as I could, sending him reeling backward. But when I tried to convince the woman to follow me, she stubbornly stayed where she was. “Come with me—I can save you,” I whispered, watching the man push himself up to his knees.

      “It won’t do any good,” she whispered, her eyes empty.

      “You can be free.”

      “This is my fate and God says that I must submit.”

      “God?” But before I could say anything further the man came at me. A second later I was on my back and a collar was around my neck. He clicked it closed and jerked me to my feet.

      He smirked. “You belong to me now, girlie.”

      

      We ended up in a shack with two filthy pallets on the floor. “You sleep with Lizzie here. But be ready if I have an urge. You look ripe for the picking,” he continued, looking me over. “My stature just doubled in the eyes of the community. What’s your name?”

      “Sylvie.”

      “Well, Sylvie, you’ve arrived at the right time. We are about to expand the village and we need as many hands as we can get. Lizzie here will fill you in. She knows, don’t you Lizzie?” She nodded, her focus on her feet. “Prepare her. I expect her to be ready when the time comes.”

      After he left, I turned to Lizzie, fear making me stutter. “What …is this place? What did he mean about being ready?”

      Lizzie grimaced, her leg revealing dark bruises as she lowered to the ground. “It is God’s wish that men own the women here. We have been put on this earth to serve.” She glanced up at me. “If you try to escape, he’ll catch you. There are guards all around the compound and they shoot on sight. As far as being ready—Ran likes his women prepared whenever the mood strikes him.”

      “Prepared for… I’m…I’ve never…”

      “Don’t tell him that—he’ll single you out and make a big display about being your first.  I shouldn’t say this, but he’s a disgusting pig.” She made the sign of the cross.

      “Will I get pregnant?”

      “Unlikely if it’s your first time, but I have herbs to prevent it. They don’t always work. If you do get pregnant, you’ll be taken to the compound around your third or fourth month, depending on how big you get. Ran doesn’t like fat women. They’ll keep you there until the baby is born and then you’ll come back here. Believe me, being there is worse than being here. Ran is a pig but the men there are sadists.”

      “I was just in a place where pregnant women were revered.”

      She let out a laugh. “We are here for one purpose only and that is to satisfy the men. It is God’s wish. The only time we have a moment to ourselves is in church. Attendance is mandatory and the priests make sure we all understand our place in society.” She rummaged in the back of the shack and found a small muslin sack. “Take these herbs right after. They should do the trick. If they don’t, I have another method to abort the fetus.”

      Cold dread spiraled through my belly. “In my village the elders conducted a once-a-month ritual to bring forth a baby. It was done in God’s name to bring superior DNA into the gene pool--their DNA, but infused with God’s blessing. I used herbs to help several women who didn’t want the babies.”

      “I don’t know what DNA is, but it’s all the same, isn’t it? The men do what they want while the women suffer. You’ll find out tomorrow how hard we have to work, Sylvie. I’m used to it, but you…” she took hold of my hand and turned it over, “you have no calluses. You’ll be bleeding after an hour of carrying the rocks and setting them into place.”

      “What about the collars? Can we ever take them off?”

      She let out a humorless laugh. “The only time they’re removed is when we bathe. And we’re guarded until they put them back on.” She twisted her long hair into a knot at the nape of her neck, her gaze on the distance.

      “How long have you…?”

      “Been owned by Ran? Since I turned fifteen. My father sold me to him.”

      “And your mother?”

      “Long dead. She made the mistake of trying to escape—she was shot in the back the year I turned fourteen. After that I serviced my father until he sold me.”

      “Serviced…you mean…?”

      She nodded, turning away to tie an apron over her dress. “I got pregnant with my father’s baby. I spent nearly a year at the compound before Ran bought me.”

      I was so horrified that I couldn’t speak for a moment. “I don’t want him to rape me,” I finally muttered.

      “He owns you now. You must accept whatever he does.”

      “What happens to the babies?”

      “They are raised by the older women who are no longer attractive as sex partners. I can’t wait until I’m old. At least then I can take care of a baby and live without a collar.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      Her eyes were hollow with dark circles under them and her skin was sallow. She had frown lines between her brows and her lips were chapped to the point of bleeding. She was younger than I and looked ten years older.

      Ran came to the shack that night, but instead of bothering with me, he went to Lizzie. I waited in the dark, afraid of what might happen after, but he left me alone.

      Once he was gone Lizzie spoke to me in low tones. “You need to accept this, Sylvie. There is nothing you can do. And the more you fight it the worse it will be. I used to fight him and all it did was rile him up. Now I just pretend it isn’t happening.”

      I slept fitfully, my hands clawing at the collar that pinched and chafed. In the morning I was awake before Lizzie, looking around for something to eat.

      “He brings the food,” she muttered, rolling over. “We have water in the back if you’re thirsty.”

      It was mid-morning when he arrived with a few pieces of stale bread and two boiled eggs. “Work today, girls,” he said, glancing at me. “After work, you can bathe. And after that I plan to try you out,” he said, leering at me. “Be ready, Sylvie.”

      “How can I be ready? I have nothing to do with it.”

      His eyebrows twisted together. “I don’t like that tone. Ready means you are undressed and waiting.”

      As soon as he was gone, I let out a sob.

      Lizzie made a face. “How old are you?”

      “Nineteen.”

      She shook her head. “Do you know anything about the sexual act?”

      “Not much. But the women who live with a man, they say…”

      She scoffed. “I have some salve you can use. If it’s your first time it will not be pleasant.”

      Tears came fast after that, fear turning me into a blithering mess. When Ran came to get us for work I was still at it. “Stop crying, girlie, or I’ll give you something to cry about.” He grabbed the chain hooked to my collar and yanked, dragging us both outside.

      The day went on and on, my back so sore I could barely bend. We lifted the rocks into a wheelbarrow and hauled them to the building site and unloaded them there. My hands were cut and bleeding before the end of the day. When Ran took us to the small pool to bathe he slipped off our collars and handed us each a small slice of soap. All Lizzie wore was the see-through dress and the protective apron. It took me a bit longer to undress, which irritated Ran. “Hurry up, girl, or I’ll come over and rip those clothes off you. We don’t have all day.”

      We waded into the murky water. It was fifteen minutes later that he yelled for us to finish up. I was plotting how to escape, but every scenario I thought of ended up with me naked and running for my life. Could I get dressed before he hooked the collar back on?

      I waited for Lizzy before following her out of the pond. I found my clothes and was pulling my dress over my head when Ran stood up. He’d already slipped Lizzy’s collar on and was heading toward me when I took off, running like a crazy person toward what I hoped was the way out. I heard him shouting as I entered the woods, my callused feet allowing me to ignore the sharp rocks strewn across the forest floor. A gunshot whizzed by my head, but I kept running, gasping for air as I headed up a hill and into a ravine on the other side. Two more gunshots narrowly missed me as I climbed, adrenaline keeping me going as I crossed the ravine and vaulted up the other side.

      When a man abruptly appeared on the far side of the gully, I backed up and stumbled. But instead of grabbing me, he pointed toward a narrow trail. “I’ll tell them you went that way,” he said, gesturing to a wider trail that led up the embankment.

      I ran for the trail, my body shaking with adrenaline when I heard shouting and more gunshots. “She went that way!” I heard my savior shout. When I glanced back, the men chasing me were heading in the other direction.

      It was only minutes later when the area around me shimmered and warped. The trees and bushes waved in a non-existent breeze, hazy light flickering. I was dizzy from it, my hold on reality loosening as I lost my balance and fell. A few seconds later the sensation subsided and I was able to rise to my feet. When I turned to look back, the ravine was covered over with trees and bushes and there was nothing but flat land in the distance.

      I felt untethered, unsure of where reality and the dreamworld intersected. The thought sent a wave of anxiety coursing through me. Had I really just been in a place where women wore collars and belonged to men? When my fingers went to my neck I could still feel the welts from where it chafed. I shuddered, remembering how close I’d come to being raped. How many of these horrible places would I come upon before I found the tree? But the real question was, why were men like this and why did women put up with it?

      The girls in my village were told they were special—God had chosen them to be the receptacles for new superior life. If they disagreed, they kept it to themselves. Lizzie mentioned God’s will several times. An authority so enormous that no one could question it. But I had, and was summarily told I would have to marry or be the one in the square. Did this God everyone talked about hate women, or was it the men using his name who hated us?
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      I spent the night in the forest, the bitter cold seeping under my lightweight dress. I woke hungry, my muscles sore from the work and all the running the day before. When I rose to look around, the sun was hiding behind clouds, a cold wind stealing around the trees where I’d sheltered inside an old stump. A longing rose up to be back in my little house. But my house no longer existed, and my forest had burned. I shoved the thoughts away and gathered what was left of my things.

      I was through the forest and on a narrow animal trail when a raven appeared, his feathers a lustrous blue-black against the backdrop of spindly pines and gray boulders. The sky was now a smudge of charcoal with flashes of lightning threatening within the clouds. The bird was perched on a limb, his beady eye fixed on me. I’d read about these birds—they were a part of many different myths, and were revered by the indigenous peoples as well as the Norse gods. In Norse myth, they signified renewal and rebirth and brought the hidden into light. They represented impending change and could bend time and space. In Greek mythology, they were associated with Apollo, the god of prophecy.

      As I crept under the branch where the bird perched, I was faced with two choices. One trail led on a downward trajectory and the other headed up. The easier one appealed more. But the bird ran his bill noisily along the branch and flew along the uphill track. I watched him for a moment, wondering what to do, until his sudden appearance clicked in my brain. Everything happening right now had a meaning, whether I understood it or not, and it was best to pay attention to the signs. The druid’s words. I kept the dark bird in sight as I struggled up the steep hill.

      As I climbed, the sky grew darker still until the rain held within the heavy clouds began to fall. At first it was a drizzle but it grew heavier until I was soaked, my feet slipping on the wet rocks. When the raven landed in a tree I moved under it, settling next to the wide trunk. The long climb, the sudden rain, and the raven’s appearance added to my already frazzled brain, making me again wonder if I was in some long, involved dream state. Had I hit my head and was lying somewhere unconscious? Maybe I was still in my village in my bed with Serena tending to me. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back to rest against the rough bark. Maybe I’d wake up from whatever nightmare I was living through—I could only hope so. I fell into a place of darkness where everything I thought I knew was up for grabs.
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        * * *

      

      Someone is singing. A woman with silver eyes. She holds a baby in her arms, and gazes down with love. A man approaches, his attention fully on her before he reaches for the baby. When he looks at the woman his eyes are sad. “You know what we have to do,” he says.

      “I don’t want to,” she whispers, her eyes filling with tears.

      He places the baby in a basket and takes her arm. “We will be with her for a short while only. You understood this when she was conceived.”

      She kneels by the basket, looking down at the baby. “I’ve changed my mind.”

      “My dearest, I understand how hard this is, but we are not in control of our destiny. She will be well taken care of.”

      She nods, but the tears still fall. “We can trick them, can’t we? They don’t know she’s here.”

      “Maybe for a couple of years, but then…”

      “You can go and I’ll stay.”

      His eyes widen. “You would let me go to be with her? I thought we were pledged to one another.”

      She looks up at him. “How can I leave her?”
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        * * *

      

      When I awakened, I was no longer under the tree. Instead of the hillside and conifers, I was in a dusty landscape filled with low-growing bushes. The raven was still with me, perched on a small tree covered in sweet-smelling yellow flowers. I heard someone weeping and rose to find out where it was coming from. When I came upon the woman, she was bent forward, her face hidden by dark hair. Weathered hands covered her face. “What’s wrong?”

      My voice startled her, her eyes wide in her tear-streaked face before narrowing into angry slits. “You should know.”

      “How would I know? I’ve never seen you before.”

      “You’re the one who said you could fix things.”

      I stared at her, trying to place her face. “Do we know each other?”

      She scoffed and wiped at her eyes with the red shawl that hung around her narrow shoulders. “I’m tired of your lies,” she muttered.

      “How do you know me?”

      She shook her head and made a face. “You promised, Sylvie. You told us you would find the tree and help us. But what have you done aside from make promises you can’t keep? You have disappointed all of us who believed in you.”

      “I don’t understand what’s happening to me. One minute I’m giving birth in the distant past and then I’m somewhere else where men keep women chained.”

      “Your mother is the key to all of it,” she continued, ignoring what I’d said.  “She assured us years ago that you would come. And here you are now, acting as though you don’t remember.”

      “My mother died when I was born.”

      “Your mother is not dead.”

      A tremor moved through me. “Who are you and how do you know all this?”

      The woman rose to her feet, her deep brown eyes filled with anger. “Do not play stupid with me. You were here weeks ago and promised—you told us it was nearly done.”

      “I have never met you before nor have I ever been here. I followed the raven…he…” When I glanced at the tree, the raven was no longer there. “He must have brought me here. Where is he?”

      “The raven--well,” she began, taking a closer look at me, “you do seem younger than I remember. Your hair and clothes are not the same, and your eyes--I must admit you seem guileless. Perhaps you’re telling the truth. If that is the case, the raven has bent time and allowed you to step into the future.”

      “I’ve been in settlements that seemed in the past—I don’t know what they are or where. The bird only just appeared and I decided to follow him. Now I wish I hadn’t. I’ve been traveling for what seems like months without any understanding of what I’m doing. Is the tree close?”

      “Although you didn’t see him, I would guess that the raven has been directing you, especially since you mentioned the distant past.  As far as the tree, it is very far from here in a wilderness that will test you in ways you’ve never known.”

      “Can you explain why I feel compelled to keep going? Finding a tree can’t be that important. Is it dying?”

      “Sadly, I cannot reveal more. This is the future, Sylvie, a future that you will come to when the time is right. You were born to find the tree. It is your destiny—a circle that must be completed Do you understand?”

      I shook my head no, my thoughts jumbling as I tried to make sense of what she was saying. “Is my father a Norse god?”

      She laughed. “Handal isn’t part of a myth. He’s as real as I am. You’ve met him?”

      “I did meet him, and when I mentioned finding the tree, he…”

      “You must go now. The future will arrive soon enough.”

      “Will I see you again?”

      “Perhaps yes and perhaps no. Your appearance here now has disrupted the future—Raven’s doing. That meddling bird again.” She glanced around, her worried gaze moving back to me. “You must return to your own timeline now. I have given you what you came for.”

      “But I have no idea where to go or how to find this tree!”

      “Listen to your heart and follow the signs. Believe it when I tell you that you will find it.”

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Mara and I am only a guide to help you along the way. Take what I’ve told you to heart and know you will succeed this time.”

      Succeed this time? Had I tried and failed? My body shook, not from cold but from nerves.

      She removed her shawl and placed it around my shoulders. When she gave me a little shove I stumbled and fell away from her. I heard a guttural caw before darkness rolled over the bright desert and a howling wind took my breath and all sense of direction. My body twisted painfully, a wild storm tearing at my clothes as I clutched the shawl tightly around my body. Fog swirled and Mara, the trees, and the desert disappeared into the haze. I heard women’s voices and weeping followed by the beating wings of the raven before all went silent.
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      I was disoriented and confused by what I saw around me. I was back in my village and standing halfway between the village proper and my house in the forest. The sun was high in the sky and hot. An elder walked by, his quick glance hostile before he averted his eyes. Dobo appeared and ran toward me. “Did you feel it? The earthquake? When the water rose, the fish I caught got away!”

      I couldn’t speak for a moment as I tried to get my bearings. When I glanced toward the library the door was closed and the building was intact. The houses and the square were as they’d always been, men and women going about their business. “Did you see me earlier? What have I been doing all day—what day is it, anyway?”

      Dobo frowned. “It’s your wedding day, Sylvie. It’s been the talk of the village. Bets are being placed on whether you’ll go through with it.”

      “Horace? Am I marrying Horace?”

      Dobo stared at me. “What’s wrong with you? And where did you get that shawl? Red is forbidden.”

      I glanced down at the shawl and my dress under it that was intact with no rips or tears. I was wearing the slippers I’d thrown away. “Was there a fire after the earthquake?”

      Dobo made a face. “I wish. Nothing ever changes around here. But I did catch one fish,” he said proudly, reaching behind him for the rucksack hanging on his back.

      “You don’t need to show me—I believe you.”

      He laughed before rushing off to join a group of boys on the other side of the square. I thought back to my life here, sudden clarity sending my mind careening. This dream, or whatever it was, had shown me things, not only about my village, but about other places in other times. I felt changed—older. I was no longer the naïve girl who agreed to marry a pig farmer.

      My mind went back to the vision I’d had in the library—when was that? It seemed like months. Being exempted from punishment was my mother’s doing. But that leniency was no more—I was scheduled to marry later this very afternoon.

      My thoughts were wild as I turned to the trail. I was nearly to the woods and my little house when I saw a raven fly by. Shivering, I pulled the shawl close, watching the bird light in a tree next to my front door. I was wearing the red shawl…and the raven…he was fixing me with his one-eyed stare. What was happening to me?

      Hurrying inside I sat on the bed and tried to piece it all together. The books were now sitting on a shelf against the wall. Even the ones I’d taken from the burning library were there. The shawl smelled of dry dust and the yellow flowers. I glanced out the window at the raven who was now preening his feathers. A bird that could bend time. The woman in the desert intimated that the raven was a meddler and had brought me into the future, apparently to meet her. She’d said that my mother wasn’t dead. When I glanced at the woods I saw the fox in the shadows.

      I was still sitting there when Christopher appeared at my door. No elder ever ventured out here. He came inside without asking, a frown replacing his usual smile. “Do you know what happened to me?” I asked. He was my only friend among the elders. Maybe he knew where I’d been.

      “What happened to you? You mean besides defying our rules?”

      “I…” I glanced at the shawl, trying to make sense of all the experiences I’d been through. “I went somewhere, Christopher. I was in all these different places where women were subjugated. I met a druid.”

      Christopher stared at me. “Just like your mother—telling stories that don’t make any sense.”

      “But…”

      “Are you prepared for today, Sylvie?”

      I glanced out the door, my thoughts tangling. The fox was eating bread I’d left out. “I can’t marry Horace. You, of all people, must know that.”

      Christopher let out a long sigh. “I was afraid you might say that.”

      “I’m pretty sure my mother is alive. I have to find her.”

      Christopher’s gaze went to mine. “Who told you that?”

      “A woman. She said that…”

      “What woman, Sylvie? A villager?”

      “Not a villager. She was in a desert somewhere.”

      “In a desert. What desert? There isn’t a desert for miles and there’s no way you could have been there. Your mother died when you were born. You know this. No one can bring her back.” His eyes narrowed. “You must go through with this wedding. All the elders agree on this. Nineteen is high time for you to have a child, whether from the ritual, or by Horace. There is to be no more leniency when it comes to your behavior.”

      His tone was not the tone of the man I’d come to trust. The ritual was nothing more than a genteel way to practice rape, and marrying Horace was out of the question. “I want to be in love, not tethered to some man who wants me to bow down to him.”

      “Horace is a good man.”

      “I’ll leave if I have to.”

      Christopher’s expression turned angry, his mouth in a thin line. “You are no longer twelve years old. You know the ways of our village.”

      When I backed away, he lurched toward me. “You need to be taught a lesson,” he hissed as he grabbed me.

      I was against the wall with his body pressed against mine when I realized what was going on. I could feel him beneath his robes, fear making me struggle even harder. He threw me down and straddled me. Before I could stop him, he’d yanked my skirt up and was poised above me, his face turning bright red. “Maybe the baby I give you will settle you down.”

      I screamed and struggled, but I couldn’t get him off me. He’d pried my legs apart with his knee when the raven flew through the window. A second later the bird was at Christopher’s face, pecking and drawing blood. When Christopher let out a howl and batted at the angry bird, I scrambled away from him. “Get out of here!” I shouted, grabbing the poker with both hands.

      The bird landed on my table as Christopher rose shakily to his feet and swiped at the blood on his face. “If you tell anyone about this no one will believe you.”

      I stared in shock at his florid sweaty face, the callous look in his eyes. “I trusted you and you nearly raped me!”

      He shook his head and pulled his robes back into place. “You asked for it, Sylvie. You’re so much like your whore of a mother.”

      When I came toward him, he backed out my door. But it was the raven lifting into the air that had him turning and running. I bolted the door and sat heavily on the chair, my heart still pounding. Christopher had always been on my side, or so I’d thought. Not anymore. I took in a shaky breath and let it out. Tears welled but I brushed them away. I would not attend my wedding this evening. I glanced at the bird perched on my table. “Thanks,” I whispered. When I moved toward him, he stayed put, allowing me to run my fingers across his glossy feathers.
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      The time of the wedding came and went. I’d hidden in the forest, afraid they would come and grab  me, but no one did. Instead of sleeping in the house I took the pallet and a blanket and slept in a secret spot where I felt safe.  The fox appeared at some point, settling close and curling up. The bird perched on a limb above me, his watchful eye allowing me to relax. My restless and disturbed sleep that night took me deep into a world I didn’t know.

      An enormous city stretched around where I stood. Vehicles hissed past, a stench making me cough. Enormous buildings blocked the sun. I rushed down the street and into an alley, hoping to find my way out of the nightmare, but instead I was face with a huddled group of people. Baskets of belongings spilled over next to their makeshift shelters. Some women held babies. Sad eyes pleaded with me, hands held out for something I didn’t have.

      I ran out of the alley, trying to figure out what the message was here. Trash blew around my feet and caught in the iron railings protecting the larger houses set back from the road. On the streets people hurried along, either talking into the dark oblong things held in their hands or watching the pictures that ran across the screens. The men brushed past, striding down the walkway with guns on their hips looking like they owned everything.

      When gunfire split the air, the people in the street screamed. The energy became frenetic, everyone anxious and unaware of what they were doing as they knocked into each other in their rush to find safety.

      I moved off the walkway, attempting to get out of the way, watching in rising horror at the chaotic scene developing around me. When a bunch of paper blew across my feet, I reached to pick it up. The New Christian Times, I read.  In God we Trust written beneath.  On the front was a blurry photo of a heavy-set man with his hand held up in a salute. The caption read, Our illustrious leader cracks down on misinformation. Jail terms for women who refuse to follow the rules. No more sympathy for those who continue to protest the bans. Libraries are now permanently closed to prevent the young from being brainwashed. Further down the page was an article entitled, The Hoax of Climate Change. And another article: Civil War Breaks Out in Key States.

      The sound of gunfire grew louder. People scattered. I fell to my knees when a wave of pain washed over me—it was in the air and in the alley, the ache of despair.

      Please, let me wake from this nightmare, I whispered.

      When I woke up, I was shaking and my skin was damp with sweat. Was this a premonition of the future or something that had happened years ago? My body felt wrung out. I thought I was done with these visions, but it seemed I was mistaken. Once I reached the house I grabbed the history book, wondering if there was some mention of what I’d seen. But when I opened it, a map fell out. When I unfolded the brittle paper, I saw an enormous tree standing tall as though overlooking the entire world.

      I was perusing the map more closely when the raven landed on it.  “Do you understand it? Because I don’t.” I didn’t expect an answer, so when he hopped to one side of the map I was surprised. He pressed his beak against the paper, marking a tiny spot. The distance between where his beak landed and the tree could have been short or long—I had no reference point. I wondered about my recent travels. Had I really been in all those different places? The truth was in the slippers sitting on the floor and my relatively clean and intact dress lying across the end of my bed. The sight of the shawl cemented it.

      The raven made a clacking sound which brought my attention back to the map.  I bent to it, trying to determine any familiar signs between the tree and the tiny pinprick the raven had made. I’d been on the path that led out of this village and I’d been to San Francisco. But after that, things had gone sideways, with strange unexplained shifts sending me to different landscapes that seemed in the past and future. “Was that your doing?” I asked the dark-feathered bird. He cocked his head to the side, one dark eye meeting mine.

      A second later the scuff of a boot took my attention. When I looked up, Dobo was standing in the open doorway. “What’s that?” he asked, moving beside me. “A map! Cool!”

      “What are you doing here, Dobo?”

      He glanced at me, a furtive look in his eyes. “I heard the elders talking about you. You didn’t show up for your wedding.”

      “What did they say?”

      “They said you’re a witch, Sylvie. They said you spread lies. Christopher said you tried to seduce him and conjured an evil raven to attack him. His face was covered in scabs. Is it true?”

      “You know it isn’t. How did you manage to hear them?”

      “They were crowded together in the square and I snuck behind the wall. They were talking with a bunch of men and women from town. Everyone seemed upset and scared.”

      “Anything else?”

      He shook his head making his curls bounce. “What are you doing about Horace?”

      “Nothing. I’m not marrying him.”

      “They said you’re not one of us,” he whispered. “Everyone agreed.”

      Not one of us. The words froze something inside me. Despite what had happened, the village was my home. I had friends here, people I’d known my entire life. When I looked up again, Dobo was staring wide-eyed at the raven. A second later he turned and ran. I glanced at the bird, watching him watch me just before he fluffed out his feathers. This was no harbinger of evil.

      I’d gone too far when I refused to marry. That much was clear. I lowered to the chair and stared into space, ignoring the raven who sidled up next to me. When the bird let out a squawk, I came out of my reverie, looking up to see him hopping around the map as though drawing a path. “Are you showing me the way to the tree?” I whispered, watching where he was placing his feet.

      I picked up a pencil and followed along, drawing a light line as he moved across the paper. Once he reached the tree in the center, he lifted off the map and landed on top of the bookshelf. From there he watched me with one bright eye. The line meandered across a landscape filled with trees and desert. It crossed valleys and moved along tall mountain ridges, went along the edges of rivers, and even crossed one. As far as dimensions, there was no way to know if the tree was in this dimension or another, or even in a different timeline. When I glanced up again the bird glided out the open window and landed on a branch, scraping his bill noisily along the wood as though impatient.

      I folded the map and placed it inside my pack before gathering clothes and books and stuffing them inside. My pack was as heavy as it had ever been and I hadn’t even added the foodstuffs and water to it yet. This time I found an old pair of my mother’s boots and slipped them on—they fit as though meant for me. My mother’s ivory comb was next. I pulled the dress off and stuffed it in the pack before I pulled on my mother’s red skirt, slipping a sweater over my head.

      Now if I could only find my mother’s journal—if it even existed. I had to find it before I left again on some mission I didn’t understand. When I left the house, the bird lifted into the air to follow me. “Wait here!” I called out sharply. As if the bird understood. I still didn’t quite believe that the raven had followed me from whatever crazy dream I’d had into reality. But then again, I wasn’t at all sure that this was real either. The world I’d thought I’d known was upside down.
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        * * *

      

      The village square was deserted when I passed by on the trail. When I reached the library there were no guards and the door was wide open. I listened for a moment, expecting to hear voices, but when all was silent, I entered, glancing over my shoulder as I pulled the door shut behind me. I hurried to the side room where I’d seen the table with the candles, and on the second trip, my mother’s journal. The table was still there, but now it was covered in a layer of dust. There was no journal on the table or on the floor. The shelves were filled with books and I searched for the narrow green cover. I didn’t see it, but when a breeze came up from the open window, a ripped sheet of cream-colored paper fluttered to the floor. The handwriting was small and distinct, the letters formed with care.

      
        
          
        When my daughter comes of age, I expect you to explain her

        heritage. It will be time then for Sylvie to complete the journey she is

        destined to make. By then my father will be gone and you will be the

        only ones left to help her find her way. I trust that you will do what

        you promised. Do not let me down.

      

      

      

      

      I read and reread the note several times. I recognized the writing from the journal. My mother had expected something from them that they ignored completely. Until the wedding plans and Christopher’s disgusting behavior, they’d always given me a wide berth. Was this why they hadn’t forced me to marry Horace? I folded the note carefully and stuffed it into the pocket of my dress. When I opened the heavy wooden door to peer out, there was still no one around the library or in the square.  Where was everyone? I left the door open and ran for the forest.

      A few minutes later I took a look around the one-room house I’d lived in since the day I was born. I had a moment of sadness as I glanced at the furniture my grandfather had fashioned out of the wood he collected, the clay mugs and bowls we’d worked on together. The tiny fireplace set into one wall where I cooked. I grabbed the muslin bags of dried herbs and stuffed them into a pocket on the outside of my pack. They were healing and medicinal concoctions that my grandfather had taught me about when I was six years old, as well as the many remedies I’d taught myself.  I let out a sigh, examining the drying herbs still hanging in bunches from the beams.

      This journey I was about to embark on was the one mentioned in the note. The elders knew all about it and were supposed to prepare me. Instead, I was heading off alone without any understanding of what it was all about. When I left the house, a crowd had gathered in the square. The nine elders were with them and Christopher was carrying what looked like a heavy rope. Were they planning to hang me? A shiver ran down my spine.

      When the raven let out an urgent caw and flew into the forest, I swung my pack on and hurried after him. I heard the shouts as the crowd noticed me, the ones in front breaking into a run. Ahead of me the fox took a strange circuitous path through the woods that seemed calculated to confuse. I took off after him, running as fast as I could.

      The voices and shouting faded as we entered the deeper woods. There was no path here, only bushes and trees and the sight of the fox’s tail disappearing and reappearing. The raven kept pace, the sound of his wings urging me on as we put distance between us and the village.
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      It was five sunsets and sunrises before we came out of the forest. The raven and I lived on berries and mushrooms that grew in wild places while the fox did his own hunting. I shed my clothes and bathed in mysterious deep ponds fed by running streams. Fish with shimmering scales swam within the woody green-gold reflections. I caught a crawdad and the raven and I feasted on it, leaving nothing behind.

      At night I slept beneath the low hanging limbs of conifers, my shawl pulled over me for warmth with the raven perched above and the fox curled up next to me. The raven was my guardian and my guide, sent from another realm to watch over me, and the fox was a loyal dog-like companion. In my dreams the bird spoke to me, urging me on and telling me stories of his life. He no longer seemed like a bird to me, more like a wise being who only kept this shape in order to be of service. Was the fox the same? Sometimes I wondered about him when he disappeared and came back with a small rodent in his mouth. He didn’t offer it to me, but I figured if I needed some, he would share.

      In the mornings my dreams drifted away, my mind unable to recall the details. I grew to trust both creatures and felt a deep connection. The fox remained a fox to me, but I began to call the bird Raven, with a big R instead of thinking of him as a bird. When he flew off, as he sometimes did, I worried that he wouldn’t come back. But he was never gone for long. Meanwhile the fox was there, keeping me company.

      Once we left the forest, I opened the map and found the trail the raven had marked out, the meandering path obvious from the signposts I came upon. Mountains rose up in the distance with rocky hills leading toward them. When we stopped to rest, I pulled out Magic and the Tree of Life, opening the book at random to discover what I needed. It was difficult to read, with passages that made no sense related to the conscious and unconscious mind. It talked about astral projection and the many forms of magic that existed beyond what we thought we knew. It offered ways to invoke magic, with rituals and candles, and incense. But when it spoke of the tree, the description was so similar to what I’d read about Yggdrasil that I wondered again about what I was heading toward. If the tree was indeed Yggdrasil, would I even know if I came upon it? Holding all the worlds inside its branches was too much for my puny mind to comprehend.

      I was washing my feet, or soaking them really, when my grandfather’s ring dropped out of my pocket and sunk to the bottom to lie with the rocks and pebbles. When I tried to retrieve it, I nearly fell in. When I looked again the water was opaque and the ring was lost among the detritus. The ring was the only thing I had left of my Afi. It was an heirloom that I hoped to pass on to my daughter, if I ever had one. Was this telling me it was time to let go of the past?

      When we moved on, a mountain towered in the distance, houses snugged up against its steep sides. I reached the path that led up around dusk, wondering what manner of people we might find. Raven flew ahead, seemingly unperturbed, the fox on my heels as usual.
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        * * *

      

      “Who are you?”

      The male voice startled me and I nearly slipped from where I clung to a rock. “I’m Sylvie. I’m searching for…”

      “I don’t care what you’re searching for—you can’t be here.”

      I steadied myself on a rock and looked up to where his form loomed over me. “Why not?”

      “We do not allow outsiders.”

      “I only want to stay one night—maybe eat a real meal?”

      “Jacob! What are you saying to the child? Let her by.”

      Jacob moved away as the woman came into view, gray hair hanging in tangles around her face. “You are a stupid woman just like all the rest,” he muttered.

      She grabbed his shirt, her eyes dark with anger. “What did you say?”

      “Nothing,” he mumbled, climbing away on another path.

      “I’m…”

      “I know who you are,” she interrupted. She smiled and reached out her hand to help me onto the path. “Follow me, but please ask the bird to wait outside. Ravens are considered bad omens in my village.”

      Raven flew above us, his caw plaintive as he circled. “Stay outside, Raven!” I called out. “Just one night.”

      He let out a series of rapid sounds I’d never heard from him before, his flapping wings bringing him close before he settled onto my shoulder. It was the first time he’d ever done that and his enormous claws bit into my skin. “What is it?” I asked, turning my head.

      “He knows what goes on here,” the woman murmured, watching him. “The men kill his kind—they believe that because they are black, they are evil.”

      It was at that moment I noticed the paleness of her skin. I’d never seen skin that light. I turned to look for the fox, but he was nowhere in sight.

      “My name is Sky. I have met your mother.”

      I gasped, stumbling when my boot caught on a rock, the motion sending Raven flying upward. “My mother?”

      “It was many years ago that we met. But I have never forgotten. You look just like her.” She twisted her long gray hair into a knot before turning to lead me up the rest of the way.  “We are the last stronghold of what used to be an enormous city run by women. I hold onto the power by the slimmest of threads. One false move and the men will gain the upper hand. Too many of us have succumbed.”

      “Succumbed to what?”

      “To their deceit and guile, of course. They spread lies among us and turn the women against each other. But if you are anything like your mother, you are just what we need.”

      “I can’t stay—I’m searching for the tree.”

      She stopped to stare at me. “But you must stay. It has been foretold.”

      “I have to do what the goddess told me to do.”

      “What goddess sent you on this fool's errand?”

      I glanced upward where several men had gathered. They did not look happy. “I don’t know her name. She only told me to find it.”

      “A false goddess, then. The tree doesn’t exist.”

      “It has to exist. The goddess said so.”

      Sky’s eyes narrowed just before she grabbed my arm. “You will help us, Sylvie. If you do not, I will hand you to that group up there. They’ll know what to do with you.”

      We were near the top and the number of men had doubled, the expressions on their faces unfriendly. “What have you brought us, Sky? She’s as dark as night. She’s as evil as the bird.”

      Sky laughed. “Be patient my friends. I will allow you to test her. If she fails you can do your worst.”

      I felt a jolt of fear. “What kind of test?”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “You’ll pass, Sylvie.” She laughed as she tugged me along a slim ledge and through a tunnel into the main square. The men trooped behind us whispering amongst themselves. “Jacob, please start the fire.”

      Women with matted hair and furtive looks joined the men. They gathered wood and placed it in the center of the square as the men formed it into what looked suspiciously like a pyre. “I’m not a witch,” I muttered.

      “You certainly look like one,” Sky said. “Dark skin and a raven as a familiar? Don’t worry, though. If you are not a witch the fire won’t hurt you.”

      Two men grabbed me and tied me to the post where they’d placed the twigs and limbs. The fire hissed around my feet, climbing more rapidly than I would have liked. The hem of my skirt caught on fire, the flames licking upward. I screamed.

      “She’s a witch!” the men and women chanted, watching me twist to keep from the flames.

      I was shrieking in pain when I heard a shout and a roar. I thought I heard the raven, but in the next moment there was a screech and then another as a whirl of black enveloped the square. A second later I was untied and lifted away. Something came across my face and I drifted into a torpor, unable to open my eyes.
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      When I opened my eyes the mountain village was far away. “Raven?”

      He let out a caw and flew to where I lay on a bed of moss beneath a tree. “Did you save me? Of course, you didn’t—how could you?” I muttered. “You’re only a bird.”

      He preened his feathers and ignored me.

      My mother’s skirt was burned along the edges, my legs covered in red welts from the fire. My boots had somehow survived unscathed. I rose to my feet and studied where we were. There was a steep drop-off on one side and a hill on the other. The path hugged the area between, narrow and dangerous. The valley below seemed very far away with patches of green and brown laid out in perfect squares. A farming community from the looks of it. But I didn’t have the time to explore. The hills to my right undulated like a snake, a path twisting upward.

      My near-death experience seemed as far away as the mountain, my memories of what had happened shrouded in mist. All I could remember was Sky’s face when my scream erupted. She was laughing and the others around her were too. I shuddered and locked my arms around my body. I had no idea who or what had saved me from certain death. I let out a sigh when the fox appeared from under the brush, his bushy tail held high. He carried a squirrel proudly and dropped it at my feet. It was still alive, and when it scampered away, he went after it.

      In the meantime, Raven was hopping from one branch to another as he waited for me to follow him. “Ok, ok, I’m ready.” The path on the map led along the base of the mountain before disappearing into the hazy distance. “I hope we don’t meet any more people like the ones back there,” I muttered. The entire experience gave me the shivers as I glanced down at the charred hem of my skirt and the burns on my legs. I whistled for the fox before following the impatient bird.

      When we came to a narrow stream I stopped to treat my legs. Raven waited patiently while I applied comfrey to the blisters. I pulled up my skirt and kept it in place with a leather belt to keep it from touching them before we moved on. The fox appeared while I was still there, a resigned expression on his face. He’d lost the squirrel. “You’ll find another,” I murmured, running my hand along his back. He arched up like a cat before he followed me out of the glade.

      Raven led me up and down the meandering path before flying toward the valley. The trail was a deep cleft that headed into wilderness. I searched for a place to spend the night, glad when I noticed a shallow cave set into the rock. Raven had already settled on the limb of a small willow tree, his head under his wing. I pulled out some of the nuts I’d gathered and my water bottle, glad I’d had the sense to fill it when we were by the stream. Before curling up to go to sleep I applied more of the comfrey salve to my legs, glad to see that the swelling and redness had diminished.

      The vision came over me as soon as I closed my eyes, a flood of peculiar images and disjointed information. “You did well with Sky,” a woman’s voice intoned. “You cannot afford to be so trusting.” But before I could answer, everything went dark and I found myself inside a room with no windows and no doors. I could barely breathe as I struggled to find a way out.

      My scream brought it all to an end.  I was no longer in the cave and the raven was nowhere to be seen. A flat plain and a sky full of stars greeted me, the smell of desert dust making me sneeze as I struggled to see. An enormous tree loomed out of the dark night, the glow of it hard to miss. A million fireflies covered it, tiny lights blinking on and off. When I hurried toward it, the fireflies all rose at once, a cloud of brightness that disappeared into the night. The tree was so large that I couldn’t see the top, gigantic roots snaking in every direction. Fallen leaves made a carpet beneath it. “You aren’t doing so well,” I muttered, touching the rough bark of the enormous trunk. “What can I do to help you?” In answer to my question, a limb came crashing down, narrowly missing me. I stepped back and looked up, but all I could see was a black smudge. “I’m dreaming,” I whispered. “I have to wake up.”

      A ghostlike figure appeared from within the tree, eyes glowing with an inner fire. “You are in the spirit world,” she intoned. “Your world has long forgotten the importance of nature. The tree holds the feminine principal within its branches--presence, relatedness, and a heart that is open. You know this intuitively but you must understand it on all levels before you can fulfill your destiny. This tree has been here since the dawn of time and when it dies, humanity dies with it. Without her traits, the earth cannot survive. You have met the ones who know this. You have seen the past where the seeds of destruction were sown. You will soon see the future and what it holds. I do not envy your journey. Keep your heart open but do not let those who are not worthy into those four sacred chambers. And remember that time is of the essence.”

      As she faded away more leaves fell, piling up around me until I was nearly buried. My body felt insubstantial and when the breeze came up, I was one with the leaves that swirled and twisted, scattering into the night.

      When I woke again I was in the cave and the raven was on the ground next to me. He let out a strange guttural croak before flying out to land in the willow tree. The fox was gone, probably hunting. My mind took a while to come back to the present, my heartbeat fast and irregular. I was a leaf in the wind.

      The sun was high when I opened the map and tried to calculate the distances. Now that I’d been traveling for a while, I was beginning to understand the length between the signposts. But when I searched for the settlements where I’d been on the first trip, I couldn’t find them. I wanted to see my father again, to talk with him, to find out what this was all about. I was sure now that he was in the past in some long-forgotten settlement. He told me he was there to help them because they played an important part in the future. Was this the future? Confusion crowded my mind like a tangled ball of wool.

      The fox gave a bark-like sound to get my attention. The raven was already a good distance ahead and I hurried to catch up. The entire day was dreamlike as I struggled to make sense of all I’d learned. I had to be stepping into other dimensions. And if I was, it put a completely different spin on what was happening. The people I met in these supposed dreams were real. Time is of the essence. The words made my heart flutter. There was a time limit on all of this. How long did I have?
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        * * *

      

      After several tedious hours crossing the valley, Raven flew toward a path that headed toward another range of mountains. The sky was mottled with misshapen dark clouds that seemed almost alive. I consulted the map and found the spot where the path diverged before I followed him. Something seemed off, but I couldn’t place it.

      It was late afternoon when the mist arrived. It moved upward from the valley, softening the edges and obscuring the trail. First it was only mutterings and then something touched me as it moved by. When a hand grabbed mine, I tugged free, but I could feel whatever it was close by. The mist swirled in great eddies, blocking out what was right in front of my face. When I felt it again, I stumbled backward, grabbing for something to steady myself, but there was nothing there. A second later there was a low growl and a snarl, followed by a yelp. “Fox?”

      The sound of water splashing over rocks was suddenly loud in my ears. The mist cleared, revealing the torrent that surged over heavy boulders and tree roots. One more step and I would have been taken down the mountain. I was still contemplating this when a gray-haired woman appeared. “You nearly killed me. Is that what you were planning?” I demanded.

      “I’m your mother,” she whispered. “I would never hurt you.”

      I looked her over, some inner radar telling me to watch myself.  Around me the limbs of the trees swung wildly, a sudden wind seeming to move through them.

      “You have passed all the tests I set out for you. Now I can help you with what is to come.”

      What tests? I almost asked, but the words seemed to catch in my throat. I’d definitely been going through some trials. What she said made sense. But this woman looked much too young to have a daughter my age. And there was something odd about her eyes. I wanted to believe she was telling the truth. “Why did you leave me? The elders, they…”

      A look of confusion passed over her features before she smiled. “They were not supposed to divulge our secrets,” she murmured.

      A real wind came up, howling through the branches of the oaks and spindly willows that lined the trail and scattering leaves that swirled around us in patterns. The fox darted out from beneath them and grabbed her leg in his teeth. When she let out a scream, I tried to grab him, but he let go and ran before I could reach him.

      “Is that animal yours?” she asked, rubbing at the teeth marks.

      “Sorry—he’s protective.”

      She glanced at the fox crouched in the shadows before pointing toward a rock formation in the mountain. “My little house is up there.”

      I was sure that house hadn’t been there the last time I looked. Where was Raven? I hadn’t seen him since the mist lifted. Fox was now by my side, his sidelong glances telling me that he was not happy with the situation. When he growled, I grabbed his ruff. “Leave her alone,” I hissed.

      My uneasy feeling grew as we walked up the hill together. We’d hadn’t gone very far when the bird suddenly appeared, flying in circles above us, his raucous calls grating on my nerves. “What is wrong with you?” I shouted, looking up at him.

      “He’s just a bird,” the woman said. “You should never have allowed him to guide you.”

      I was wondering how she knew he was guiding me when he dive-bombed, his claws digging into my shoulder as he pecked at my head. “Stop it!” I shrieked, batting at him.

      A second later there was a man standing between me and the woman, dark eyes narrowed in fury. “This is not your mother,” he said in a low commanding voice. Meanwhile the fox was running around yipping, and when I tried to catch him, he darted away. I was unsure what to do with the appearance of this strange man and my loyal fox acting crazy. If this was my mother, we weren’t making a very good impression.

      “Do not be fooled, Sylvie. She is an imposter.”

      The use of my name snapped me back to reality. “Who are you? Where did you come from?” Instead of answering he pointed toward the woman. Her features had changed and her eyes were now small and piggy. Her nose seemed longer.

      “He is the imposter here—a shape-shifter,” she said. “And that fox should be put down.”

      Would my mother say such things? How would I know? I’d never met her. The man stood his ground, his gaze never wavering as he stared her down. When I glanced at her again, her body seemed to go in and out of focus, one moment that of a woman, and in the next surrounded by a haze. I glanced at the man who was frowning and visibly upset. “She will hurt you. She wants to stop you from your quest. Don’t let her.”

      This is a dream—it has to be. This man came out of nowhere and this woman is my mother come to give me a message to save me from shape-shifters. When I glanced up the hill again there was nothing there but jagged stone. The man moved closer, his hands gripping my shoulders. In the next second I was lifted into the air, and instead of the man, he was an enormous bird. Below us the woman was changing, her shape shrinking and elongating. A moment after that a beast ran up the path on four legs and disappeared between two boulders, the fox tearing after her.

      We flew over the place where the cottage should have been, finally landing on a promontory a good distance away. After placing me on the ground he flew to a tree and preened his feathers as though nothing strange had just happened.

      “I know what you are now, Raven!” I shouted, glaring at him. “Shift so we can talk about it.” He peered at me out of one eye before flying to where I stood. When he shifted the frown was still on his face.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demanded.

      “About what? The creature?”

      “About you! You’ve been lying this entire time.”

      “Not lying,” he muttered, “just not admitting the entire truth.”

      “All this time I’ve been thinking of you as a bird, and come to find out that…”

      “I am a bird.”

      I shook my head and stared at him. “Who was that woman?”

      “Part of the forces working against you. This will not be the last time you encounter dark energies.”

      “Why?”

      “Did you think this would be easy? There are those who like things the way they are—in chaos and cruel. You’ve seen how it plays out. Men are easily swayed when it comes to power and control.”

      “My question is about you. Why did you keep what you are secret?”

      “You weren’t ready. You aren’t ready now, but there was nothing I could do about it.”

      I looked around, trying to spot the fox, but he hadn’t returned. “And that beast. Now the fox has gone after it. What is that thing, anyway?”

      “A shape-shifter just as I am. I knew the moment I saw her. If I hadn’t acted, she would have killed you. You have to stop being so trusting.”

      Keep your heart open but do not let those who are not worthy into those four sacred chambers. How could I have known what she was? “I trusted you and look where it got me,” I grumped. Our eyes locked. Raven as a man was very different from Raven as a bird. He had a certain presence that I found intimidating. I was suddenly nervous, my heart fluttering against my rib cage.  “I think I liked you better as a bird.”

      “It was you who commanded me to shift. I can be a bird if you’d rather.”

      “Now that I know you’re a man?” I shook my head. “Why didn’t you show yourself earlier?”

      “No need for it and it complicates things.”

      “Because I’m a woman?”

      He made a funny clicking sound and turned away. “We should go,” he muttered. “Shall I fly ahead and scope things out?”

      I nodded and readjusted my pack. A second later he lifted on wide wings and disappeared into the low-hanging clouds. Now I knew who had saved me from the fire that would have burned me to death. I thought of the many times I’d undressed in front of him, gone into the woods to relieve myself, and bathed naked in the streams as he kept watch from an overhanging branch. My face grew hot. But aside from my embarrassment, I was relieved to have him along.
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      It wasn’t long before Raven returned, shifting as he landed on the path. The fox was right behind him, panting but unharmed. Raven glanced up at the sky.  “It will be dark soon. There’s a place to shelter a few miles up. From there, the path leads into the mountains—it will be hard going, Sylvie.”

      When he said my name, a shiver traveled up my spine. A vision of me cradled against his chest appeared in my mind. “I can manage,” I mumbled, striding ahead of him along the trail. The trees had tried to warn me, my fox had too. My stubbornness had nearly got me killed.

      By the time we reached the shelter the sky was a mass of stars. I was exhausted from trying to keep my cool with the mysterious man who had replaced my bird friend. I felt his energy as he walked beside me, felt his heat when he went past, felt his eyes on me when he thought I wasn't looking. I was so preoccupied with his presence that I could barely think about why we were here. He was right—it did complicate things.

      The shelter ended up being a small hastily built enclosure. “Did you do this?” I asked, slipping beneath the limbs covered with pine needles that had been spread over a few stripped poles.

      He nodded, his gaze landing on mine before bouncing away. It seemed we were both uncomfortable. “I’m going to find us something to eat,” he muttered.

      I watched him head off and disappear under the trees that lined the trail. As soon as he was gone, I could breathe normally, but that was followed by a stab of fear. Despite the fox, being alone was not as soothing as I’d hoped. I pulled out my warmest sweater and tugged it over my head before finding the shawl the desert woman had provided and spreading it out in the shelter. After that I gathered twigs and made a fire, the light of the flames making me feel better as I waited impatiently for his return.

      “Caught a rabbit,” he announced, striding out of the darkness and making me jump. “I’ll skin it and get it ready, but you need to build up the fire.”

      I added a few more sticks and poked at it before he brought the carcass over. He placed it carefully in the flames and settled back on his heels next to me. “It won’t take long.”

      The smell of the meat made my mouth water. I could barely wait to sink my teeth into it. “What’s your name?” I asked as we waited.

      “Raven will do.”

      When I glanced at him, he was staring into the flames with a brooding look on his face. “But what’s your real name?”

      Firelight danced in his eyes when his gaze met mine. “I don’t have one. It is you who named me.”

      I was unable to speak for a second. “But…who are you?”

      “I’m a raven. Nothing more.”

      “I don’t believe a raven who can shape-shift is only a bird.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “And your life? Do you have a family or a home?”

      “The forest is my home. As far as family, I have none.”

      When our eyes met, I felt a tingle deep inside and had to drop my gaze.

      “Are you cold?”

      I shook my head, watching him reach into the fire to retrieve the rabbit. “You first,” he said, handing me the stick that held the charred meat.

      I grabbed it and blew on it before sinking my teeth in, the juices dribbling down my chin as I chewed. “Delicious,” I murmured before handing it back.

      He gnawed on it for a while, stripping the meat from the bones with his teeth. “Do you want more?” he asked, holding it out.

      “I’ve had plenty.”

      He ate the rest and chewed on the bones before throwing the remaining parts to the fox. “You should get some sleep.”

      I nodded and headed into the small shelter, folding myself into the shawl that waited. But I couldn’t sleep, my thoughts on whether he had shifted into a bird or if he was still the man. When I peeked out, he was still hunched by the fire, his brooding gaze focused on the coals that remained. The fox lay at his feet. “Don’t worry. I’m still here,” he said without turning.

      “Are you a bird or a man?” I whispered before pulling back inside and closing my eyes.

      “I’m whatever you want me to be,” I heard him say.

      As I drifted to sleep, I imagined how it would be to have him next to me. Waves of heat coursed through my body, unfamiliar sensations crowding out all thought. I startled awake. When I glanced out, the fire had burned away and he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke in the morning there was no sign of the bird or the man. The fox was also missing, and I hoped the two them hadn’t gone off on their own. My stomach felt hollow as I stuffed everything into my pack and walked to the trail, hoping he and the fox would show up. I whistled and called out several times, cupping my hands around my mouth so that the sound would carry. I finally gave up and headed off without them.

      The bird showed up a few minutes later, flapping above me before taking the lead. I wanted the man but I didn’t force it, following the dark-winged creature as he flew toward where the trail dipped between two mountain ranges and headed steeply up. The fox appeared a while later, panting as though he’d been trying to keep up with Raven. The going was indeed tough, with slippery pebbles that caused my feet to slide. I tried to avoid them, but the boulders that lined the trail on both sides were too large to go around.

      I had stopped to rest when the bird landed next to me. He eyed me and fluffed his feathers out before lifting off again. “Why can’t you just shift?” I called out. He ignored me, heading further up where he waited atop a boulder. I was climbing toward him when my feet went out from under me. I slid backward and landed against a jagged rock. I could feel the blood on my back, the pain making my eyes water.

      Instead of coming to help me, the bird only watched and waited. “I’m hurt!” I yelled out. I pulled off my sweater, and twisted, trying to see the damage. I was attempting to swab at the cuts with my shawl when Raven appeared next to me. “Let me see,” he muttered.

      I turned my back to him, allowing him to pull up my camisole. His fingers worked across my throbbing skin. “You need nettle. I’ll go find some.”

      “I have comfrey salve—will that work?”

      “Not good enough.” He shifted and was gone, the back dot of him disappearing over the forest. The fox came close and licked my hand, his nuzzling making me feel a bit better as I waited for Raven’s return.

      It was sometime later when I felt a shift in the energy. I thought I saw a shadow under the trees. When the fox let out a low sound in the back of his throat, his hackles going up I was suddenly afraid. A beast came into view, the same one I’d seen the day before. “Go away!” I yelled. But the creature crept closer, saliva dripping from the open mouth full of sharp teeth. The fox stood his ground, growling and hissing as the creature crept closer. If it came to a fight, the size difference would be too much for him. And I had no knife and no way to defend myself if it attacked.

      The hideous beast was within two feet of me when I rose to face it. “I said GO AWAY!” I screamed. When I shoved my palms straight out toward it, the beast flew backward and hit the rock on the far side of the trail. A second later Raven arrived, landing on his feet next to the beast. The look on his face was scary to behold as he grabbed the beast by its back and tossed it into the air. I watched it blur and disappear, my shock rendering me speechless. No human or bird could have thrown something that size so far.

      “The fox and I had it handled,” I muttered, unable to voice my awe.

      His eyebrows rose. “Really?”

      “It was already hurt, Raven. I shoved it away with my energy.”

      “Good for you,” he said, moving toward my back. “This might hurt for a minute or two,” he muttered before pulling up my camisole. A moment later my back was on fire, but a few minutes after that the pain was gone. Before I could thank him, he was lifting away to land on a boulder far above me.

      “So now I’m supposed to climb to where you are? Why don’t you help me?” I shouted. He preened his feathers and ignored me.

      The day continued in the same vein—the bird flying ahead and me struggling to reach him while the fox scampered up ahead of me. I was exhausted and my legs ached. Anger was the only thing driving me forward, my fury with him growing with every painful step I took.

      

      The last part of the trip was so steep I had to grab hold of rocks to pull myself up. He could have carried me, but instead he flew to the top and ran his beak across the rock making a horrible grating sound. I struggled upward, my breath coming in gasps. By the time I reached him he flew off again, landing on another rock. “You bastard!” I shouted. “Can’t you let me rest for one second?”

      It was growing dark before we reached the top, my energy so low that I had reverted to crawling. My fury had turned into white hot coals by now, burning a hole in my stomach. By the time I reached him he had built up a fire and was sitting in front of it with his legs crossed, the fox lying next to him. “You turncoat,” I muttered, looking at the dog-like creature who seemed to have chosen Raven over me. I crawled to the fire and curled up with my eyes closed. I must have slept because when I woke there were a million stars winking above me. Raven was chewing, the brooding look back on his face. “You…” I hissed, barely able to contain my fury.

      He turned his gaze to mine. “Shall I save you some of this or do you want to complain first?”

      I reached for the hunk of meat he held out. I was starving. Once I finished eating, I sat up and faced him. “Why did you do that, Raven? You could have made the trip easier for me, but instead you…”

      “You need to toughen up. We have a long way to go and you can’t count on me every time you stumble.”

      “Are you planning to desert me now?”

      He glanced away. “I can’t promise anything.”

      “Well, thanks for finding the nettle and sending that beast wherever you did. But this trip could have been halved if…”

      “If I carried you? You have to stop counting on me! This is what I meant when I said my shifting would complicate things. It already has. You have many trials to go through and I am not a part of it, other than a short-term guide.”

      “Why are you here at all?”

      “Would you like me to leave? I can if you want me to.”

      I stared at him, my stomach twisting with the thought of doing this on my own. “Do you want to leave?”

      He let out an exasperated sigh. “No, but this thing between us, it…”

      “What thing between us?” I interrupted.

      His golden-brown eyes bored into mine. “Don’t play stupid. You know exactly what’s happening here.”

      “No, I don’t. Maybe you can enlighten me?”

      He shook his head and turned away. In the next second, he was a bird and disappeared into the shadows. I crawled into the makeshift shelter he’d erected, too tired to even think. Without him I wouldn’t have had anything to eat, nor would I have been able to find enough twigs to make a shelter. He was right—I was useless without him. I was playing coy—I knew exactly what was going on between us—I wanted his arms around me and I wanted to snuggle close to his warm body at night. I’d never had feelings like these and they were distracting me and undermining my resolve. And Raven knew it.

      The next morning Raven did not appear in either form. After waiting around and calling for him I pulled the map out and examined it carefully as the fox hung around looking dejected. “It’s not my fault you chose him over me,” I muttered. Another horrible day awaited me, filled with dangerous drop-offs and steep hills to climb. I didn’t look forward to it, but if time was of the essence, I had to make haste.
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      I had climbed one steep hill after another when I arrived at a lookout point, the world below laid out in living color. Fox was right next to me, seemingly my best pal now that Raven had abandoned us. Fields of green and brown, deep green forests, areas that looked scoured and dusty, all winked back from below as we sat next to one another enjoying the view and the welcome rest.

      From what I’d gleaned from the map I thought I could decipher how close we were to the tree. It was surrounded by a body of water. In the far distance, I located the water, but instead of what I’d hoped for, all I saw were jagged black walls rising into the sky like the impenetrable walls of a fortress. My heart dropped. Where was the tree I’d seen on the map? Without the raven I would never be able to scale those walls—unless there was a doorway somewhere. Was the tree hidden behind the black stone?

      Fox and I rested on a flat rock and surveyed what lay before us. I was glad for his company, but Raven’s desertion was not helping my mood. A path snaked down, and beyond that, I saw dense woods and a desert wilderness beyond. It would be weeks before I got within fifty miles of the island. Was the tree alive behind those high dark walls or had it shriveled up and died? When was this map made? Because on the map the tree was lush and green, standing higher than anything around it. It was then that I felt the folly of what I was doing. If the tree wasn’t there anymore, why was I here? Had Raven deserted me because he knew this, or did he just decide that he didn’t like me?

      I climbed down, trying to keep my mind from the terrible thoughts that threatened to send me into panic mode. I could do this. Just because the raven was gone didn’t mean I was incapable of finding the tree. I’d been fine before he shifted, why was I so dependent on him as a man? My stomach clenched and I couldn’t catch my breath. Despite the freezing air, sweat broke out all over my body. Something was happening to me, something that threatened this trip and what I was trying to accomplish. My mind and my body were on two different paths, and my body was winning. “NO!” I shouted. I had to forget Raven with his dark eyes and his dark hair that fell across his wide forehead. I closed my eyes against the image of him, pulling my mind back to what I was attempting to do.

      The woman in my dream had told me that humanity couldn’t survive if the tree died. It was a dream Sylvie, I said to myself—only a dream. But was it? The weight of it all crashed down around me—Raven was gone and I was alone with a crazy impossible task to accomplish with only a fox for company. “I wish you were a shape-shifter,” I muttered, looking down at him. He whined and looked up at me, his eyes bright. “I’m sorry,” I murmured, reaching to rub his ears. “I like you as a fox.”

      It was only a few minutes later that the sky turned a charcoal color and icy rain hit my face. Fox led the way, looking back at me to see if I was following as he ran for shelter. I ran and slipped, rolling down part of the path and nearly tumbling over the side of the cliff. A patch of long weeds caught me just before I fell headlong into the crevasse that loomed below. I was drenched and shivering and my ankle had twisted painfully.

      I groped around for a stick, finally finding one that would take my weight. I rose and hobbled back to the path and stepped down sideways to avoid any more mishaps. The rain fell steadily and a wind came up. By this time, I was shivering so violently I thought my teeth might fall out. I huddled next to a boulder, trying hard not to burst into tears. “Please let us find a cave or someplace to rest.” When the fox appeared from the lip of the hill and took off again, I rose and followed him, hoping against hope that around the next sharp bend a place to shelter would appear.

      I’d about given up when I noticed a bunch of branches arranged just so. It looked like Raven’s handiwork. The fox was already there when I crawled beneath the conifer boughs and wrapped my shawl tightly around me. There were no conifers up this high, so whoever had formed this place of refuge had brought the branches from somewhere down below. As I was drifting off, I thought I heard the raven caw. But I only heard it once before I fell into an uneasy sleep.

      By morning the skies had cleared. When I crawled out from under the boughs, I found a small pile of nuts and berries. I scooped them up and popped them into my mouth, chasing them down with the water left in my water bottle. The fox lay beside me, looking up as though to comfort me in my hour of need. I scratched his ears and thanked him for being there, but I longed for Raven; my heart felt heavy when I imagined him sitting next to me. I fought back the tears that threatened and set out again, determined to keep going no matter what happened.
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        * * *

      

      Two terrible days had passed when I met a man on the trail. I was still limping and my ankle was so swollen I could barely get my boot on.

      “Hey ho!” he called out, coming toward me.

      I backed away. “Stay where you are!” I yelled.

      He was middle-aged with a lined face, his arms so thick they reminded me of tree trunks. When I yelled, he stopped and frowned. “What’s the problem?”

      “The problem is I don’t know you.”

      “How could you? We just met.”

      I stood back, my hands held out to push him away if he came at me.  “Where did you come from?”

      He scoffed and leaned on the stick he carried. “I come this way every week. It’s the only route to Wasco on the far side of the mountain. Is that where you’re from?”

      I shook my head. “I’m on my way down.”

      “I can see that. What is your business here?”

      “My business is my own,” I muttered, trying to step around him.

      He grabbed my arm. “State your business, girl. We don’t like interlopers in Reverent.”

      I pondered telling him the truth but had a feeling it would bring nothing but trouble. “I’m a traveler looking for work.”

      His sharp gaze softened. “Check with the inn at the bottom of the mountain. They’re looking for help. But know that Reverent is a pious town. Your face and that hair must be covered unless you’re planning to work at the brothel.” He glanced to where the fox hung back, twenty paces behind me. “And if that animal belongs to you, you’d best leave it behind. They poison them in Reverent.”

      I ignored the remark about the fox as I focused on his hair. “Your head isn’t covered.”

      He let out a laugh. “I’m a man.”

      “Are the women in Reverent forced to have babies?”

      “No. What do you take us for?” He gave me another sharp look before heading past me. I watched him round a bend before I followed. My ankle was so painful I could barely put weight on it.

      By the time the fox and I reached the bottom of the hill I felt like I might faint from the pain. The inn he’d spoken of loomed into view—modern by my standards and bigger than any buildings I’d seen outside of San Francisco. Church spires were everywhere and the energy of the place felt heavy. I pulled my shawl over my head and half my face, wrapping it tightly. “You need to stay out of sight,” I told the fox. “You heard what the man said.” He gave me one last look before he turned and trotted away.

      I limped to the Forest Inn’s front door and opened it, but before I went inside, I thought about the folly of what I was about to do. I had no coin to pay for a room nor could I work in the state I was in. I closed the door and headed around the side where I lowered onto a bench. A woman walked by dressed in black with a veil across her face. She glanced at me and away, as though the sight of a girl without her entire body covered with dark cloth was blasphemous. I knew that look. When a man came by, he stopped, an eager expression appearing on his face.

      “That red you’re wearing is for the building at the end of the street. I can take you there if you like.” He noticed the swollen ankle, a grimace spreading over his florid skin. “Guess I’ll have to carry ye,” he muttered, reaching for me.

      The rush of energy I pushed toward him sent him sprawling. His eyes went wide. “Surely you're a floozy—no women around here are seen in public in clothes like yours,” he muttered, struggling to rise. “The red was a dead giveaway.”

      I rose and limped away from him. “I’m not a floozy. I come from far away where the manner of dress is different.”

      “Your ankle needs tending.”

      “A few days rest is all I need.”

      “If you don’t wear darker colors you’ll be arrested, girl. The good women of this town are covered.”

      “I’m only passing through.”

      “There is nothing outside this town—we are the last outpost before the wildlands.”

      “I’m traveling to the tree.”

      “The tree?” He laughed. “That tree is protected from all who would try and find it. You’d do best to climb back up that mountain before you fall into worse hands than mine.”

      “What kind of worse hands? You said it’s wilderness out there.”

      “The wildlands hold all manner of evil. You’d be eaten alive in a day.”

      Eaten alive. I thought of the beast with sharp teeth. “I have to get to the tree. Is there any other way?”

      He gave another mirthless laugh. “Not unless you fly.” He stared into the distance for a moment before his eyebrows rose. “On the far side of this mountain there is a trail, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      “How do I find it?”

      He pointed toward where I’d come from. “Skirt the base of the mountain until you come to a set of high arches. Go through them if you dare. And be warned—the tree is heavily guarded—not sure why you want to see it anyway. It's dead.”

      “How far?”

      He shrugged. “Days, months--no one has lived to tell the tale.”

      “Tell me about the evil—is it men or…?”

      “No mortal could manage what is done out there. And a girl alone?” He shook his shaggy head. “Good luck.” With that, he headed off without looking back.

      My ankle had to heal before I embarked on a journey that could have me running for my life. But where could I rest? I limped back to the inn and went inside. Maybe I could barter for a room.

      That night I slept in a real bed. But what I had to do to pay for it was still up in the air. The way the owner had looked me over gave me the shivers. Tomorrow, he’d told me, leering at me from behind his heavy mustache. In the morning I would find out what my duties would be.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing the innkeeper suggested was just as I feared. He wanted me to service the single men who stopped off at the Forest Inn.

      I shook my head and frowned, my anger simmering in the still air. He didn’t seem to notice the strident colors that rose as he turned away to settle an account with an arriving couple. Once they were gone, he glanced at me again. “You look the part—isn’t that your business?”

      “Where I came from the women cover our hair, but not our entire bodies.”

      “You do not worship God?”

      “What do the gods have to do with it? I’m a free person.”

      He shook his head and pressed his lips together. “You can work off your board in the kitchens, but you cannot show your face in public—it would ruin my reputation. And once your ankle is better you need to move on.”

      I nodded and headed through the swinging door, following the sound of plates and the smell of food.

      

      They set me up on a stool in front of the sink full of dirty dishes. The water was boiling hot and the soap was caustic. I didn’t complain, just glad to rest my ankle. The cook was a heavyset man wearing a dirty apron and his assistants were two girls who couldn’t have been more than fourteen. They were obviously afraid of him, their furtive looks telling me everything I needed to know about the tyrant who ran the kitchen. Luckily my back was to the room and the enormous table where everyone did the chopping. I heard him yell but I didn’t turn around when I heard the slaps that brought tears. For five days I kept my head down and washed dishes until my hands were raw and bleeding. I got two meals a day--oatmeal in the morning and bread and cheese and the occasional thin slice of meat when the day was finished.

      On the morning of the sixth day, I walked down the stairs and my ankle was holding my weight. I checked in with the manager to let him know I was on my way.

      He looked me over. “Cook will be sorry to see you go. He told me you were the quietest worker he’s ever had.”

      I nodded, picked up my pack and left, scanning for the fox once I was outside. When I whistled and called, he didn’t appear. I kept calling and whistling until I was hoarse but he still didn’t come. I had to believe he was all right. I needed all my wits about me if I had any chance at all of reaching the tree.
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      The trees whispered; they spoke to me through the wind. When the rain hit their needles and leaves, I could feel it on my own skin. At some level I understood. They were warning me. But I couldn’t heed their warnings, especially now when I was so close.

      I skirted the base of the mountain as I’d been instructed, glad to be out of the heated kitchens and away from the monstrous cook and the two abused girls. There was nothing I could do for them. They were basically his property. At least they weren’t sex slaves like others I’d come across.

      The sky was overcast and I dreaded the cold rain that could begin at any moment. Temperatures were dropping as the seasons changed. When I looked up I thought I saw Raven, but the dot of darkness disappeared into the clouds and was gone. “Please come back,” I whispered, wondering how I could cope alone with this last part of my journey.

      From what I’d been told I was risking my life heading into what had been named the wildlands. I’d overheard several conversations during my time in the kitchens, discussions of what lay out there and the people who had never returned. The stories were hair-raising, of shadow creatures and hairless beasts that walked on two legs, whispering beings that no one ever saw who crept into your mind until you went mad. Several times I’d been about to ask about the tree, but every time I opened my mouth, I thought better of it. Best to stay quiet and do my job. The cook was too volatile a man to mess with. It wouldn’t do to get slapped down and hurt myself for a second time.

      When the gateway appeared in the far distance, the arches were so high I could barely make out the tops. They were made of dark chiseled stone and the tips of them went from wide to sharpened points that could pierce anything that happened upon them. Instinctively I held back, my intuition on high alert. Walking through there now would be folly. That meant I had to find a safe place to sleep. Looking around revealed a barren landscape with barely a bush to hide behind. When I looked up all I saw were dark clouds massing, lightning flashing within them. A storm was coming. “Raven, where are you?” There was no answering call or any sign that the raven was close. Fear prickled along my arms as the energy of the place seeped inside. I was on my own.

      I spent the night huddled next to a boulder, shivering as the chill air crept around me like fingers determined to turn me to ice. I’d never realized how much the fox’s heat had helped me on cold nights. A storm thrashed in the distance, broken branches flying past as the wind howled like a pack of beasts. Lightning struck the arches, jagged electricity hissing as it circled—I had the strangest feeling it was searching for me.

      When the sun finally rose I moved to sit in its light, my gaze going into the distance where the arches were shrouded in darkness. The storm had passed, but there was no sun shining on the far side of the imposing and sinister entry point. It was the shadowlands, the wildlands where no living thing could survive for long. My arms went tight around me, my pulse quickening as I contemplated the future.

      Once I reached the arches I stood still and looked up. They were a good two stories high and reminded me of children’s fairy tales—the worst kind.  They were a thing of nightmares. No fence ran on either side and yet the terrain changed as though a barrier existed between two worlds. I stared into the lightless distance, my thoughts spinning. I was still standing there when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I jumped and twisted around to find Raven behind me. “Do not go into that realm.”

      “I have to—that’s where the tree is.”

      The look in his eyes chilled me to the bone. “You will never return, Sylvie. No one has.”

      “Why did you steer me this way then? You told me where the tree was—you showed me on the map. And now you’re saying I’ll die if I…?”

      “I didn’t say you would die. I said you will not return. Those are two very different outcomes.”

      “If I won’t die then why can’t I chance it? This is my destiny.”

      He stared into my eyes, his hands going to my shoulders. “There are worse things than death.”

      “Things you refuse to tell me.” I twisted away from him and faced the narrow passageway between the arches before I asked, “Have you seen the fox? He disappeared when I was in Reverent.”

      Raven smiled a crooked smile. “He found me, but now I’m forced to remain in human form or he howls.”

      I chuckled despite the situation. “He chose you over me.”

      “A man and his dog,” he quipped.

      “And yet I’ve been feeding him for at least two years.”

      Raven frowned, watching me. “Your destiny does not include this fate.”

      “So now you know my future?”

      His mouth turned into a thin line.

      “And while we’re on the subject, why did you disappear on me?”

      “Why do you think?”

      I let out a long sigh. I knew the reason as well as he did. “But I need you.”

      “You may need me, but I won’t be keeping you company in there.” His finger pointed into the shadowy distance. “I can get you to the tree, but you’ll have to trust me—and I don’t think you do, not deep down.”

      He was right about that. After our last encounter I was loathe to believe anything he said. “Can you see the future, Raven?”

      He didn’t answer, his narrowed gaze on the distance where something large shifted and moved.

      I followed his gaze. “What is that?”

      “It’s one of the creatures that live there. They are shadow beings and feed on emotions like fear--exactly what is coming off you right now. If you plan to go ahead with this you have to control what you feel. It’s the only way.”

      I glanced at him, wondering how to stop the fear that prickled up my arms. I breathed in and out, concentrating. The prickling sensation disappeared, but only for the seconds while I was concentrating on my breath. “I can do it,” I mumbled to myself before looking at Raven. “What do you see in my future?”

      “Your success depends on your ability to control your emotions. It’s why I took off. We’re too connected now. What I see is foggy and unclear.”

      “Why did you help me get this far if I’m not supposed to go in there?”

      His expression went from grim to uncomfortable, his face reddening. “I’m your guide, but this…this is too dangerous.”

      “You love me.”

      He frowned and glared at me just before he shifted and lifted on wide wings.

      “I love you too!” I shouted. But by then he was only a dot in the wide sky. Without further thought on the subject I walked between the arches. A second later I realized my mistake. I needed to prepare, needed to practice how to keep my fear at bay. But when I turned to leave, the arches were gone and the shadowy world did not end where the gateway had been. There was no way out. Fear crept up my spine, leaving me weak and shaky. Raven said he could get me there—why hadn’t I taken him up on his offer? Now it was too late.

      All thought disappeared when I heard a roar, turning to see an amorphous beast rushing toward me. I stood my ground. If I’m about to die Raven will save me, I repeated silently over and over. When I pictured him, the fear drifted away. I concentrated on his image and slowed my breathing. Two seconds went by and then a few more before the beast turned into smoke and vanished.

      I’d been walking for what seemed like hours when my legs gave out. I lowered to the ground, breathing hard. I pulled the map out of my pack, the mantra continuing to play in my mind. Even though they were no longer there, I located the arches on the map and where they lay in connection with the tree. Once I was rested, I pushed up to standing and forced myself forward into the gloom.

      The murk did not lift. It was impossible to know what time of day or night it was. The map was crumpled in my hands, the route less clear now that I’d gone some distance from the arches. There were no signposts to let me know I was on the right track; the featureless terrain was without bushes, trees or boulders. Despite this I kept tripping and nearly falling, holes appearing out of nowhere right in front of me. Something was trying to keep me from finding my way. I tried not to think, concentrating on keeping my mind clear of everything except the raven and my mantra. I hadn’t seen any more shadow beings, but I could feel things shifting and changing around me. The air was heavy with it.

      At some point I grew so tired I could barely keep my eyes open. But where could I sleep? There was no place to shelter, and even if there were I couldn’t let my guard down. I thought of the raven, wishing he had built me another place to crawl into, but I knew this would not happen—not this time. He was right, though. I had to toughen up. I was toughening up. I was meant to do this on my own.

      A while later my thoughts jumbled, my steps doing the same thing. I had to stop or I would fall and hurt myself again. And out here there would be no help and no time to heal. I sat on the ground, pulled my shawl tight around me and placed the pack under my head. I’ll just rest for a moment, I told myself. I cannot afford to fall asleep.

      “Is this the girl?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Shall we take her now or wait for the boss man?”

      “We need to wait.”

      “What will he do with this one?”

      “What does he do with any of them? But this one is special so could be different I suppose.”

      “Surprised the Helix hasn’t gotten her.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s because of who she is.”

      The voices faded and the dream shifted. Raven was with me, his dark eyes finding mine—I felt his energy, his heat. My body tingled in anticipation of what I knew was about to happen, but just when I reached forward to kiss him, he shifted and flew away.

      I woke up with a gasp, unaware for a second about where I was. And then it hit me. I was alone in the middle of the shadowlands. The dream drifted over me—Raven, but before Raven there was something else. I could feel it on my skin, a creepy crawly sensation of having been touched. Men’s voices. So, there were mortals out here after all—real people. Or did those voices belong to something else? Fear wormed its way up, the fingers of it moving under my skin. “No!” I shouted, bringing my breathing back under control. I stood quickly, grabbed my pack and hurried off, hoping they wouldn’t find me. If the dream was real, I was on their radar now.

      The gloom and the sameness created a sensation of time standing still. I’d been walking for a while when I heard voices. I couldn’t see anyone because of the fog that twisted along the ground. And that meant they couldn’t see me. I turned and jogged in another direction, listening closely as the voices faded. But in doing so my emotions had risen to the surface, the prickle of them sending the shadow creatures after me. I could hear them and see their strange amorphous shapes moving in and out of the fog. No, I told myself, stopping in my tracks. I breathed in and out slowly, quieting my thoughts. When the creatures dissipated, I continued on. But they weren’t the real problem—the true problem were the owners of the voices I’d heard—the ones who had touched me while I slept. I stopped the shiver that crept up my spine, visualizing the dark bird and keeping him there. It was too dark to check the map, and even if I could see it, I’d veered off the original path I’d chosen.

      According to my estimation a couple of hours had gone by when I heard the voices again. This time they were much closer. When I stopped to listen, three men holding sacks burst out of the fog. “There she is!” one of them yelled. “Grab her!”

      Their hands were on me, trying to force a hood over my head, when a fragment of light appeared within the darkness. I reached for it, my fingers managing to pull it open wide enough to slip through. It closed behind me, shutting them out. I could hear their muffled cries until they faded, leaving behind a silence so deep it hurt my ears. White—everything was blindingly white. After the gloom, I had to close my eyes against it. When I felt a hand on my arm I flinched away, a shrill cry coming from my mouth.

      “It’s okay,” a woman’s voice murmured. “You have stepped into another dimension. You’re safe here.”

      I squinted against the brightness, but all I could make out was a slim female figure dressed in white. She faded in and out of the background, her body melding with the glare. “Who are you?”

      “A friend.”

      “Mother?”

      There was an intake of breath before she said, “You have just learned one more aspect of who you are. There are many more lessons to come before you can manage what has been put before you.”

      “Who are those men?”

      “They work for the ones who will try and stop you from your mission. You escaped this time, but you must know that they will not stop pursuing you. The closer you come to the tree the harder it will be to elude them. These gaps in the fabric of time are not easy to find, Sylvie. You were lucky this time. I cannot say more than this, but know that there are forces looking out for you.”

      “But why? Why would they want to stop me? I’m only trying to find some ancient tree.”

      There was a harsh laugh before she said, “Do you remember the waterfall you came upon? It is unstoppable until its power is harnessed. The harnessing can be beneficial, but if it does not benefit the common good, it harms rather than helps. The forces who are after you see the tree as something they can manipulate.”

      I thought of Yggdrasil holding all the worlds within its branches. Was this tree like that? I’d given up on the idea, but perhaps this was Yggdrasil after all. If Yggdrasil died all the worlds within its branches would come tumbling down. “Take care,” I heard her whisper. A second later I was back in the gloomy shadow world.

      

      It was many hours later when my eyes drooped and my legs were too weak to go on. I scanned the area, but it was exactly like the last time I tried to find shelter. There was nowhere to hide, nowhere to get out of the constant wind. There was also the possibility of rain. I could smell it and see the beginnings of lightning within the heavy cloud cover. I curled up, deciding to sleep for an hour or so before continuing on. I pulled my shawl tight and a second later I was dreaming. But this time the dream was reality. Hands were on my body and someone whispered in my ear. “Got you, dearie.” The laugh that came after was worse than the words as I writhed and twisted to get away. A man hauled me to my feet, tied my hands behind me and dragged me away. And no amount of kicking and screaming did any good.
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      The cage they put me in was barely bigger than I was. I had to fold my legs

      under me to fit. We’d walked for miles and ended up at an underground facility that smelled of sewage. There was filthy water everywhere, and we sloshed through it to get to the room where the captives were held. There were nine girls inside the cages who looked younger than I was, and five even younger boys. Their eyes were big and scared, rags barely covering their emaciated bodies. “What do you want with me?” I yelled out, but they only laughed as they took the torches and left us in darkness. The sound of the gate closing and the click of the lock sent fear spiraling.

      “Who are you?” I heard one girl whisper, “they’ve been talking about this girl

      they’ve been trying to capture—you must be important.”

      “I’m Sylvie, “I answered. “Why are you here?”

      “We don’t know…they haven’t said. We might be bait for something

      but we don’t know what.”

      “Bait…you mean to capture something?”

      I couldn’t see them but I heard the nervous murmur of assent. “The shadow creatures eat people.”

      “But how did you end up here at all? Did you live in Reverent?”

      “They took us from the streets. None of us have parents.”

      “No homes? No sisters, brothers?”

      “No,” a boy’s voice answered. “We lived in the alleyways with the rats. They came one night and gathered us all up. We’ve heard them talking about you ever since.”

      “I’m on my way to the tree.”

      “That’s why they’re so excited about you. They want to get to it too. Maybe they think you’ll lead them there.”

      “Lead them? I’m having enough trouble on my own.”

      “What’s with a silly old tree?” another boy asked.

      “They act like it’s some kind of symbol or something…they mean to cut it down,” someone murmured.

      “It’s probable dead already,” I muttered, trying to still my fast-beating heart. The small space and the darkness were making me panic. “We have to get out of these cages.”

      “Good luck with that,” a girl’s voice called out. “They bring food in the mornings but they stick it through the bars.”

      “Maybe they’ll let her out, though,” the same boy’s voice said. “She’s special.”

      “If they do, I’ll make sure to free all of you.”

      No more comments came after that, as though they didn’t believe me. I wondered about this place—it seemed like a bunker from some previous war I’d read about. I was too tired to contemplate much else. My panic rose and fell. I was unable to get into any comfortable position and so I stayed awake, waiting for the reappearance of the men who’d brought me here. I knew that none of them were the leader. Would I meet him when they arrived with food?
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        * * *

      

      When light hit my eyelids, I woke with a start. Somehow, I’d managed to sleep, but my body ached all over from the uncomfortable position. I shaded my eyes and looked past the flickering torches at the men arriving through the door. One of them was heavier and nastier looking than the others, his hair unkempt and a beard covering half of his face. “Is this the one?” I heard him ask, pointing toward me.

      “Yup…got her last night.”

      He came close and peered in at me, his breath as nasty as the rest of him. He smiled, revealing a mouth full of rotting teeth. “We have plans for you, sweetheart,” he hissed.

      “What kind of plans?”

      “You‘ll see soon enough.” He turned to the man carrying a tray. “Feed ’em and then we’ll get started.”

      Moldy cheesy and stale bread was shoved into each cage. “Water comes after we get you outside,” he told us. “And after that you can do your business.”

      I ate around the mold and chewed on the stale bread, wishing they hadn’t taken my pack. They now had my map and every other thing I owned, including my precious books.

      It wasn’t long before the cages were unlocked and we were marched outside. We were each handed a small cup of water and then shooed off to do what we needed in full view of all of them. I pulled up my dress and squatted with the rest of the girls, trying to ignore the leering smiles as they watched all of us. When we finished, they grabbed the girls and shoved them ahead of everyone. I was held back with the boys, hands holding me quiet as they watched the girls head off. “Keep going, girls!” the leader shouted. “This is your chance to prove your worth!”

      They looped a rope around my neck and followed at a distance, keeping the boys close beside them as they stared at my map. “Go right!” one of them shouted. The girls turned, uncertain, but someone cracked a whip and hit one of them, making her yelp in pain. “Do what you’re told!” the leader yelled.

      I heard the roars before I saw them. The girls screamed and tried to run back, but the whip kept them going, flicking painfully against their backs and legs when they tried to stop. The beasts were all mouth and rough hair in an amorphous body that shifted and changed. Enormous jaws were opened wide, eyes glowing red as they came after the girls, sharpened teeth glinting white in the gloom.

      When the first girl was taken, the rest of the girls shrieked and tried to get away. I fought to get loose, but the rope tightened around my neck. Her screams faded as the beast disappeared with her.

      When another beast appeared, I put my hands up in the air and shouted ‘NO!’ at the top of my lungs. The beast stopped in his tracks before disappearing into the fog.

      “Stick a rag in that girl’s mouth!” the leader yelled. “Shut her the fuck up! And bind her hands.”

      These men planned to get to the tree this way…using the girls, and once they were gone, the boys, to stave off the beasts. They stuffed a rag in my mouth before I could reason with them, not that it would have done any good. My arms were pulled roughly behind me and bound tightly so that I couldn’t use my hands. We had to be at least fifty miles from the island where the tree grew. If the beasts kept coming, we would run out of fodder way before we reached it. The horror of what was happening twisted inside my gut as they shoved me forward.

      It was a long while before another beast appeared out of the darkness. Another girl was taken as the others shouted and cried out. I used my tongue to twist the rag out of my mouth and then shouted at the men, “You’ll run out of girls and the boys before we reach the tree! What then?”

      The leader grabbed me and twisted my arms into an even more painful position.

      “Then we’ll use these,” he muttered, pulling back his coat to reveal the large gun strapped to his back.

      “Why not use them now instead of sacrificing the girls?”

      “We don’t know how many of them there are,” he admitted, turning away from me.

      “You must know how far the tree is? It’s miles and miles from here.”

      “Shut up—we know what we’re doing. We have another bunker out here.”

      When I opened my mouth to answer he stuffed the rag back in and tied a scarf over my mouth. I could barely breathe.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we reached the bunker we were down to four girls. The boys all had shocked and fearful expressions on their faces, knowing that they would be next. I’d cried so many tears that my face felt tight with salt. The remaining girls were shaking all over, barely able to walk. Once inside we were thrown into a room together. The girls immediately collapsed, tears streaming down their chapped faces, while the boys pretended they weren’t afraid.  “We need a plan,” I said as soon as the men closed and locked the heavy metal door. “We can’t lose any more of you.”

      The girls looked up at me and shook their heads. “There’s no way out of this place,” Cara, the oldest, said. Her blonde hair was tangled into a mass of dreads, her nose red from crying. She twisted her fingers together as she talked.

      “I can stop them, but everyone needs to help. You saw what I did to the beast with my hands? I can do the same thing to them, but it has to happen the moment they open this door again. And while I’m doing it, you all have to run.”

      “Where? There’s nothing out there but the beasts. They’ll get us whatever we do.”

      “Not with me along. But you have to be brave and do what I say. There will only be seconds to act.”

      Cara spoke to the three girls while I turned to the boys. “Are you on board with the plan?”

      “Anything to get away from them. But I wish I had a gun,” the tallest boy, Sam, said.

      “Maybe you can grab one in the chaos. Just wait for an opportunity once this door opens. I wish I could say to rest right now, but we don’t know when they’ll be back. All we can do is be prepared for when they do—we’ll have to act very fast to have any chance of getting away.”

      “They’ll shoot us as we’re running away,” the smallest boy, Jeremy, whispered.

      “I’ll be here, Jeremy. I won’t leave until I know you’re at a safe distance.”

      “What now?” Cara asked, wiping her nose with her sleeve.

      “Now we wait.”
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        * * *

      

      My plan didn’t work. The girls were too exhausted to stay awake and I wasn’t ready when the door opened. They were on me before I could raise my hands, twisting my arms back and pulling the rope around my neck. The rag was stuffed in my mouth before they ordered the girls to lead the way.

      When Cara stumbled, a man kicked her in the back, sending her sprawling. “Get a grip, girl,” he hissed.

      “How can I when I know I’m about to be eaten!” she shouted.

      “I can shoot you if you’d rather,” the man replied, shoving her forward with the butt of his gun.

      Cara stumbled outside with the remaining three behind her. All of them were cowering in fear and trying not to be the one in the lead. The boys hung with the men, hoping it wouldn’t come down to them. We headed into the gloomy shadows and fog.

      It was only a matter of minutes before a beast showed up. The men cheered it on, trying to rile it up. But this time, instead of going after the girls, it went after one of the men. Gunshots split the silence, everyone screaming as the man was dragged away by his leg. We watched him disappear, his screams growing fainter until they stopped altogether.

      Our group halted its forward motion as the leader took this in. “The girls need to be farther ahead of us. Go forward, all of you, or we’ll shoot you in the back.”

      I watched Cara moving away into the darkness, her face a mask of terror. “It’s because how small the group is now!” she yelled out. “The boys need to be with us.”

      There was a general murmuring among the men before the leader agreed. He shoved the boys forward. “You can be heroes,” he said, laughing.

      When Jeremy started to cry Sam grabbed his hand. “Don’t be a crybaby. We can be as strong as Cara and the others. We’re men, and men don’t cry.”

      Jeremy sniffed and wiped his face, following Sam. Meanwhile I was seething with anger. When I spotted another tiny crack of light, I twisted away until I could stick my foot inside it. I made a sound deep in my throat to alert the others as I kicked out at the men who were coming toward me. The rope pulled taut against my neck as I twisted and held the opening as wide as I could. Something inside that rift grabbed me and pulled the rope off my neck. The girls and the boys managed to force their way inside just before it snapped shut.

      Instead of the white world, everything was green. Green hills, green fields, houses with green tiles on the roof, and a sky that seemed almost green but within a haze of blue. I looked around for my savior and found a small bald man carrying a staff and wearing a heavy wool cloak.

      “Come with me,” he muttered, heading off across the grass.

      I ran to catch up. “Where are we going?”

      “I can get you closer to the tree but we have to hurry. There is only a small window of opportunity here.”

      The others were running after us, their expressions bewildered as they struggled to make sense of what was happening. “Who are you?” Cara called out.

      “Who I am is of no consequence. Keeping you safe is the only reason I’m here.”

      “We don’t care about some old dying tree,” Jeremy grumbled.

      The man stopped and turned to Jeremy, a somber look replacing his former expression. “Young man, that tree is what keeps your world alive. Do you care about anyone other than yourself?”

      Jeremy blanched and his cheeks puffed out. “I…”

      The man shook his head and continued on. “The opening is just up here.”

      A few minutes later we arrived at a line of darkness that ran from the ground up into the sky. He stopped in front of it, jammed his fingers inside it and pulled it open, revealing the dark and gloomy world we’d left.

      “I don’t want to go back in there!” Jeremy whined.

      When the man put a hand on Jeremy’s shoulder, his shouting stopped and a glazed look came across his face. The man turned to the rest of us. “This puts you closer to the tree. The beasts are still out there, but with any luck, if you follow Sylvie, she can handle them. Trust her and the mission she’s on. Now go!”

      I grabbed Cara’s hand and tugged her through, the others following us one by one. A second later the opening snapped shut, leaving us in the fog and darkness once again. It took a minute or so for my eyes to adjust before I could get my bearings. Everyone was muttering amongst themselves and trying to figure out what had just happened. “Is that another world?” Sam asked in a hushed whisper.

      “Parallel universe,” I answered, “or if you prefer, another dimension.”

      “No shit,” Sam said, his eyes going wide.

      In the chaos I’d managed to grab the map out of the leader’s hands. I opened it. “Does anyone have a light?”

      Sam came forward and lit a match, holding his hand cupped around it as the two of us peered at the map. “I think we’re here,” I said, pointing to a dark line that ran from top to bottom. “That’s the rift we just came through.” I checked the whereabouts of the tree, noting that we were indeed closer.

      “Will they catch up to us?” Cara asked in a small voice.

      “And risk being eaten? I highly doubt it.”

      “But what if the beasts…” another girl began.

      “Didn’t you hear what the man said?” Sam interrupted. “We need to trust Sylvie.”

      The vote of confidence helped my nerves as I set off in a northerly direction. Being responsible for others had given me the strength I needed.
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      My good mood didn’t last long. The dark terrain was slightly different than before, with deep holes in the earth that we fell into every few steps. Sharp rocks seemed to rise up out of nowhere, cutting into ankles and legs as we stumbled against them. It was like the ground itself was trying to get rid of us. Several times we had to stop to treat bleeding cuts, Sam’s supply of matches slowly dwindling. I told the girls to rip off parts of their hems to staunch the bleeding, using a few herbs that I had left in my pockets to soothe the wounds. We were a ragtag group at best, but now we looked like we’d been in a war.

      We had no food or water, my backpack gone and the earth so dry that cracks and fissures had appeared. When we finally stopped to rest, we curled into each other like animals, trying to stay warm. Sleep came quickly, a scream waking me suddenly in what seemed like a few moments later.

      Cara was gone, the place she’d been still registering her warmth. “Who screamed?” I whispered.

      “Cara,” Jeremy answered in a high-pitched squeak. “Something took her.”

      “One of the beasts?” Jeremy shook his head, but I could barely see him in the gloom. “What then?”

      “It wasn’t solid,” a small girl named Franny answered. “I saw her being pulled away, but there wasn’t anything there to pull her.”

      I shivered. More supernatural creatures to deal with. I wished that mister bald head had told us what we might be faced with. “I’m going to scout around and try to find her. Everyone stay put until I get back.”

      “Don’t leave us here alone,” Franny whined.

      “Sam? You’re in charge,” I said before taking off into the dark.

      Something tugged me in a certain direction, an energy that I hoped was helping.

      I followed a non-existent path, kneeling to find the scuff marks made by Cara’s heels as she was dragged away. When I heard what sounded like water trickling, I stopped to search out the source. The mouth of a cavern appeared suddenly, as though waiting to show itself. It was nearly flush with the ground, a black void even darker than the gloom we were in. The scuff marks continued to the edge before disappearing. I bent to head inside, striking one of a few remaining matches. It was a cave dug into solid rock and the sound of the water was definitely coming from within. I heard voices murmuring and a cry that sounded like Cara. “Cara?” My voice echoed, bouncing off the stone and repeating.

      “Help!” the voice was tinny and indistinct. I kept going, my boots splashing into a small stream that I couldn’t see. I bent to scoop up water, glad to find it fresh and clean. I drank until my thirst was quenched before hurrying on. A tunnel led downward, the sides closing in on me as I cautiously followed my instincts. Cara was caught by something. I didn’t know what it was, but at least she was still alive.

      The farther downward I went the damper it got, as though all the moisture missing from above had soaked through. When a dim light shone somewhere up ahead, I slowed my steps, making sure to be as silent as possible. I heard Cara moan and a shuffling noise before all was silent again.

      I found her a few minutes later. She was lying on the floor barely conscious, her clothes soaking wet and cold. A strange light came from flowers that bloomed along the ceiling of the room. When I shook her gently and said her name her eyes opened, going wide with terror in the next instant. “Where are they?” she whispered, grabbing onto me tightly.

      “I didn’t see anyone, Cara.”

      “They’re invisible—air and energy…” her voice dropped off as she took in a gulp of air. “My thoughts…oh…,” she moaned, grabbing her head, “so horrible and dark.”

      “They put thoughts inside your head?”

      She let out another moan and took hold of my dress. “They want me to kill all of you.”

      “Let’s get you out of here before they come back. Do you know why they left you here and took off?”

      She looked around wildly. “They could still be here, Sylvie—they’re invisible.”

      She took my hand and rose to her feet. I led the way and she stumbled after me.

      

      We were out of the tunnel and headed back when I felt it. At first it was a thought of death and then the thoughts came faster and faster, a feeling of doom settling into me. I could barely take one step and then the next.  “Stop it!” I yelled, but it did no good. I had fallen to my knees when Cara pulled away from me and screamed, holding her head as she disappeared into the darkness.

      I would never make it—I was a fool to think I could. Who was I to even contemplate such a lofty goal? I was nobody—nothing. What I should do was kill myself here and now before I led more people to their deaths. I’d already caused at least five deaths, maybe more. When I glanced at the ground, a knife glinted up at me. I picked it up, feeling its heft, the blade shining and sharp. I ran it along my arm, leaving a red line. It cut through skin like butter. I laughed, visualizing my life’s blood running from my wrists and pooling onto the ground. I pricked my vein and watched the blood drip from the tiny hole I’d made. It was fascinating to watch. One more slice and it would be done. But just before I was able to thrust the knife deeper, I felt a rush of wings and the knife was grabbed from my hand. “No!” I screamed at the dark shape rising away from me. “I want to die! I need to die!”

      “Sylvie?”

      I glanced up at Sam standing next to me. He took my arm and pulled me to my feet. “Hurry before they come back.”

      “Before who…?”

      “Cara told us about them. We need to get out of their territory.”

      “Leave me here, Sam. I can’t help you.”

      When Sam slapped me across the face my eyes teared. A moment later my head cleared and I took in the situation. “Is Cara okay?”

      He nodded. “This way,” he said, tugging me forward.
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        * * *

      

      But it wasn’t the end of whatever evil energy lurked around us. Two of the boys and another girl ran screaming into the darkness, her shrieks fading as they got further and further away.  When Sam mumbled something under his breath, I grabbed his arm. “Say, ‘I am Sam’ over and over—do not let them get control of your mind.”

      I was already using a mantra to keep my own mind clear of the dark thoughts that were poised for another chance to get in. “I am Sylvie, I am strong,” I muttered.

      “We need to go after them,” Sam mumbled.

      “Can we do that and keep them from taking us over?”

      Sam let out a long sigh. “I don’t know, but we have to, don’t we? We can’t just let them kill themselves.” He glanced at me, his lips moving before he asked, “What was it that took that knife away?”

      I stared into the distance—that moment had slipped my mind entirely. It was Raven—it had to be. “My guardian angel,” I answered.

      We gathered who was left and gave them a mantra to repeat before all of us headed in the direction where the voices had faded. They had scattered to the four winds. It would be a miracle if we were able to save any of them.
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      We found the boys an hour or so later. They were dead by their own hand, the knives they’d used bloody and still clutched tightly in their fingers. There was no point in trying to bury them—we had no tools and the ground was rock hard.

      And as the reality overtook us, the energy came, sending us off on our own wretched journeys. I was barely hanging on, my mantra lost within the horrific thoughts that cascaded over me. I knew now that there was no tree, no way out of this, and I’d been fooled from the very beginning. The so-called goddess I’d seen was a dream that I’d conjured, thinking myself capable of going off on some crazy odyssey to find something that wasn’t even there. Another world opened up in front of me and I walked into it, leaving Sam and the others behind.

      At least I can see, I thought morosely, looking around at the cityscape stretching toward the sullen sky. Glass skyscrapers. I’d seen them before. I heard the report of guns and shouting in the distance. Police ran by dressed in riot gear. “You are the devil!” a woman shrieked when she saw me.  When she grabbed me, I twisted away, unable to form words for a moment.

      “Why do you think that?” I finally managed to shout, stepping back.

      “Because…because, he says so!” she yelled, pointing to a poster of a man plastered against the wall. A picture of me was in his hands, his forefinger pointing to it, the words, KILL HER in large letters at the top.  I’d seen this heavy-set man with the thinning hair before, but I couldn’t remember where.  When the woman tried to attack me, I ran, skirting around the unruly crowds gathered on the sidewalks and hurtling toward a narrow alleyway. I scanned down the street, watching in horror as a man shoved a woman to her knees and raped her right there in front of everyone. Her screams rent the air as the police watched in cold indifference. I ran toward them, but before I reached them, I was grabbed from behind and thrown to the ground, my skirt up around my waist a second later.  He was nearly on top of me when I twisted and put my hands out, sending him flying backward. “Get her!” the man yelled when I rose to my feet and took off.

      By the time I reached the alley I was shaking so hard I could barely stand. Women were huddled in a tight group, their eyes wide when they saw me. “You’re that…”

      “Where are we?”

      “This is New York City. You must know that. Why are you here? These people will tear you apart.”

      “I’m…” the sentence froze in my mouth as a crowd of men carrying crosses rushed into the alley. “Run!” I shouted, but the women didn’t move. The crazed men ran by them, their focus on me.

      “Get her! She’s the devil’s spawn!”

      I sprinted down the alley and rounded the corner, running for my life. The deafening gun report was followed by a bullet whizzing by my ear. I had to get out of here! The opportunity presented itself in another alley I’d chosen to run into, but this one was a dead end. Luckily, a narrow, crooked fissure lit up the side of a brick building, and when I stuck my fingers into it, the crack widened, revealing another dimension. I slipped inside and it closed behind me, leaving all the noise and chaos on the other side.

      “What are you doing here again?”

      I looked up to see the bald man, his former smooth face wizened with age. Had I been in the future? “I was trying to escape a mob who wanted to kill me. I have to go back—they’re raping women and killing people!”

      He stared at me calmly. “You seem to attract trouble, Sylvie.”

      “How can you say that? I’m trying to stop it!”

      He regarded me for a moment before he pulled the hood of his robe up and set off along a meandering path. “Follow me, and this time, please try and remember your mission.”

      I glanced into the shadows. “Cara and Sam and the ones left…are they…?”

      He turned to face me. “This is your last chance to do what you came for—try not to let distractions throw you off course again.”

      “Are you saying they’re all dead?”

      My question was left unanswered as he tugged at a dark line that appeared in front of us and shoved me through. I tumbled in, catching myself with my hands as I fell to my knees in utter darkness. I listened and waited, wondering where I was. Had I passed through the bad energy area or was I still in it? When the wind came up, I was not prepared for its ferocity. It slammed into me as soon as I tried to stand, sending me sprawling. I crawled along the ground, feeling my way with my hands and wishing I still had the map. I couldn’t remember when I’d lost the thing, but it was definitely gone.

      When I thought of it, though, I remembered everything about it, as though it was imprinted on my mind. I had to trust that I was headed in the right direction—my wizened friend had trust in me, now I had to trust in myself. His words, ‘last chance’, sent a shiver through me as I rose to a crouched position and pressed forward into the wind. My mind was blank and I could barely feel my feet as I struggled in a direction that seemed right. I couldn’t see anything.
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        * * *

      

      The wind stopped. But what came after was worse. Whispered words wafted around me: You’re on the wrong path, you’re headed in the wrong direction, you’ve lost your way and need to go back. I tried to ignore them, but the more they persisted the more difficult it became. Was I on the right path? I had no real idea where I was. I stopped to take stock, my hand going to my heart that was beating way too fast. I imagined earth energy rising from the soles of my feet upward--a golden stream of light, thick like honey and filled with everything I needed to find my way.

      The landscape lightened slightly, fog still filling in the shadowy bits but allowing the distances to come into view. The island was there—I could actually see it. Still far away, but within my sights at least. Water surrounded it, and on the island, I could see what I’d seen on the map—tall walls of dark stone. My elation disappeared. I had to sleep—just a little nap for a few minutes to bring back my resolve. I curled up on the ground like a cat and closed my eyes.

      When I woke again the light had dimmed slightly. In front of me was a pile of nuts and berries and two shells of a chestnut filled with water. I hungrily stuffed them into my mouth and drank the water. Thank you, I mouthed, looking up at the bleak sky. Raven was helping me despite his insistence that I had to do it all on my own. Perhaps I’d finally proven myself. But I still had a long way to go. Before I could stop it, the longing for him rose up. I shook it away and put my mind on the island in the distance.

      

      It wasn’t long before a shifting group of ghost-like people wafted around me. An elder from my village told me I was needed there. He went into great detail about how, since I left, the place was in chaos and that my energy was what had held it all together. “You must come home, Sylvie,” he pleaded. “Your mother is here.” After him was my friend Dobo, looking haggard and distraught. “Sylvie, you have to help us! We’re starving to death!” Raven was next, his deep-set eyes pulling me into them. “I love you, Sylvie. Leave this impossible task and come with me.” I wanted to believe him so much that I did reach for his hand. But before I could touch him, he was gone.

      “Leave me alone, all of you!” I shouted. The visions stopped for a while and then began again, this time even more horrific--scenes of upheaval, as though the desert scape around me was rising up and leaving chasms—earthquakes rolling under my feet, making me fall. In the distance I saw armies marching, villages being set on fire, women being brutalized, animals running from the flames and noise. The history of the world paraded in front of my eyes as I fought for control. Figures moved in and out of the dusty haze, falling to their knees to die in the mud. Women ran from men and men ran from other men, falling and dying as they were shot in the back.

      “Stop! Please stop!” I screamed, but the scenes kept coming. Explosions filled the sky with smoke and fire, the ground itself caught fire, the flames moving toward me in a wide swath that I could not escape. I fell to the ground as the fire swept over me, my skin burning and my skirts on fire. I heard screaming, shouting, the smell of burning flesh. Mine.

      I was still lying there when the rain began, a deluge from a sky that had no clouds. I heard a strange sound and looked up to see gray beasts hurtling through the air, something shooting from within them that hurtled to the ground and exploded. I closed my eyes and covered my ears and screamed and screamed.
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        * * *

      

      I woke sometime later to a sickly yellow sky. There was no sign of the explosions I’d seen nor any sign of the fire. What I’d seen haunted me. Pointless wars that sought power and control. They’d been going on since man first walked the earth. It was the darker side of man’s nature that was at fault . The tree was the last vestige of something that had nearly been obliterated—the simple truth of what mattered. And they were unwilling to see what their actions were causing—the end of everything.

      But if it had always been this way, how could I change it? I was up against a force of energy that had been around since the dawn of time. People turned on those who were different from them, grabbing what they could for themselves, whether it be a plot of land or the access to food.

      My village and all the settlements I’d seen were coping with no rain and depleted soil. My father was helping to bring life to a place where women could no longer bring healthy babies into the world. The indigenous tribes were busy gathering others into their village in order to strengthen their numbers and work together. The community outside San Francisco was attempting to live in harmony.  All of it seemed pointless when I remembered the horror of San Francisco and New York City, and the place where women had collars around their necks—the idea that God was telling them to do what was clearly cruel and inhumane. In my village and in the terrible visions I’d been part of, men had simply taken over, not allowing women a life of their own or to be educated and make their own decisions. And it wasn’t only women—anyone who looked different or didn’t conform were in the same position.

      The enormity of it all pierced my heart like poison arrows. The feminine principle that kept it all from devolving into chaos was either gone or about to die. This was what it was all about. I didn’t know I was crying until my tears landed on the parched ground. I’d come this far—even if there was no chance of success, I had to try.

      Keeping those high black walls in sight I set out for the final part of my journey, hoping against hope that I could find a way to complete my quest.
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      Thick fog settled around me as I drew closer to the moat. The circle of water was so wide I could barely make out the island in the center. Everything about the place was so much larger than I’d envisioned. I saw no streams or rivers leading into it. Where did the water come from? That no rain fell here was confirmed by the parched and cracked ground, and the lack of vegetation.

      It took me two full days to circle the wide moat, hoping to find a way across. There had once been a bridge, but the only thing left of it were scattered pilings.Between walking and pondering, my sleep had been non-existent, the nearness of the tree tugging at me as I struggled to find a boat or a way to make a raft. I finally came to the unhappy conclusion that I would have to swim—there was simply no other way. But the distance seemed impossible—I was never a strong swimmer, my spirit resonating with earth energy, not the watery world where everything blurred and turned vague. If only I could fly. But I was not a bird and Raven was not here.

      The air was frigid, and the water felt even colder. I took off my clothes and tied them into a bundle, looping it around my neck as I eyed the murky depths. Large shapes undulated beneath the surface. Looking for the best spot to enter the water took my mind off the goosebumps on my skin and the shivering, but when the wind came up, I decided that it didn’t much matter. The shapes I’d seen had to be fish, didn’t they? Fish were my friends and they always came around when I went to the river. But this was not a river, and these fish seemed bigger and possibly dangerous. They could be the last defense for the island and the tree. If that was the case, they would kill me the minute I stepped in.

      I stood there shivering for a good five minutes, contemplating my next move. When I slipped in, I let out a little cry as the cold sucked the heat from my body. A second later I pushed my arms and legs through the water, trying desperately to bring warmth back to my frozen limbs. At first it was only something sliding by my leg, a slithery feeling that I tried to ignore. I kept going, splashing as I kicked furiously to propel myself faster. But when something grabbed my leg, I let out a sharp cry and struggled against it. It didn’t let go.

      Muddy green and murky colors drifted by as I was dragged under. The deeper I got the murkier things became, everything around me a sort of a hazy dark gray. I struggled to free my leg, but it was as though it was caught in a vise. I would die down here. I would open my mouth and water would come into my lungs and I would drown.

      When it happened, I was ready, my thoughts on Raven and my missed opportunity to be with him. The loss of the tree came second, as I sucked in water and went limp. My tears mixed with the water as I said my goodbyes, hoping that Raven could hear me in his aerie above the earth.

      Time danced around me, shapes and sounds twisting my thoughts. Was I dead? When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a world that made no sense. I was dry and my lungs felt fine. I was dressed in a lavender gown that hung off one shoulder. On my head was a crown of flowers. Pale marble reflected my misty form, and around me were three walls of shelves filled with books. A library. As I was examining the titles I heard a voice, turning to see a woman gliding toward me. “You’ve finally arrived,” she said sweetly, her pale eyes echoing the marble.

      I’d seen her before, but I couldn’t recollect when or where. “This isn’t where I’m supposed to be.”

      Her gaze darkened slightly before she smiled. “Of course, it is, Sylvie. You were born to this.”

      I shook my head and pointed toward the coved ceiling. “I’m supposed to be up there, finding the tree.”

      Her lips pursed in displeasure and she waved a hand around indicating the books. “This is your library. It was put here for you and you alone. The tree is just a tree. It does not need your attention.”

      A languid sensation crept over me, my resolve dissolving like the puddles of water on the stone floor. “I have to resurrect the feminine principle,” I murmured uncertainly.

      She laughed. “That is not your destiny. This is your destiny. Come with me and I’ll introduce you to the others.” She grabbed my hand and tugged me along a hallway that emerged in front of us as we walked. Wall sconces appeared on either side of us, the light of them disappearing as we walked past. It wasn’t long before we entered a large ballroom lit with thousands of candles set on tables, and from chandeliers hanging from the curved ceiling. The walls were mirrors, reflecting the many people who waited for us, candlelight flickering in each image that repeated endlessly. I could see myself there, the soft folds of the lavender dress pooling around my legs, the flowers in my hair and my wide eyes looking back at me, over and over until I became dizzy.

      I heard the distant sound of music before I was whisked onto the dance floor on the arm of a man. “Raven?” I whispered as he whirled me around. Instead of answering he pulled me close and kissed me. I fell into his arms. I had a second chance, and this time I wouldn’t waste it. My image blurred in the reflections as we whirled across the floor together, my body pressed against his, my hand clutched in his hand. The music came from everywhere at once, the notes crystal clear and hanging in the air before vanishing as the next ones arrived. Raven’s arms held me tight as the heady music circled around us. I’d longed for this moment. I gave in to all of it, my body registering what I’d held at bay for so long. Raven was here. I was in his arms.

      The days and nights rolled by in a blur, the glittery mirage-like images in the mirrors and the dancing taking up the days while the nights were filled with dreamlike images of Raven, his body changing from bird to man in a sort of surreal undulation that I found fascinating and arousing. When I wasn’t dancing in a phantasm of music and Raven’s arms, I was in the library searching for books to read. But when I pulled them out, they fell apart in my hands, turning quickly to dust. I never spoke to anyone, only responding in kind to their constant smiles, the pleasure of dancing with Raven satisfying some inner craving that I couldn’t get enough of.

      As time flowed by, I thought of little else but the moment I was in, the sensation of being held, the silky feel of the material clinging to my body, the shimmer of the lights and the music. And Raven, his dark head bent to mine. When I spoke to him, he never answered, but that was all right. Just being held within the circle of his arms and his kiss was enough.

      I was in the hall of mirrors when it happened. I’d asked Raven a question, but instead of answering he kissed me. I was tired of his kisses. I wanted to know where I was and find out why Raven refused to talk to me. I’d grown tired of dancing—I wanted more. But when I gazed into his eyes, his seemed like mirrors that only reflected the outer world. “Raven?” I tugged his chin down, trying to make contact, but his expression never changed. It was in that moment that I knew that this was not Raven and none of this was real. I pulled away and ran, but the hallway was no longer there and the people blocked me at every turn. I struggled against them, pushing and shouting, but I could not get past them. The mirrors spun my image back at me, so many I couldn’t count. I fell into them and was swallowed, swirling in a world that was all motion and color and sound.

      I struggled against it, but could not free myself. It was then that I spied a dark crack in the marble that flew past me. I scrambled toward it, reaching out with the fingers of my right hand as the creature pretending to be Raven grabbed onto my left. The music and laughter grew louder, the colors more shimmering. When Raven called out to me—the first words the imposter had said, I felt the pull of him and the seductive nature of whatever this was. His words, ‘I love you, Sylvie! Stay with me!’ pierced through my resolve, which trickled away. I glanced back at the glittering candles, the sheer curtains blowing in the breeze, the golden costumes of the dancers reflected in the mirrors. But when I caught sight of the vacant sparkling eyes, the perfect hair, the black coat that fit him so perfectly—I knew this was not Raven. And when I looked again at the costumed people, the candles and the mirrors, they began to blur and dissolve like water. In that second, I jerked my arm away and slipped through the gap.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-foot walls of black stone loomed into view above where I lay. I was on the island, but the watery world still possessed me, the feeling that I had barely escaped sending waves of fear though my body. I was still wearing the lavender gown, but now it was wet and ripped, the fabric fraying as though made of fairy dust. I breathed in and out, trying to calm myself as I stared upward at the seamless rock. I rose and moved around the walls, hoping for a crack or a door. As I moved the dress disintegrated, until finally, I was naked. I came upon my bundle of clothes a few minutes later and pulled the camisole over my head and pulled my mother’s skirt and the sweater on over my underclothes.

      The silence of the place was eerie and had a deadness to it, the once green grass along the embankment as dry as dust.  I stilled my thoughts, hoping for a message or a vision or a sign—any sign. When none came, I closed my eyes and gave over to the grief. The dazzling scenes of the underwater world flashed by my eyes, the allure of it still haunting me. I felt the creeping darkness come over, the scolding voices beginning.

      My mother’s death was my fault. If I hadn’t been born, she would be alive. Several people I’d met along the way seemed to indicate that she was still alive, but I no longer thought it was true. If she were, how could she leave me alone for nearly twenty years? Nothing made sense, not the red shawl or the shape-shifting bird or much of anything that had happened in the past couple of months.

      The dream goddess had set me on this path, another obvious sign of deception. Why had I embarked on it again once I returned? The answer to that was that the elders were about to hang me. And what about the note I found? Written in my mother’s hand. So many conflicting stories related to the elusive tree that supposedly stood behind these massive walls of stone. If it was Yggdrasil, its size would be a thousand times larger than this space encircled with stone. The thought of the Norse gods and goddesses no longer interested me. I knew now that they would not magically appear. There was also Raven, the bird/man who led me on this fool’s errand and at the last minute abandoned me to my fate.

      I gazed upward in despair to where the walls disappeared into the foggy haze. I’d spent the past days searching--there were no cracks in the stone circle that stretched many miles across. The girls and the boys I’d traveled with were gone now, killed by beasts or supernatural forces, or perhaps not even real. My life had turned upside down, leaving me to die on this island. When I glanced at the water I saw the fish, their mouths open and full of teeth. They circled the island waiting. My stomach growled, reminding me of how long it had been since I’d had food. There was nothing here and not a drop of water that I was willing to drink.

      I should have stayed below in the dreamworld.
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      Day turned into night, a cold wind blowing across the water and making wavelets that threatened the banks. I still had my shawl and huddled next to the wall to escape the worst of the gale. The rain, when it came, let droplets of ice drip down my sweater. My shaking threatened to rattle my teeth out of my head. By the time the sky lightened I was curled into a ball of misery.

      Two full days and nights later I was so weak that I could barely stand. I’d had no further visions or insights to help my predicament. Death was close—I could feel it creeping in the shadows at night and lurking around the edges of the walls in the day. I welcomed it.

      I was breathing shallowly, my heartbeat slowing. The cold I’d felt was suddenly gone. Snow fell, blanketing my body where I lay flat on my back with my arms out-stretched. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten and the only water I’d had was from the rain and now the snow. Each flake that landed was a reminder of how close death was. I’d given up trying to rise to my feet, each breath more painful than the last.

      Darkness rolled over me and I felt the moment when the end came. I looked down on my body. It lay like an empty shell, frozen tears on my gaunt face, and hips jutting through the thin cloth of my dress. The red shawl had fallen from my shoulders, the only bright spot in the white that covered everything. I heard wings as the angel carried my essence into the air. The one true God I had never believed in had sent his helpers. Where they were taking me, I had no idea, but I was finally free. The world I was in was white, not white like the snow, but one that was full of light. I closed my eyes and let go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I swatted at the noise. Was death always this loud? But when I heard my name shouted and felt the slap on my chapped cheek, I opened my eyes. Raven was looking down at me, his worried expression bewildering. “Where am I?” I whispered out of a throat gone dry.

      He shook his head and tried to smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You’re…” but the sentence was left unfinished as he placed his cheek against mine, his tears warm on my cold skin.

      I tried to move, but I couldn’t seem to lift my arms. “Am I dead?”

      Raven lifted me and cradled me against him, his long fingers in my hair. “You’re alive, Sylvie, but another minute and you wouldn’t have been.”

      I took in his words, trying to remember the recent past. All I remembered was dark stone and snow, and then the light and the sensation of moving through air as though it was my natural state. “You…you brought me back from the dead,” I managed to mumble. “You’re a healer as well as a shapeshifting bird?”

      When talking brought on a coughing fit, Raven bent me forward and patted my back. “I’ve never healed until this moment.”

      I took in air, savoring the act of breathing. When I moved my head to look up at him, his face was covered with tears. The expression on his face was one I’d never seen before. “I didn’t make it, Raven. I failed.”

      He didn’t speak as he pulled me close again, his arms tight around me and his head buried in my neck.  I felt the catch in his breath as he tried to compose himself. “It’s my fault. If I’d come sooner, we could have managed it together.”

      “The walls—no way in.”

      “You were there, Sylvie. Those walls are the outside of the tree.”

      The act of talking had me coughing again, the wracking spasms painful as I tried to draw in a breath.

      “I wanted to help but he held me back.”

      “Who held you back?”

      He shook his head, his eyes growing dark. “The one…the one who sent me in the first place.”

      A tingle went up my spine as I took in his words. “I don’t understand.”

      “It was decided that with my help you would come to the wildlands.

      But finding the tree? That was never meant to be.”

      “You…you were on his side?”

      Raven let go of my hand and crossed his arms across his chest. “I was chosen to be your guide. He never thought you’d get as far as you did.”

      “But you saved me from the beast and from the fire.”

      He nodded. “To gain your trust. But they went too far.”

      I was too weak to be angry, too exhausted to determine what this all meant. I closed my eyes and was instantly asleep.

      

      When I woke up later, I was able to lift my head to look around. It seemed we were in a structure built within the wide limbs of a tree. The thick conifer branches blocked out the view and I was lying on thick blankets atop a wood plank floor, another blanket wrapped around me.  Raven was sitting cross-legged beside me, the same worried expression on his face. I glanced at him and quickly away, my thoughts of what he'd done rendering me speechless. He didn’t try and defend himself, only telling me that he had roasted a game bird over the fire and it was cooling.

      I nodded my thanks, the hollow of my belly making me double up as I registered my hunger. He handed me my water bottle before rising and disappearing over the edge of the platform. I wondered how we would get through this new development.

      A few minutes later he was back, the charred bird on the stick in his hand making my mouth water. When he handed it to me, I bit into the succulent meat, my hunger turning me into a beast as I devoured the meat.

      “Take it easy,” he muttered, watching me. “You’re starving and your stomach has shrunk.”

      But I couldn’t stop myself, and by the time I’d finished, I found to my horror that I was sick. I crawled to the edge of the platform and heaved up what I’d just eaten before curling up in agony.

      “I warned you,” Raven muttered. “I should have made soup.”

      “You make soup?” I managed to ask, glancing at him.

      He scoffed and made a face. “If I have to.” He rose and headed by me, disappearing down the ladder to the forest floor.

      I fell asleep again.

      “Sylvie.”

      I opened my eyes. I was back on the blankets, my clothes were gone and a blanket was wrapped around me. “Where are my clothes?”

      Raven made a sound of disgust. “I washed them, but they have to dry.”

      Beside me I found a hollowed out wooden bowl filled with liquid. His domesticity was surprising. “Is this…?”

      “Soup? Yes.”

      I pushed myself to sitting and drank the soup obviously made from the bones of the bird he’d killed earlier. Once I was finished, I felt a tiny bit better. Until I remembered what Raven had done. “You can’t make up for your behavior with soup.”

      His eyes met mine. “That isn’t why I made it. I…”

      “You’re going to tell me you saved my life. I know that, Raven, but you’re the reason I was out there in the first place.”

      “Is that so? And I thought you were on a mission to find the tree.”

      I glanced away and looked down. “I thought you cared about me.”

      “Do you remember me telling you not to go into the wildlands?”

      “Yes, but you knew I had to. It was the only way…”

      “Not so, Sylvie. I told you I could help, but instead you chose the hard way.”

      He had told me, but I ignored him. “Who is it you’re working for?”

      “I was given a job and I performed it as best I could. What I didn’t know was how I would…”

      “A little late for that now, don’t you think?”

      “How I would feel about you…” he finished, rising to his feet. He ran his fingers though his hair and stared out at the trees.

      “So, who gave you this job?”

      “I’m a guide, Sylvie. I do whatever I’m called upon to do. Because of who I am I have unusual abilities that are sought after.”

      “You are avoiding my question—who asked you to guide me?”

      He turned toward me, his face a mask of pain. “He told me to watch out and keep you safe.”

      I shook my head in frustration. “Do you expect me to believe you didn’t know what this person intended?”

      “I suspected when we ran into the beast who pretended to be your mother, but since I was able to get rid of it so easily, I thought it was just a coincidence.”

      When I glanced at him his eyes were focused on the floor, his back hunched forward. “But they made it clear I was not to reach the tree…is that why you told me no one ever comes out of there alive?”

      “I didn’t say alive. I said no one comes out of there. I told you that because it’s the truth. And as I said, I offered to get you there by other means—why didn’t you take me up on that?”

      I couldn’t answer that question for a minute or two. Finally, I said, “I didn’t believe you when you said you could get me there.”

      When he glanced at me again, his eyebrows pulled together in worry. “You need to rest and regain your strength.”

      “Will you be here when I wake up?”

      “I promise I won’t leave you,” he whispered.

      I let out a sigh and curled up. A moment later he pulled the blankets over me, tucking them in around my shivering body. I listened to his movements, afraid he would disappear again, but sleep quickly took me over.

      When I woke again the fox was curled up next to me. I’d never been so happy to see an animal in my life. I rubbed his ears as tears dripped down my face and landed in his fur. When I looked up, Raven was watching me. “He can’t climb the ladder.”

      “Thanks for carrying him up.”

      Days went by as I rested and ate the food Raven prepared—soups and stews that contained watercress and nuts as well as the rabbit meat and wild fowl he caught and killed. When I had to relieve myself, Raven turned into his enormous bird self and carried me down. He waited with his back to me before he returned me to my bed in the trees. The fox had figured out to run along a limb like a squirrel and climb down to hunt. He found his way back in the same manner, his presence the only thing keeping me sane as I regained my strength.

      Raven and I rarely talked now, our only interactions having to do with food, water, and my other needs. I was slowly getting stronger, but inside I mourned the loss of him. When I looked at him, I saw a stranger who had taken on a job, rather than a man and a bird who I’d trusted and fallen in love with. Those feelings were long gone now. The place inside me where Raven lived was now a hollow thing—empty and aching.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning arrived when I felt the burning need to be on my way. Raven was gone, off on a hunting trip when I rose and gathered my things together. I called to the fox as I climbed down the ladder and viewed my surroundings with an eye to figuring out where I was.

      The mountain that lay between me and the town of Reverent was some distance away. The mere idea of having to travel through that horrible place again made my stomach churn. But what other choice did I have? Raven wasn’t part of the equation anymore.

      My healing process had been slow, with Raven making sure I was fed and helping me down to the ground when I needed it, but there had been no words to clear up what lay between us. And as the days passed and the silence thickened, tension had settled into my neck, making it ache. I wanted more than anything to have him apologize or at least explain why he’d done what he’d done. He’d never even told me who hired him to keep me away from the tree. It was too late now —I was on my way without him, knowing that without his help I could never get past those spires of black rock. I was merely a job for him.

      When I whistled again for the fox and he didn’t come I figured he was with Raven or hunting on his own. I didn’t have the time to wait for him. Raven would watch out for him. Something inside me felt dead. I had no plan other than hoping for a miracle.
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        * * *

      

      It took me three days to get from the forest to Revenant. My strength lay in the will that had risen up, demanding that I fulfill this task, even if it killed me. I only paused in Revenant long enough to barter for a bag of food, handing over my mother’s ivory comb in order to feed myself. Luckily, I’d had the presence of mind to stash it in the pocket of my dress instead of in the pack. It had come in handy on many occasions, I thought to myself, running my fingers through my tangles. It felt wrong to give it up, but I had to eat.

      The tall spires that signaled the entrance into the wildlands were just as imposing as before. Stepping through left me weak with fear for a second before I stopped to give myself a pep talk. The wind blew the shawl away and I had to run after it, my hands already numb from the cold. The caw startled me, causing me to trip over a rock and fall to my knees.

      When I rose again Raven was standing there staring at me, a hard look on his face.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he shouted.

      I shook my head in exasperation. “What kind of question is that? You know exactly what I’m doing.”

      “Didn’t we establish that this was an impossible task? You nearly died the last time.”

      His beautiful face was even more so in the low light—ethereal and a glow coming from within. I hated him so much I wanted to strangle him. “I have to try, Raven. Are you still following orders?” I thought he would argue, but he only gave me one last searing look before he shifted and flew away, disappearing upward.

      I let out a long sigh before I picked up my courage and moved forward. His remark about me nearly dying had shaken my resolve. I remembered all too well the pain I’d gone through before he found me. This time I was depending on the dimensions to help me, but I also realized that the bald man had said it was my last chance the last time I’d been here. No gods or goddesses, or whatever he was, would help me now. I was on my own.

      Time passed. I had no idea where I was or where I was going. But it seemed that the creatures and the evil I’d experienced were no longer out here. Or they had backed off for some reason that I couldn’t fathom. I felt changed after everything that had happened—older. I knew the pitfalls now and I was no longer afraid of death.
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        * * *

      

      The dim day turned into dark night, the cold becoming ice-like as needles pierced through the thin layers of my clothing. I had nothing but my shawl and no place to shelter. Death was on my trail and I could feel the shadows creeping closer. I was in despair when I heard the heavy beat of wings. Before I could think what was happening, I was lifted into the air. I tried to get away, but the talons holding me did not let go, all my shrieks and fighting only serving to make me weaker. We flew on through darkness, wind rushing by my ears and the cold air freezing the muscles of my face. It was a long time before the sky began to lighten, the clouds dispersing to reveal the heavy walls of dark stone in the close distance. From where I was, I could see how immense the circle of stone actually was. But inside, the circle remained shadowy and indistinct. Was there a tree there or not? A few moments later and we were there. Raven placed me next to the wall and turned into the man. We stared at one another until I said, “You think I’ll forgive you now?”

      Raven shook his head. “I don’t care if you forgive me or not. I have done what I thought was right and brought you to the tree.”

      “This isn’t the tree. It’s an impenetrable wall of stone.”

      “Did you hear what I told you a few days ago, Sylvie? This is the tree. You found it on your own, but you didn’t know what it was. It’s the outermost part that has turned into petrified wood.”

      I remembered his words the day he’d rescued me, but I hadn’t taken them in. “But what now? I don’t see a tree.”

      “It’s beyond human comprehension,” he muttered, his head shaking back and forth as if humans were the dumbest species on earth.

      “What do you mean? How do I get in there?”

      “That’s up to you. I got you here and my job is done.”

      “But…”

      “You have to figure out the rest on your own.”

      “But how do I get past the outer walls?”

      “How have you gotten past anything? Do what you did before.” With that the man turned into a bird and lifted away.

      I stared at the walls, my mind whirling. I was here and this was the tree. But why did it look like a stone wall? I began a slow walk around the at least ten-mile or more circumference, wondering what I was supposed to do. If this was the tree then I’d done what I’d been called to do, but I certainly expected some conclusion. Was I supposed to go inside the thing, water it? That made me laugh. I spent the rest of the day walking the perimeter, trying to figure out what I was looking at. The walls were hard and dark, reaching so far up that I couldn’t see the end of them. The ground under my feet undulated with snake-like hard places that I tripped over. When I dug down, I discovered thick woody branches the length of my body. I was marveling at the intricate system when I noticed a spark of paleness. I had almost missed the thin sliver of light in the dark stone. I rushed to the wall and pressed my fingers into the narrow cleft and pried it open. I stepped through.
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      I was in utter darkness. I let my eyes adjust before I rose to my feet to survey where I might be. The last thing I remembered was falling through the rift in the walls of stone. The rift I’d pried open. When I held out my fingers a soft glow came from the tips, enough light for me to survey my surroundings--another part of the new me that I hadn’t known about until this moment. I seemed to be in a tunnel of some sort, the walls and ceiling made of a woody material that crumbled when I touched it. There was a smell of rot and the scent of mushrooms that seemed off, like the mushrooms were past their prime. As I stepped forward, something squished beneath my boots. When I bent to look the entire floor was tangled with trailing mycelium.  “What happened here?” I muttered, searching through the rotting mass. Trees were kept alive by mycelium, their interconnectedness like veins that traveled underground communicating between them. At least I’d learned something from all my reading.

      I heard mumbling and glanced down the tunnel to see several moles moving toward me. Moles were pretty much blind so I called out to keep them from running into me. They stopped and sniffed the air before one of them said, “You.” It wasn’t spoken and it wasn’t language, it was more the idea of it settling into my mind.

      “Are you talking to me?” I asked.

      The moles came close, their velvet fur glowing warm gray in the light coming from my fingers. “Late.”

      The entire situation was so strange that I just went along with it. “I’m sorry, but I got held up—I almost didn’t make it at all. But where am I?”

      “Roots,” I heard in my head.

      “This is the root system of the tree? I thought I was in another dimension.”

      There was no answer to this as though the concept was beyond them. “If the roots are in bad shape what about the tree?” I continued.

      “Bad.” They scurried past me and headed into the dirt, the claws of their forelegs digging until they quickly disappeared.

      I felt alien, as though my normal reality had deserted me entirely. Moles who knew about me and communicated, a tunnel that was underground but somehow related to the tree. I kept going, trying hard to understand why I was here and what had happened that was causing the terrible rotting odor. The answers came in fits and starts, either the mycelium or the roots or both, sending me glimpses of what had created this mess. Visions of men cutting trees and hauling them away, and then harvesting the roots until the trees toppled, flashed by in quick bursts of light. In order to make money they had undermined the entire system that held up the worlds. And they were continuing to do so. How could I stop them? I had no power in the world of men.

      I’d been making my careful way down the narrow tunnel when it widened and emptied into a sizable cavern. Threadlike roots hung down from the uneven dirt that formed the ceiling of the large space. I heard voices before I saw the many women who were standing together under a sliver of light that spilled down from a narrow crevasse above. In their midst was the desert woman, Mara. When she saw me, she let out a shout of welcome, the other women all turning to look at me as I approached. “Here you are as I predicted,” she said, glancing at the shawl around my shoulders. “It has taken you longer than I thought. Did that meddling raven lead you astray?”

      “No. He saved my life the first time around and he brought me here this time. I owe him everything.” As the words spilled out of my mouth, I realized that I’d forgiven him completely. He’d made up for his duplicity and had regained my trust and my love. But I hadn’t told him. “What is my purpose here? I certainly can’t fix what’s been done by the men who only care about profit.”

      “You are the spirit of the forest, Sylvie. Just your presence here is already restoring some of what’s been taken.”

      I thought about that for a moment. I’d been named Sylvie, but that was only a name. “The mycelium has been severely harmed.”

      “Yes,” she answered. The other women nodded, their focus on me.

      “What am I supposed to do?” I asked after a few moments of silence.

      “It will come to you. As I said, just your being here is already helping.”

      “I don’t feel anything.”

      “You feel empathy for the tree, am I right? And you want to help it recover.”

      “But I don’t know how to help it! And I certainly can’t stop the men from cutting down the trees. They’re raping the forest just as they rape the women I saw in other dimensions. I was nearly one of them. They think they have the right to lord it over women and nature.”

      “You have no idea who you are, do you? You need to speak with someone who has been waiting a long time.”

      “Who?” But she was already leading me into another tunnel, this one winding and lit up with luminescence that cast a greenish glow from the walls and ceiling.
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        * * *

      

      I was not prepared for the opulence of the underground room we entered. A bed made entirely of twigs and vines sat against one wall with a table made of twigs next to it. The quilt was rumpled, as though the bed had been recently slept in and on the floor was a scattering of clothing.

      On the dirt floor was a rug woven from grassy weeds of differing shades of yellow, brown, and pale rose. The entire room was lit up with the luminescence I’d seen in the tunnels, creating an atmosphere of warmth and light. From the ceiling many drying herbs hung down, the intoxicating familiar scents filling my nostrils. A woman with long silver hair sat in a chair, and next to her stood a man. I recognized him immediately as Handal.

      When she rose, her shining silvery eyes washed over me like a wave of warm water. I felt it in the deepest part of me—the part that knew things. She smiled and came forward with her hands held out. When she was close enough, I grasped them in mine, hoping that this time she wouldn’t turn into a beast and try to kill me. Her eyes were filled with unshed tears as she pulled me into her arms. I felt her heartbeat, her earthy flowery scent bringing a sense memory along with it. Tears welled and spilled onto her shoulder. I was too overwhelmed to speak.

      It was several minutes before we pulled apart. When I glanced around the room, I noticed that the desert woman had gone, leaving me alone with Handal and my mother. This was the woman in my original vision, the one I’d assumed was a goddess. I also recognized her voice from the woman in the blindingly white dimension I’d stepped into it, the one who told me she was a helper.  She’d been there all along.

      “Sit, Sylvie,” she murmured, gesturing to the one chair. A second later there was a fire burning in what had been a dirt wall a moment before, the logs crackling and giving off a comforting heat. I moved to the chair, turning to see Handal and my mother exchange a significant look before coming to stand in front of me.

      I shook with nerves and shock, my expectations of this moment taken over by reality. My mother was small—she only came up to Handal’s shoulder, her long hair the same color as her eyes. Her skin was the same mocha shade as mine and she was wearing a dress that seemed spun out of cobwebs that clung to her slim form like a second skin. I could tell by how they gazed at one another that there was love between them and also love for me, a love that settled around me like a cloak of light.

      My mother was the first to speak, her lilting voice filling me with emotion. I felt exposed and raw, my feelings running along the surface of my skin and making me tremble.

      “My dearest Sylvie. I cannot tell you how wonderful it is to see you here. To be able to put my arms around you.” She glanced at my skirt and smiled. “I see that you found my forbidden skirt. It fits you well and it suits you.” She glanced at my father who was watching us. “I am sure you have a thousand questions for both of us, and I hope we can answer them. Your father and I have waited for this day, hoping it would come to be.”

      “We wondered if what we’d dreamed about and tried to set into motion would happen after all,” Handal added, his gaze settling on me. “I was dumbstruck by your arrival in my village. I never expected it, especially since that job I held was so far in the past. Did you know you stepped into the past?”

      “I wasn’t sure where I was for most of that trip. I seemed to move from past to present, and also into the future.” I watched the way their fingers met and how they leaned into one another. It brought tears as I remembered Raven and how my feelings for him had suddenly taken such a prominent place in my heart. “How far back was that? You look older.”

      Handal laughed. “Sixteen years ago, now. I only recently contacted your mother again. We’ve been apart for a long time.”

      “Your father and I have had to pursue separate lives in order to perform our special tasks.”

      When I saw the way she gazed up at him, the rumpled bed and the scattered clothing made sense. They had just reconnected.

      “And you?” I asked my father. “Did you know I was coming?”

      Handal glanced away for a second before he answered. “Of course, I did, Sylvie. Your mother has kept me up to date.”

      “A bird was guiding me, a bird who can shape-shift. His name is Raven. He told me someone hired him. Do you know who it was?”

      My father’s expression faltered, his dark skin paling. “He didn’t tell you?”

      “No. He only said that I was never supposed to reach the tree. But here I am.”

      Handal let out a heavy sigh. “Raven is a guide for hire. He has many who employ him. I suppose it would be one of the men who are up to no good. That raven has no scruples when it comes to who he works for.”

      “He brought me here and he saved my life.”

      Handal glanced at my mother who put a hand on his arm. “Don’t get into it, Handal,” she whispered. “The raven is gone now and Sylvie is here.”

      Handal nodded, color returning to his skin. “You have done what you set out to do.”

      “Your spirit has the ability to heal and transform. You were born to it,” my mother added.

      “This tree situation was known before I was born?”

      Handal nodded. “As I told you when we first met, your mother and I are inter-dimensional beings. We knew this was coming. Only the one born of this earth can stop it. You, Sylvie.”

      I shook my head, my gaze going to the flickering flames. “I don’t feel powerful, even if I can walk between realms and my hands can push back when I’m angry…” my voice trailed off.

      “The trees have communicated with you since you were a baby,” my mother murmured. “It’s how we realized who you were and why we named you Sylvie.”

      “When you first learned to walk, the trees bent down to you, urging you into their midst. They taught you things, Sylvie, things that your mother and I could never have understood. They spoke to you in their own language.”

      “I don’t remember,” I whispered.

      My father stared at me, a dubious look on his face. “A knowing like that doesn’t disappear.”

      I turned to my mother. “You left when I was a baby—why?”

      She gave me a sad smile and came to place her hand on my shoulder. “I was needed here. I’ve been attempting to keep things going, but I failed.”

      “Is the tree dead?”

      “It has been severely depleted. There is only one thing that can save it now.”

      “Please don’t say it’s me.”

      “It will take all of us. There is a link between the women of this world and this tree. They suffer because their worth is not appreciated, just as the tree suffers. You must understand this after what you’ve seen and experienced along the way. Being out of tune with nature will eventually kill everything.”

      “The cities haven’t recovered from what happened hundreds of years ago, and the men are still doing horrible things. I saw it.” I wanted to say more, but even thinking about what happened to me in San Francisco or in Lizzie’s village made me feel sick.

      My mother sighed. “I’m sorry you had to find out the hard way, Sylvie. I am aware of what you went through to get here. If things had gone any further, I would have intervened. But you managed it on your own. This attitude you witnessed will continue. They will take what they need until there is nothing left, just as they did before. The tree is the symbol of life. Taking her roots and her wood and the mycelium that feeds her to use for profit, is depleting her essence. She is dying from within just as the women who are being controlled by men. It is one and the same.”

      I thought of Lizzie and the women in the past who refused to come with me. They had resigned themselves to a fate they didn’t deserve. My mind went to the elders, my mother’s note appearing in my mind. “I found a letter that you wrote to the elders. Why didn’t they heed your words? They were forgiving for a long time, so much so that I wondered why, but at the end they were forcing me into a marriage I didn’t want.”

      My mother’s sad eyes met mine. “They promised me. They told me you would be safe and that they would explain everything once you were of age.”

      “They told me you were dead and that it was time for me to follow the rules.”

      “Shall I tell you the full story? Are you ready for that?”

      I nodded.

      “In the past before you were born, I ran things in your village. I was the matriarch and the elders made up my council. There were women elders then, as well as men. Handal came and went, his work taking him to other communities that had been negatively impacted by the past. You were nearly three when our realm called us home. It wasn’t possible to take you with us—you were needed here on Earth. Your grandfather knew all about it, as did the elders. I extracted a promise from them to keep you safe and to educate you regarding your future. But in the intervening years the women were booted off the council and the focus changed. And then your Afi died.”

      I envisioned how it must have been back then, wishing it could have stayed that way—to be held within a community that cared about me instead of always feeling like an outsider and wondering why.

      “Your Afi, my father, came to see me, you know,” she went on. “He warned me about the changes and told me about the ritual, a terrible practice that had been banned years before. At the time I was powerless to leave my realm. When your nineteenth birthday came and went, I knew that I would have to intervene.”

      “That’s when you appeared to me in the vision.”

      My mother nodded. “At that point I was tethered to the tree, trying to keep her safe until you arrived. If things had gone according to plan, you would have been here already. It is my fault that your confidence and certainty were undermined, and why it was necessary for you to undergo those terrible experiences on your way here. After your Afi’s visit I should have returned, but as I said, it wasn’t possible. Please know in your heart that it was you who kept the forest in the village alive, Sylvie. And it is you who will heal the mother tree.”

      I shook my head as tears welled. “I saw the forests burning when King didn’t. I saw the world as it was at the beginning, but this…I just don’t see it.”

      My mother’s sympathetic gaze went to my father before settling on me. “It isn’t something you have to do.”

      “Then what is it?” I asked.

      “Look back to your childhood--all the time you spent in the woods. Remember,” she intoned, placing her fingers on my third eye.

      When her fingers touched the spot between my eyebrows, I saw the forest through my baby eyes. I was one with the trees, part of nature, connected to all of them. A vague memory appeared, pre-language. Connection, love, and a purpose that I understood on a level that was beyond words. I turned to look at my mother who was watching me with an expectant expression. “I forgot.”

      She nodded. “The elders neglected their duty and the energy of the village changed. But it’s still there, inside you. The trip here proved it. You only need to access it.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw my father moving his hands as though shaping the wind. He caught me looking at him and winked just before the ceiling began to hail down rocks and dirt. A moment later there was a reverberation that shook the room, sending the bed careening as the table overturned. I could have sworn I saw Handal smile just before he yelled, “We have to get out of here!”
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      A rock hit my head and I fell to my knees. I was dizzy and disoriented when my mother pulled me to my feet and dragged me from the room. Behind us the entire ceiling came down, plunging us into darkness. I held out my fingers, glad when a faint light came from the tips. The three of us stopped to catch our breath and brush the dirt and pebbles from our hair and clothes. “What’s happening?”

      “Mining,” Handal muttered.

      “Are the miners here?”

      Handal’s gaze slid away. “The tree is connected--everything affects her.”

      I imagined roots stretching across the world, all trees communicating via the mycelium and the woody tendrils that crisscrossed underground. And as the moments passed by, a feeling of rightness made itself known, the pungent scents of dirt and rock making me feel at home. I was remembering. When the moles came by, I listened for their messages and what I got was the way to safety. “This way,” I muttered after the moles passed by. I led the way down a tunnel that forked to the left, following the instructions in my head. When the tunnel widened into another cavern I came to a stop. “The moles said to wait here.”

      “Wait? Until what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Twenty minutes later we found out what we were waiting for when we heard another horrible rumbling and the tunnel behind us collapsed. My father grabbed my hand and took off running, my mother close behind. We didn’t stop until we came out from under the root system, exiting into the circle behind the wall. A tree towered over us, miles across and more than double in height, the gnarled bark dark with age and branches that reached in every direction. I was overwhelmed for a moment, unable to comprehend the size of it. A gray sky greeted us, rain imminent. The wall of rock, that I now knew was part of the tree, felt protective instead of a way to keep me out. When I looked up, I thought I saw a speck of black, but then the clouds rolled in and it was gone. I heard shouting and men’s voices from the other side of the moat, but I couldn’t see them.

      “They’re here,” my father muttered, his brows pulled together.

      “How did they get here, Handal?” my mother asked, her eyes narrowing.

      Handal shook his head and shrugged.

      “What have you been doing?” she muttered, taking hold of his arm.

      My father glanced at my mother, a look passing between them. “Not anything that would cause this much chaos.”

      “Handal?” Her tone was sharp.

      My father ignored her and stepped through the wall.

      When I ran for the wall, I hit it hard. I grabbed my head, my fingers coming away covered in blood.

      My mother was next to me an instant later.  “Sylvie! What were you thinking?”

      “I…I don’t know. I guess that I was like you and Dad?”

      “I can’t walk through walls.”

      I gazed into her swirling eyes. “I thought you were both inter-dimensional beings.”

      “We are but we can’t do the same things. Now take us through the way you manage it.”

      I ran my fingers over the smooth stone, searching for the telltale line of light. Before I could find it there was a deafening roar and I was thrown into darkness. “Mom?” I felt the walls of dirt close around me, the sense of being deep inside the tunnels again. A minute before I’d been outside in the light, ready to move through the fossilized outer bark of the enormous tree to join my father. Something had shoved me backward.
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        * * *

      

      I followed the tunnel in a downward spiral, searching desperately for a line of light that would free me from this oppressive and claustrophobic hell. I’d screamed myself hoarse and now I was resigned to being cut-off, not only from my mother, but also my father, lost in some labyrinthine passageway that headed into a darkness that my fingers couldn’t penetrate. Disturbing thoughts bubbled up, one by one, as I made my careful way along a narrowing channel. Everything I’d experienced seemed vague now, a haze coming over my memories as though it had all been a dream.

      I was in the deeper roots, the tendrils whispering against my scalp as I moved ever downward. When I called out to the moles there was no answering sound of their strong claws burrowing, and nothing in my mind to indicate they were anywhere around. I kept going. The steep incline grew more treacherous, the trailing ends of roots catching around my legs and tripping me. I began to hear angry mutterings and the clanking of machinery.

      My father had sent me down here—why, I didn’t know, but I was sure it was his doing. There was something going on between him and my mother, and whatever it was had to do with the tree. He wanted me out of the way. But where was my mother?

      The tunnel ended at a room supported on sides and ceiling with wood planks. Lanterns lined the walls and disappeared upward on either side of two metal tracks. A clanking nearly deafened me as a tub-like vehicle rolled into view.  A man was inside it dressed in filthy pants and no shirt, his face and chest sweaty and streaked with dirt. He called out some guttural demand before he jumped out of the cart and began hacking away at a thick root that blocked his way. I felt the root’s pain as the hatchet sliced partially through it. In the next second I was there in front of him, my hands held out to stop him.

      “What in hell are you doing here?” he asked, backing away. “How’d you get in here?”

      “I came through the tunnel.”

      “There ain’t no tunnels here. We’re the ones makin’ em. The old man send you?”

      “What old man?” I turned toward the hole I’d crawled out of, ready to make a quick exit. But now there was nothing there but a blank wall of packed dirt.

      He let out a laugh that chilled me. “Good luck gettin’ out of here,” he whispered, lifting his hatchet as he came toward me.

      “You have to stop this—you’re hurting her!”

      “Who am I hurting? The tree can’t feel, you stupid girl.”

      The metallic clanking returned, a voice shouting down from some place above. “Boss is coming! Hope you’ve cleared the way!”

      “God damn it, girl…get the hell out of my way,” he said, shoving at me. He lifted his hatchet, ready to bring it down hard onto the already damaged root.

      “Stop.” The word came out of my mouth before I’d thought it, the sound of it echoing despite the calm tone. Stop stop stop reverberated over and over, the man’s expression wide-eyed. “Who are you?”

      The question went unanswered as the root began to move, loosening the dirt from around it as it thrashed. I backed away as it twisted around the man’s neck and pulled him down. “Get it off me!” he shrieked, reaching around for the hatchet.

      A moment later two men entered the section of tunnel. “What the fuck is going on, Edgar?” one of them yelled as he took in the scene.

      I was now backed up against the wall, trying to stay out of the way as more roots rose from the packed earth, whipping around like snakes released from a cage. The men were powerless as the tendrils wrapped around them, pulling them down onto their knees where they became more and more entangled. Their high-pitched screams became desperate until they were sucked into the mud that lined the bottom of the tunnel. The silence was sudden and complete until I heard another voice shouting down the tunnel. “Dad? I’m stuck down here!”

      My father appeared a moment later, his face sweaty and red. “Where are the workers?”

      “The roots took them.” I stared at him. “How did you find your way here?”

      His expression clouded for a moment. “I heard you yelling.”

      “They were hurting the tree. I couldn’t let them do it—and now, now they’re dead.”

      My father frowned, his gaze going to the floor where the roots lay passive, a worn boot left behind. “The roots did this?”

      I nodded. “I think it was me being here.”

      I heard the clanging, the sign that another cart was heading our way. “We need to get you to safety,” he muttered, grabbing my arm.

      By then I’d spotted a line of light that would take me out of here. “I can do it on my own,” I told him, wriggling away. “I need to find Mom.” I reached for the zigzag line that led up the wall, wrenched it open and tumbled through.
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      I was on the outside now, on the island amidst the men who fought to get inside. My father appeared a second later. “I thought you were getting your mother. Where is she?”

      “She…” When he tugged me forward the words left me, the sudden realization of what was happening taking over all my senses at once. A high-pitched keening reached my ears as well as screams, shouting, and the heavy thwack of bats hitting soft flesh. The cacophony increased as he pulled me through the chaos toward a waiting boat.  It was as though they didn’t see us. But invisible or not, someone slammed into me. My father pulled me free and kept going, rushing down the hill to an abandoned boat. “Get in!” he ordered, pushing off as I scrambled inside. He rowed us away from the shore, muscles bulging under his heavy wool shirt as he pulled the oars through the murk.  Creatures were all around us, mouths open should we capsize. “What happened?” I managed to mutter. “I wanted to find Mom but instead I ended up outside.”

      “The tree protected you. Your mother is caught in there now and there’s nothing I can do.”

      “Caught where? Can’t she get out on her own?”

      “The men are in there—you saw it for yourself. Your mother is not like you or like me. She can get trapped.”

      The sounds faded as we glided through the water toward the far shore. “We can’t leave her!”

      “We have to, Sylvie. They’ll kill you.”

      “The men…the ones who are killing the tree.”

      His eyes met mine. “Correct.”

      My blood turned cold, my arms going around my body as I took in his words and the expression on his face. The rest of the distance was made in tense silence. When we reached the shore, he grabbed my arm to help me out of the boat. “We need to get to a place of safety.”

      “Where? This entire area is filled with…”

      “I know what it’s filled with. I’ve been dealing with this since before you were born.” He glanced around. “Follow me.”

      As we hurried along, several men ran past us heading toward the island. My father didn’t say a word as they streaked by. “Can they see us?” I finally whispered.

      “No, but they can hear us,” he whispered back.

      On that note I stayed silent, hoping we would arrive somewhere where we could stop and figure out how to retrieve my mother. A dark cloud came over us, obscuring the small amount of light we’d had. When I looked up, I realized it was ravens—thousands of them.

      “They’re here,” my father murmured, the hint of a smile appearing on his face.

      I didn’t have time to ask any more questions as we were surrounded by the birds and both of us were lifted away. I couldn’t say how they carried us, dark feathers all around us and the wind of many wings taking us up and up. I closed my eyes against the sensations, fear taking up residence in every part of my body as we drifted away from the wildlands and headed toward the mountains in the distance.

      I thought of my attempts to get inside the wall of fossilized tree, nearly dying in the process. And here were all these birds who could have easily taken me there. But I didn’t have control of them like my father did. My father had control of the ravens. “Did you know I nearly died trying to get into the enclosure?”

      He turned to look at me. “No, Sylvie.”

      He was lying, but why? Maybe he felt guilty for not saving me? Instead, it was Raven who saved my life.

      The sensation of sudden out-of-control falling had me clutching his arm as the birds descended rapidly. The next thing I knew we were in the treehouse and Raven was standing there. He greeted my father with a bow before turning to me. “Glad you’re safe,” he murmured.

      “Raven, I…”

      “Thank the birds, please,” my father interrupted, addressing Raven.

      I glanced from Raven to my father. What was going on?

      Raven was focused on Handal, his answering nod loosening a lock of dark hair that fell across his pale forehead. I repressed the urge to push it back, my fingers itching with the need to touch him. After Raven made a funny clacking sound, the birds lifted into the air and disappeared. After the birds were gone my father spoke to him in a language I couldn’t understand, the staccato words sounding angry.

      Rumbling and shaking took my attention, the platform rocking in a sudden earth tremor that bent all the limbs surrounding the tree house. But it was the sudden darkening of the sky that had me looking up to witness a dragon, its shape taking up nearly the entire sky. When I glanced his way, my father was looking at the sky, his eyes wide. I heard him mutter something before he said, “Now that you’re safe I’ve got to get back there.”

      His words barely registered as I reached for the sides of the treehouse to keep from falling, my gaze riveted on the creature above us. One yellow serpent eye peered down, pinning us in its unflinching gaze. Something big was brewing, larger than what I thought and seemingly coming to a head. “What is that?” I whispered.

      “Jormungand,” my father answered easily as though it was a normal occurrence to have a serpent/dragon stretched across the entire sky. “It’s the last sign.”

      “Sign of what?”

      My father’s mouth twisted into an expression of frustration. “The transformation that is about to happen.”

      “Ragnarok?”

      “No, not Ragnarok! This is something else! I don’t have time for this, Sylvie. I have to find your mother and get her out of there.”

      Another tremor rocked the treehouse, sending me lurching into Raven. He held me steady, his arms tight and secure around my shaking body.

      When he released me, my father met my gaze, his eyes dark with worry. “They have her now,” he muttered, staring into the distance. He’d seen something that shook him, frown lines creasing his forehead, his big hands running through his thick hair. “I’ve got to go or I’ll be too late.”

      “You mean the men on the island have her…?”

      “It’s worse than that.”

      I wondered how it could be worse than a crazed mob with murderous intentions coming after you, but I stayed silent, ready to accompany him back to the island.

      “Raven?” my father said as though this single word would communicate what he wanted. Apparently, it did, because Raven let out several long calls and a few moments later the sky was dark with birds. Once they swarmed around us my father seemed to disappear into the cloud of feathers and squawking birds. When I tried to join him, he held out his hand to stop me. “You stay here.”

      “But…”

      “You have to be kept safe and I can’t guarantee that I can do that right now.” He gave Raven a significant look before there was a whoosh and the cloud lifted, bearing him away. My heart was in my throat, my understanding of what was going on lost in a haze of worry. Something was going on with my father beyond what was happening with my mother. Walking through walls was easy for him, as was making himself invisible. How hard could it be to retrieve my mother from the tunnels?

      When I turned to Raven, his eyes were glazed with tears. His soft and vulnerable expression coupled with my terror cut through any defenses I had left. He stepped toward me at the same time I stepped toward him, our bodies mere inches apart. Questions rose unanswered and drifted away as our eyes locked.

      “Sylvie,” he murmured reverently, breaking down the last vestige of what stood between us. I could feel his breath on my cheek, the heat from his body. His dark eyes held me as though the world around us no longer existed.  The seconds ticked by, my worry about my mother, and the creature darkening and the sky, disappearing as the present moment took over. My heart pounded against my chest, my breath catching. When he took my face in his hands it was all I could do not to cry out. His lips grazed mine before settling there, my response to him breaking down the last barrier I’d put between us. Tears trickled down my cheeks as the kiss grew deeper, our bodies pressing together until there was no room between us. Every touch, every kiss loosened another part of me. Together we lowered to the pallet.
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        * * *

      

      I turned to him later, the blankets twisted around us. I had no words for what had just happened. My world had exploded and taken on a different shape. He reached for me and I snuggled into his arms, waiting for the inevitable guilt that should have kept me from this act of abandon.

      “You were right.”

      “About what?” I asked.

      “I do love you—I’ve loved you for a long time, since the first time I saw you in the forest.”

      “When was that?”

      “You were young…your grandfather had just died.”

      “You were there when I was sixteen?”

      “Don’t you remember? You left bread out for me.”

      “I left bread out for all the birds. I don’t remember a raven coming around. Why did you lie to me?”

      “Your father forbade me to reveal myself. When I showed you my human form it was only because I had to.”

      “My father. Was he the one you…?”

      “Yes, Sylvie. He’s who I work for.”

      “But if that’s true, he’s…he’s working against me.”

      Raven stared at me and glanced away.

      “Why would he do that?” When Raven began to rise, I grabbed

      his shoulder. “You have to tell me the truth now. If he hurts my mother, I’ll never forgive you or him.”

      “He has a stake in the game.”

      “You mean he’s profiting from the mining.”

      Raven nodded. “But he loves your mother—he’d never let anything harm her.”

      “Does she know?”

      “No.”

      “Is that why he wouldn’t let me go with him?”

      “I’m not actually sure what his reasons were. He’s a complicated man.”

      “He said I need to be protected—intimating that it was your job. Does he know about us?”

      Raven shook his head. “He assumes I’ve done all this for him. He has no idea how I feel about you. According to him it’s my job to stop you from complicating matters.”

      “So, he’ll save my mother but somehow allow this raping of the trees to continue. If I’m really who he says I am, I have the power to stop him. And my mother…”

      “Believe me, he won’t let anything bad happen to your mother. If I know anything about him it’s how much he loves her.” He pulled me to my feet. “Are you ready to face him, Sylvie? He’s powerful in ways that you don’t understand.”

      “Will you help me?”

      “I’m here for you, always.”

      I heard a roar that shook the treehouse. When I looked up the serpent was coiled above us. “And Jormungand? Whose side is he on?”

      Raven smiled. “Yours.”

      I let out a heavy sigh of relief.
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      Raven watched me while I dressed, his gaze like feathers moving across my skin. I watched him too, drinking him in as he reached for his trousers and pulled his shirt over his head. His body was pale compared to mine, his skin a color I couldn’t define. He was a raven after all, a bird who could turn into a man. Soon I would have to question him about this, but now was not the time.

      I felt the heat still pulsing between us, the magnet-like pull of him, but I ignored it, knowing that we had to stay focused on stopping Handal.

      “We have to hurry,” Raven said, echoing my thoughts. “He could grab your mother and disappear.”

      “Leaving the miners to continue killing the trees.”

      He didn’t answer as he shifted into an enormous bird. I climbed onto his back and held him around the neck as he rose on wide wings and soared toward the island. It wasn’t long before I heard the shouting, the chaos coming into view. My father stood amongst them, his arms obviously orchestrating their next move, his voice loud and commanding. My mother was not there. Raven flew out of sight and came to rest some distance away. He shifted and took hold of my arm. “You need to find your way from here. If he thinks I’m helping you he’ll kill me.”

      My breath caught. “You can’t be serious.”

      He grimaced. “He’s bent on control. I’ve been his eyes and ears since this thing began. I had no idea how far this would go. Find your mother and let’s get out of here.”

      “I can’t leave without dealing with the tree, Raven. It’s why I’m here.”

      “I have to warn you that your father can throw things with great force, and he has control of the elements. If you confront Handal directly you won’t win.”

      “And my mother? If I tell her what he’s doing she’ll help me.”

      “She loves him, Sylvie. She’ll try and overlook whatever this is—she won’t believe it of him.”

      “Even coming from me?”

      Raven shrugged. “You need to find a crack to get yourself inside. Find your mother. I’ll be waiting for you.”

      “Here?”

      “Wherever you are. Just know you can count on me.”

      “Unless my father finds you, and…”

      Raven grabbed me and kissed me. “Go.”

      I watched him lift away before I moved in a circle, searching for the line of darkness that indicated an opening. I’d walked in circles for many minutes before I found a meandering line in the bleak landscape. My fingers reached for it, tugged it open and I stepped through.

      I was not in the tunnels and the bald man was not there to guide me. It was night, the only light coming from the sliver of moon in the sky. No dragon resided here. A rocky black and gray world stretched around me, the boulders like large beasts hunkered down for the night. I skirted around them, my hope being that I was heading in the direction of the island and the tree. My instinct said I was going the right way, but doubt crept in, confusing me as I looked around. How could I know which direction I was going?

      I kept going, hoping for a sign and thinking about my father’s words and how he’d tricked me. It hurt in a way that surprised me. I’d been so happy to have my parents back, to feel their love. And now I was faced with a man who was profiting from the very thing I was destined to repair. It was hard to believe that my mother was innocent in all this.

      When I stumbled on a rock I came to an abrupt stop. Below my foot was a pale crack—a way back into my world. But how did I know that I wouldn’t end up with my father and the mob on the island? I needed to be inside where the tree was if I had any chance of finding my mother and fixing this mess. Would Handal let her die? That seemed out of the question—I knew he loved her.

      I couldn’t ponder any longer. I tugged the opening wide and slipped through.
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        * * *

      

      I heard raised voices before I saw anyone. My mother and father were arguing. I was inside the circle of the tree and in a tunnel lit by several lanterns that shone pale circles of light onto the packed dirt floor.

      “Why did you let them in here?” my mother shouted. “Now they can get to the roots and do whatever they want!”

      “You have to trust me, Calista,” my father answered. His voice resonated like a gong, powerful and mesmerizing.

      “You know I do,” my mother replied in a calm voice.

      “You shouldn’t,” I said from where I stood in the darkness. “He’s not on the tree’s side.”

      “Sylvie! What are you doing here?”

      “I’m trying to save the tree from this man and the rest of them who are profiting from this destruction.”

      My mother glanced at my father who stood unmoving. “Handal? What is she talking about?”

      “Sylvie is mistaken, my love. I would never do such a thing.”

      “And yet the men are swarming through the tunnels as we speak,” I said. “Raven told me all about it.”

      “That bird? He knows nothing.”

      “He’s much more than a bird. Too bad you didn’t notice how close we are.”

      “He steered you the wrong way, Sylvie. I tried to warn you about him, but you wouldn’t listen. You shouldn’t be so naïve to believe him—he’s only out for himself.”

      “Raven told me how you coerced him to keep me away from the tree. I know everything now.”

      “Handal?” My mother’s face had gone ashen, her eyebrows pulled together with worry.

      My father reached for her and pulled her close. “I love you, Calista. Why would I do anything to jeopardize that?”

      The tunnel rumbled, the sound of shouting reaching my ears. “I plan to stop you,” I muttered, searching in the dark for a line of light. When I found one, I pulled it open and crawled through. I heard my father yelling for me, and my mother screaming just before the opening snapped shut. I was in another tunnel, and from the sound of the voices, it seemed I shared it with the men who were destroying the roots. There were no lanterns in this one and so I made my way carefully until I saw pale light bouncing against the walls. The men carried lanterns and were some distance ahead of me, walking in the same direction, their voices raised in argument.

      “Handal told us to do this, Ernie. Why must you always question everything?”

      “Handal has a daughter and a wife who are against it. Do you really think he’d give up those relationships to help the likes of us?”

      “We’ve been over this again and again. The answer is yes. He’s making a ton of money sending the wood overseas. He likes his wealthy lifestyle—there aren’t many in this country who have what he has.”

      “Don’t get why he needs it,” Ernie mumbled. “He’s like a fucking god. What does money matter to him?”

      “He’s able to control things with it—like the shipping companies and other shit. Stop questioning and think about what we’re doing here. We have a quota to fill.”

      I held my breath as I got closer. I could feel the roots fear as the men began to hack at them, the hatchets against the wood deafening in the narrow space. When I rounded the corner and shouted, they both stopped, turning to where I stood with my hands raised.

      “Told ya,” Ernie muttered, glancing at his friend.

      “She’s just a girl,” the other man said. A second later I sent both of them flying, the hatchets lost as they sprawled in the mud. I picked up the tools, pulled open a crack and flung them through.

      “I may be a girl, but I have a few abilities that you two do not.” I watched them rise to their knees, waiting as they stood. “Go,” I said, pushing them with the force of my hands. “And tell the others to get out of here before I find them too.”

      They ran. But this was only two men--there were thousands more destroying the trees. And my father was instrumental in organizing them as they waged war across the entire country. I had no clear idea how I could possibly stop them.

      An image of the dragon serpent arrived unbidden in my mind, his enormous eye meeting mine. I felt his power and knew that with his guidance and strength I had a much better chance. But how it would unfold was anyone’s guess. I walked along the tunnel until I found another crack in the wall, a line of light reaching from the ceiling to the floor. I opened it and peered into darkness, the smell of dirt and roots strong in my nostrils—another tunnel. I crept through, the clunk loud as it closed behind me. I felt my parents somewhere up ahead, our connection leading me toward them in the dark. When I came around a corner and saw them, I stopped and stared.

      My father’s face was red, and my mother was standing in front of him, her narrowed eyes furious. “I told you the last time this happened that the next time would be it. Do you care at all about me, about our daughter? How could you?”

      “It was all for us, Calista. I did it for us. You have to understand!”

      “For us? The tree is nearly dead! We knew a long time ago that men would try, but I never thought it would you leading them! And our daughter—what about her? This is her destiny and now you’ve made it nearly impossible! Were you the one that influenced the elders back then? Was it you who kept them from educating Sylvie? My father warned me about you, but I loved you, Handal! I loved you…”

      “Stop this, Calista. I did what I had to for us, but I would never…”

      My mother flew at him, her hands beating against his chest as tears poured down her face. My father tried to push her away but she didn’t stop. A second later the air went out of the room and she flew backward. Her head hit the wall with a terrible hollow sound before she crumpled to the floor. He ran to her and lifted her, tears running down his face. “Calista, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

      When he heard me step into the room his face lifted to mine. “Sylvie…I didn’t mean it, she…”

      I rushed toward him, reaching for my mother. “She isn’t dead—she can’t be,” I whispered, trying to pull her away from him.

      “Sylvie, please. She came at me and I pushed her back, but I was too forceful.”

      “No!” I screamed. “I hate you!”

      “Sylvie…”

      I ran from him, tears streaming down my face. “Raven!” I shouted, my throat hoarse from tears and my heart burning in my chest. I heard him outside the tunnel, his wings beating a staccato rhythm on the dirt above me. I couldn’t find a crack so I dug my way through, my fingernails breaking with the effort.

      He shifted and pulled me the last part of the way and held me sobbing against him. “What happened?”

      “She’s dead, my mother’s dead and my father killed her.”

      Raven didn’t speak as he stroked my hair and held me close. “I didn’t think it would come to this,” he finally murmured.

      “He said it was an accident—he pushed her too hard.” I couldn’t stop crying, my body shaking as Raven tried to calm me down. “They were arguing and…”

      “She can be saved, but only if it isn’t her time.”

      I pulled out of his arms. “How?”

      “She must be taken to the fountain.”

      I grabbed his hand. “We have to get her away from him and take her.”

      “It isn’t in this dimension, Sylvie.”

      “Where is it? Can you take us there?”

      “It’s in the dimension where she came from, where your parents live.”

      I thought about that for a moment. “Do you think he knows or remembers?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s the only possibility.” He pointed to the hole I’d climbed through and I slid inside. As soon as he was through, we ran.
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      My father was walking away with my mother in his arms when we caught up with him. The lights hanging on the tunnel walls dimmed as he walked by, as though his energy was putting them out. “Handal!” I shouted. When he turned, I told him what Raven had suggested.

      He stood still for a moment, his gaze on the floor. “It’s worth a try,” he muttered. A moment later he stepped through the tunnel wall and disappeared with my mother.

      “Wait!” I shouted, searching frantically for a way through.

      Raven took hold of my arm, pointing toward the grayish light peeking through a crack ahead of us. We ran the remaining distance and hauled ourselves up and out. Handal was just striding away when I caught up with him. “You aren’t leaving me behind,” I hissed.

      He glanced at me before staring at Raven. “The bird isn’t coming.”

      “He is coming or I will do something so terrible you’ll wish you never met me.” For emphasis I glanced upward at the dragon.

      My father seemed to blanch, his normally dark skin paling slightly. He glanced at Raven. “Summon the birds.”

      When Raven did nothing but fold his arms across his chest, my father added, “Please.”

      A moment later the birds were there and my father settled into the cloud of flapping wings and feathers, my mother in his arms. Raven shifted into his bird self, and made some guttural sounds as Handal called out orders in the other language. We lifted into the air and flew up and up, past the tree house and further into the sky, drawing closer and closer to where the dragon rested. When he saw us, he moved and twisted, his thick tail slapping in the air as he stared down at us. The wind he created shoved us forward where the birds tumbled, trying to right themselves. He knew what was happening and he wasn’t happy about it.

      “Get control of the birds!” my father yelled.

      I closed my eyes, the sight of the angry creature too much to behold. The strength of him was terrifying. It wasn’t long after that I heard my father shout something that I couldn’t understand. When I opened my eyes a line of darkness was right in front of us. Instead of clawing his way through it, my father merely lifted his hand to widen the opening, allowing the cloud of birds and Raven to fly through.

      The world we entered was all silver and gold, shimmering with light and energy. Feathery creatures flew past, gossamer wings fluttering as antennae waved toward us. In the distance I saw a structure that took my breath away. Golden columns held up the domed roof of silver that lifted into a cerulean sky. Sunlight glinted off the glass windows, the entire edifice like a mirage as it floated above the ground below. Smaller buildings were scattered around it with the same gold and silver motif.

      Grass the color of ripe wheat waved in the gentle breeze, creatures that I couldn’t identify grazing amongst the bushes and trees that varied in color from greenish-gold to the deepest forest green. Fields stretched away in all directions, a rose-colored crop growing in one, and in the next one of bright orange. Flowers?  I didn’t have the chance to decide as we flew suddenly downward and landed next to a wide-open door leading into a courtyard.

      My father was off and running before I was able to extricate myself from Raven’s feathery back. I saw my mother’s head lolling against his arm, pale hair hanging down in a wave, her eyes closed. I felt a moment of pure terror before Raven shifted and took hold of my arm. “Do not despair,” he murmured. He hurried me into the courtyard behind them.

      By the time we got there my father had stripped off her clothes and placed her in the water that bubbled up within a large circular fountain. He was holding her up, his big arms supporting her shoulders where she floated. “Don’t come any closer!” he shouted when he saw us.

      Raven stopped my forward motion, his arm going around my waist. “He has to do the ritual. As I said, if it’s her time, it won’t work.”

      “Her time—to die?”

      He nodded but his attention was riveted on the scene developing in front of us.

      My father held my mother under the water, a stream of words echoing around us as his voice boomed off the walls of stone. He had his eyes closed. It was only a few seconds before a flood of people emerged from within the building, taking their places in a circle around the fountain. Their voices joined his, the sound of it like a million birds singing. Raven tightened his grip on me, pulling me against him as the singing continued. It seemed a long time since my mother had disappeared beneath the surface. When I glanced at Raven, he shook his head, as if to say, let it play out. He’d seen this before, but it wasn’t time to ask him about it.

      The chanting when on and on, more and more people joining the circle, their bodies swaying back and forth as the voices rose and grew in volume. Raven was holding me up by now, his arm encircling me as my knees grew weak and buckled. Tears flowed, the chant coming from my mouth as I learned the syllables. I was weak with it, hoping against hope that my mother would live. I had barely met her and now she was so close to being gone again.

      When the sound suddenly stopped, I peered into the gathering dusk to see my mother rise to the surface, her mouth opening as she gasped in a mouthful of air. I let out a whoop and tried to rush forward, but Raven held me back. “Wait, Sylvie. It is not yet done.”

      My father helped her out of the fountain, the crowd surging around them and singing a strange disembodied tune that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. My mother’s wet skin glistened like diamonds in the rising moonlight, her silvery hair reflecting back the moon’s light.  Her eyes were glazed. My father stood by her, facing the crowd, his expression blank.

      “Did it work?” I whispered. “She looks…”

      “You must be patient, Sylvie.”

      A minute went by and then another before my mother seemed to come back to herself. A woman came forward with a green robe and helped her put it on before tying it around her waist. A crown of flowers was placed on her head. She looked ethereal and beautiful just as she had in my first vision. In the next moment she was pointing an accusing finger toward my father. “He has violated every rule!” she shouted, her voice ringing out. “He is why I’m here today—he used his strength against me. He is threatening our existence with what he’s done on Earth!” Her gaze moved through the crowd, coming to rest on me. When she beckoned me forward Raven loosened his hold, his whispered, go, sending me stumbling toward her.

      “This is my daughter, Sylvie. She is the spiritual embodiment of the trees of Earth.”

      “And I’m her father!” Handal bellowed from beside her.

      She gave him a cold look and reached for my hand. I hadn’t planned to speak but something in me rose up and needed to be heard. “We may be the same blood, but it is you who caused the death of the forests and you who is responsible for nearly killing my mother!”

      My mother twined her fingers through mine. “It is the time of the goddess,” she intoned. “Men who want only power will step aside as the women claim their natural authority—the authority of the earth and all it represents.”

      The ones circled around us let out a cry as they heard these words, their eyes glistening as they watched my mother. I saw mostly women in the crowd, but there were men as well. There wasn’t one face there that didn’t shine with joy at my mother’s words.

      “Sylvie!” someone shouted. A chant began, my name yelled to the heavens as my face grew hot. Raven shouted with them, his loving gaze warming every part of me. When I glanced to my father, his head was bowed, tears falling from his eyes. I wondered whether to trust this display of emotion, but when my mother let go of my hand and went to him, I saw the love in her eyes. I didn’t hear what she said, but my father looked up and took the hand she held out.

      When the crowd dispersed, I was left alone with Raven and my mother and father. I waited for cues as to what came next, watching the two of them talking in tones I couldn’t hear or understand. Raven put his arm around my shoulders and I leaned into him, exhausted.

      “Follow me,” my mother finally said, leaving my father behind as she led the way through the two open doors. The room we entered was enormous, an entry hall that echoed the gold and silver motif on the outside. The walls were covered in symbols, the domed ceiling filled with paintings of goddesses and gods romping amongst flowers, birds, and creatures of every color and type. When I glanced back, there were two hooded figures taking hold of my father’s arms. They led him away.

      I hurried after Raven and my mother who was winding her way up a marble spiral staircase that seemed to be floating in air.

      When we reached an inset door painted a bright shade of green, she stopped. “Here we are. You two can rest here until it is time to resume what we began. Take this time to restore yourselves. The next phase will not be easy.”

      “But what’s happening? I mean is Handal…?”

      “Your father will undergo what is known here as atonement for his transgressions. If he had not brought me back here, his punishment would have been much more severe.”

      I wondered if she meant death, but before I could ask, she was gone, her slim form disappearing into the mists that now shrouded the stairs and the floor below. I opened the door and Raven and I entered a room that had me gasping. A high bed took center stage with a golden brocade canopy and quilt to match. A door to the right led into a bathroom with an enormous tub. Cushioned chairs sat along the edges of an enormous rug that was the same gold-green as the door. Wallpaper covered with birds, butterflies and grassy hillsides, covered the walls, making it feel as if we were in a meadow.

      When I went to the window to look out all I could see were clouds beneath us, as though we had drifted even farther off the ground. When I turned, Raven was lying on the bed with his arms behind his head, looking as relaxed as I’d ever seen him. He patted the spot next to him. “Remember what she said,” he murmured.

      “You mean about resting? I don’t think that’s what you have in mind.”

      One of his eyebrows rose. “Restore is the word she used. We need to be restored. I can think of no better way.”

      It seemed strange to be in the middle of a war with men who wanted to kill off the trees, and yet be here in another dimension in a floating castle about to climb into bed with the man I loved.

      Before I could voice my misgivings, Raven said, “One minute here is an hour in your world. Nothing much will have happened by the time we get back.” He pulled off his shirt.

      “How is that possible?”

      “The Lord of Time? I don’t know.”

      I felt it—time slowing, my gaze riveted on Raven who beckoned me with his eyes.

      I tug my sweater over my head and step out of my skirt, placing them on the closest chair. When I join him on the bed the rest of it comes off, our bodies on a collision course that cannot be stopped. My fingers move through his hair as he kisses me, his fingers tracing across my overheated skin in lazy circles. I am ravenous with desire, my body aching for him. “Hurry,” I whisper. A second later our bodies connect, the movements languid until they aren’t. I hear my cries from a distance as though they are coming from someone else. “Sylvie,” he whispers, and I am lost within the sound of my name, my body and mind letting go as something deeper takes over. I feel it then. Love. I love this bird/man with every cell of my being.

      It was later that we took a bath together, soaking in the enormous tub and washing each other’s hair. I laid back against him, steam rising around us, my sigh of pleasure making him chuckle. “This is not what I envisioned for our future,” he murmured into my hair.

      “I wondered if we had one,” I answered.

      “You have many questions, Sylvie, and I have many of my own. But they will have to wait.”

      “I know.”

      When we came into the bedroom a tray of food had been placed on one of the chairs. Bread, cheese, fruit and a soup that smelled delicious. We ate everything before climbing back into bed—this time to sleep. He reached for me and I curled into him and closed my eyes.
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      It seemed only minutes before I heard the knock on the door. “Time to go,” my mother said, peeking inside.

      Raven was already up and dressed, his hair standing on end from being damp when we fell asleep. I ran my fingers through my tangles and pulled on my skirt and sweater, before searching for my boots. We were running down the stairs two minutes later.

      We met up with my mother in the main hall. She was dressed in loose trousers and a sweater, her silver hair secured into a tidy knot. “You look rested,” she observed, looking me over.

      When I glanced at Raven, his mouth quirked. I suppressed the giggle that rose into my throat. We followed her out the door to a waiting contraption that had four wheels and four seats inside a cradle-like space. I climbed in and Raven climbed in beside me as my mother moved to the front where a steering wheel rested. She got in behind it and flipped a switch and the thing roared to life. “This is an inter-dimensional transport,” she murmured as we headed off. “It runs on crystals your father harvested from our world. It will take us through into your world.”

      The noise was a high-pitched hum, too loud to have a conversation, so I examined the terrain as we flew across the ground. The colors now revealed themselves as flowers, the curling stalks lifting to the rising sun. We drove right through them, petals coming off and sticking to my hair and dress. Raven was covered in them, his dark hair brightened by the rose and orange flowers. When I reached to take one out of his hair, he took hold of my wrist and then twisted his fingers through mine. “They have healing properties,” he whispered in my ear.

      I noticed how everything around me brightened, how my thoughts seemed to give way to an inner knowing. I felt clearer than I ever had. In the next moment we were whirling through space, my fingers clutching the side as the ground beneath us grew farther and farther away. A minute later we were in my world, the vehicle coming to rest just shy of the forest and Raven’s tree house. Once we climbed out, the vehicle shot away and disappeared. “Homing device,” my mother announced before meeting my gaze. “Time for your witchcraft, Sylvie. Can you get us to the tree without traipsing across miles of desert terrain?”

      Witchcraft? I wanted to quiz her about her own abilities, but the look on her face told me it was time for me to act. I looked around for a line of darkness and found one almost immediately. I thought tree, pulled it open and led the way inside.
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        * * *

      

      We ended up in the inside of the circle next to the fossilized bark. The only things that had changed were the barely visible sun dipping further toward the horizon and the appearance of more women. There had to be a hundred of them standing around talking in small groups. When they saw us, a hush came over them.  Many of them bowed and the others put their hands together in prayer position.

      I glanced at my mother, wondering where they’d come from. “They heeded the call, Sylvie—your call.”

      “What? I didn’t do anything!”

      “You still don’t understand. You embody tree energy. When you worry or try to do things to help, the trees know and send the message out across this world. It’s even reached into my world. You saw the women who came for me around the healing fountain.”

      I had seen them and felt their support. “You’re the one who summoned them, not me.”

      “That’s only partially true. You are my daughter, and I have known about this coming crisis for my entire life. My essence lives inside you, but you are more than your father and I combined. The power to change things lives inside you, just as your ability to communicate with the trees. I have my own skills, but I’ve never been able to stop what’s happening. And now that I know it was your father who instigated it all…” her words drifted off as her expression turned sad. “He betrayed me, but worse than that, he betrayed you. I don’t think I’ll ever forgive him.”

      “Will he change?”

      “It’s hard to say. He is a stubborn man and very powerful.”

      “But he loves you,” I said, glancing at Raven. We’d been through our own trials and still hadn’t talked it through or dealt with the misunderstandings.

      “His love will need to prove itself now. His greed took precedence over both of us, putting everything I care about in jeopardy.”

      “What is the plan?” the desert woman asked, interrupting our conversation. “We heard about Handal—terrible news.”

      Outside the walls of fossilized wood, I heard men shouting. There were many more than before. “We can’t go against that mob out there,” I muttered.

      My mother’s bright eyes met mine. “As women we will find a circuitous way around them. It is our nature.” She raised her brows as if to say, think, Sylvie. It is up to you now. Or maybe I heard the unspoken words. A plan was forming, but it wasn’t quite there yet. When I glanced at Raven he nodded. He was reading my mind more and more with each passing day. Perhaps our intimacy had severed the last obstacle between us.

      “There are many more women on their way,” the desert woman continued. “They heard the call.”

      “Are there any men on our side?” I asked.

      “Men and women are naturally balanced between the feminine and the masculine traits. It’s the reason our lives together work. The ones out there are no longer connected to the natural world. Profit and power have overcome the natural order of life. When men turn on themselves, abandoning their better instincts, it can lead to subjugation of others and destruction of what we need the most—the earth’s abundance where plants and animals thrive. Plants and animals are what keep us alive. Trees hold the root system, or the foundation, of the world together. If this attitude is allowed to continue the earth will die and with it the human species. It is not sustainable.”

      I heard a roar just before the walls in front of us began to wobble. The tall black stone shimmered, going in and out of focus as the ground rumbled, the movement of the enormous walls impossible, and yet it was happening. I saw it in my mind’s eye—the shattering of stone as it came crashing down, crushing all of us. I shouted at everyone before I opened a rift and plunged into the waiting tunnel. Behind me the women screamed as dirt and debris hit them, a violent wrenching sound as the roots lifted free from the ground.

      We were deep inside the tunnel when we heard the resounding boom and the shuddering tremor as the walls collapsed. I felt the many booted feet that rushed across the sacred space, heard the whoops of joy as they ran roughshod over what had been the last bastion of the first tree—the mother tree had been desecrated. I wiped at my eyes as I led the way deeper and deeper underground.
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        * * *

      

      We ended up in a large cavern, thread-like roots hanging down and the smell of mushrooms permeating the air. Even the mycelium seemed downtrodden, the tendrils that linked them, and the mushrooms themselves, dried out and lacking vigor. Raven and I moved off to one side as everyone settled into groups, waiting. I felt the defeat of the roots and the mycelium inside my body, as though I was part of the tree—the deepest part where nutrients found their way upward to where they were needed.  When I glanced at the women, I noticed the expectant expressions that had turned my way. “I don’t know what to do,” I muttered.

      Raven took hold of my hand. “It isn’t about doing now, Sylvie.”

      “What do you know about it?” I grumped, pulling my hand out of his.

      He looked hurt for a moment before he said, “I can contact the birds, you know. And there’s also Jormungand.”

      I swiveled toward him. I’d forgotten the dragon. But instead of a plan to help the situation, a vision of us naked in some leaf-filled aerie, appeared in my mind.

      He smiled. “Me too.”

      “Can’t I have at least one private thought?” I hissed.

      “Too late for that,” he whispered, his gaze moving across the cavern to where my mother stood. “Your mother keeps glancing over here. Does she know about us?”

      I shrugged, turning to see her silvery eyes glowing in the darkened cavern. She was indeed staring at us. “She isn’t stupid. She won’t care.”

      “Are you sure? She’s aware of my part in this. I helped your father.”

      “And you regret it.”

      “I do regret it and I also had no idea the magnitude of what he intended. All I knew was that I was to keep you away from the tree.”

      I turned to him. “How did this even begin? Did he contact you and tell you about me, or…?”

      “He never explained who you were or his reasons. His instructions were to lead you toward the wildlands and keep you safe along the way. It wasn’t my place to question him.”

      I thought back to that time. “You tried to keep me out, but I went anyway.”

      “Yes. He was very angry about it and told me to watch over you to make sure nothing bad happened.”

      “’Did he know about the men taking me hostage and all the deaths to those children?”

      “He was furious that I’d allowed you into the wildlands.”

      “You didn’t answer the question.”

      Raven looked away, his face in shadow. “I don’t know.”

      I thought of how I escaped into another dimension and came upon the bald man. “My gods. Those poor children all died because of him.” Or was it all a figment of my imagination? Without questioning the bald man or my father, there was no way to know.

      I glanced at the women who huddled together in the shadows. The cavern itself emitted a low hum, as though our being there was causing an electrical charge of some kind. They spoke in low tones, glancing at me from time to time.

      “What about that strange dreamworld under the water? Did my father conjure that? It kept me off the island for quite some time.”

      Raven frowned. “What dreamworld?”

      The hum increased and bits of dirt and pebbles drifted down. Were the men on a level above us digging up roots? If the cavern collapsed it would be the end of all of us. “I was trapped inside this world of mirrors—you were there, but it wasn’t really you. The spell broke when I tried to force you to answer my questions.”

      Raven was about to say something when I noticed my mother approaching us.

      She pulled her hair free from the knot and shook her head, silvery hair cascading over her shoulders. Her skin glowed, the hair like a cloud around her face. “Have you seen anything?” she whispered.

      “Seen…you mean some future vision? No.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “We are all counting on you, Sylvie.”

      The words angered me for a moment, my inner resolve shattering with the responsibility that dropped like lead onto my shoulders. I didn’t want to be here—I wasn’t who she thought I was. “What if I can’t do it?”

      “My dearest daughter. I know who you are. I’ve seen it.”

      “If you’ve seen something I would appreciate it if you shared. I’m as baffled as everyone.”

      When she glanced at Raven, frown lines creased her forehead. “I’m not asking for something miraculous; I’m only saying that maybe instead of flirting with Raven you might want to meditate on it.”

      I glared at her. “That is completely uncalled for. Raven and I, we…”

      “I know all about it, Sylvie. He was, and maybe still is, involved with your father. He was instrumental in this scheme to bring down the tree. You’ve been intimate and it’s clouded your judgement.”

      “That is NOT true!” I shouted.

      “Which part? I know what happened at the castle.”

      “You watched us?”

      Her expression softened. “These visions come to me.”

      Anger flared, red and orange sparks bursting from my fingers. When I turned to Raven he looked as though someone had stabbed him. “Raven told me all about his dealings with Handal. We love each other and I trust him.” I could feel the women listening, their attention on us as the argument escalated. I heard the rumbling of the cavern roof and heard more pebbles and dirt sifting down.

      Her eyebrows lifted. “But has he told you who he really is? He’s the King of the ravens, Sylvie, and he already has a mate. He lives in my realm and controls all the birds there. Did he happen to mention that?  It’s why your father chose him. He’s beholden to Handal in ways you know nothing about. Whatever he’s told you is a lie. He’s not human and has no compunction when it comes to deceit.”

      All the air went out of me at once. My knees went weak, and when I reached to steady myself against the wall of dirt, I dislodged a pile of muddy rocks and pebbles that landed around my feet. Raven had moved several steps back, his face turned away. When I glanced at my mother, she was watching Raven.

      She turned to me. “If what I said wasn’t true, don’t you think he’d be defending himself by now?”

      The women had all turned to watch, their expressions ranging from anger to surprise as they waited for what happened next.  I glanced at Raven who was now hunched into a corner with his back turned. “Raven?” When he didn’t answer, I let out a sob and ran from the cavern, careening down a narrow tunnel into total darkness.
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      I ran until I couldn’t run anymore. I’d turned left and right so many times I knew I would never find my way back. I didn’t care. It felt like someone had cut my heart into a million pieces. I leaned against the wall and slid down to sitting, tears streaming down my face. Raven was a King—a bird king. He had a mate. A beautiful raven-haired woman appeared in my mind, her hand in Raven’s hand and crowns on their heads. I let out a scream that shattered the stillness.

      He’d never told me he lived in the same realm as my father and mother. He’d intimated that he was only some guide my father chose at random—that he didn’t know Handal’s ultimate purpose. He’d told me he didn’t have any family—that he lived in the woods. None of it was true. And now I’d given away the most precious and intimate part of me, shared things that I’d never shared with anyone. He knew me on the deepest level there was.

      I rose to my feet. I had to move or I would melt into the mud and disappear. I took off down the tunnel, scraping my hands to find my way, my knees bruised from running into walls. I gasped for breath, trying to outrun the horrible thoughts that threatened to take me over.

      There came a moment when I realized that my strength was gone. I’d reached a level so deep that the air was sticky and thin. Some mineral in the tunnel walls glowed, giving off enough light to see my surroundings. A web of gossamer tendrils snaked everywhere—the tree’s communication system. Many were severed, the remnants dried up and withered around my feet.  I lowered to the floor and closed my eyes, hoping I would fall asleep and never wake up.
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        * * *

      

      I woke to a feeling of the world ending. I’d dreamed it. The trees were all dead and Raven had laid claim to the land, along with the men who clambered over the walls of dark rock like starving ants searching for food. My face was crusty with salt. The stillness was profound, the beat of my heart the only sound I could hear. I took stock of where I might be as I pushed myself to my feet. The tunnel veered off in several directions, one of them heading in a downward slope. I chose that one.

      At some point I arrived at a cavern with shining bits of light along the walls and ceiling. They lit up the space, revealing the depth and breadth of it. They were crystalline, dazzling in an otherwise dark space. I stepped from the shelf where I’d been standing and began to explore, my curiosity piqued by the indication of man-made shovel marks and possible habitation. Was this part of a mine?

      I was deep inside a connected cavern when I heard the whoosh of wings. I turned just in time to see Raven landing behind me. When he shifted, I moved backward, trying to place distance between us, but he came at me too fast. He grabbed my arms and pinned them behind me, his face inches from mine. “I’m only holding you like this to get you to listen to what I have to say.”

      “You’re a liar and you took something from me that I will never get back.”

      He looked confused for a moment. “I don’t know what you’re talking about—I haven’t taken anything from you and I never would. I love you. Your mother…she knows me from another time. I’m not the same as I was.”

      I tried to twist away, but I was pressed against the wall. “My mother said you already have a mate, Raven. And what about Handal? What is your real relationship with him?”

      “If I let you go, will you give me a chance to explain?”

      I stared into his familiar face. This was the man I’d trusted with my body, the man who’d broken through all my barriers. We’d connected, not only physically, but on every level. I nodded.

      “Say it, Sylvie.”

      “I’ll give you the chance to explain.”

      He loosened his grip and stepped away. “I was the Raven King and I did have a mate. That was a hundred years ago in your time. I wasn’t a shape-shifter back then. Something changed when I came into your world, or maybe it was your father who caused it. I worked for him for many years doing odd jobs, many that involved going into other worlds and extracting things of value. I’d shifted into human form several times before I met you. But it was you who made me long to be human.”

      He stopped for a moment to push the hair out of his eyes, a distracted expression appearing on his face. “Your mother…she never liked me. I think it was because of the jobs your father had me doing. She didn’t approve. I did it because Handal had power over me. I didn’t profit from it. Your father grew suspicious once I began to shape-shift. He wanted things back the way they’d been. As a human he was afraid I’d tell your mother what he was really up to.”

      “Was he doing something besides extracting things?”

      “The mining here was a big part of it. See this cavern? This was one of Handal’s early projects. Those rocks that cast light are jewels that are worth a lot to the right buyers.”

      I glanced around, breathing in the alien air—we were deep inside a tunnel that had been dug out years before. “How did you find me down here?”

      He shook his head and made a face. “I always know where you are.”

      “I don’t know what to think,” I muttered. “My mother—I have to trust her, don’t I?”

      “You can trust her, just not when it comes to her attitude about me. She doesn’t understand. And now that your father has been caught out, she wants to blame me for what he did, like we were in it together. She just told me that I should leave you alone, and also that I should be punished along with Handal—she could arrange it, Sylvie. She’s that powerful.”

      “You were in it together. You did what he asked and nearly killed me in the process.”

      “And also saved your life.”

      “True enough, but now I’m confused about us and also about everything else. How can I trust you?”

      “Listen to your heart. You know who I am—you’ve seen parts of me I’ve never shown to anyone.”

      “If you aren’t human, should we be together? What if I get pregnant?”

      “You aren’t completely human either. As for getting pregnant you haven’t seemed too worried about it. We can do things to prevent it, you know.”

      My thoughts tangled as I tried to work out all he’d told me. I hadn’t once considered the possibility of a baby between us until this moment. Did I trust him? When I glanced at him, he was watching me, his brows pulled together over worried eyes. All I could think about was his proximity, the scent of feathers that seemed to stick to him even after he shifted. “What about your mate, Raven. Where is she?”

      “You do understand that my mate was a bird, right? She couldn‘t shift like I can. Once I began to work for your father the entire situation dissolved. My kingdom no longer exists.”

      The image of the woman vanished. Something in me relaxed. And that’s when the current situation broke through. I didn’t have time for this. The tree had fallen and men were crawling all over it, chopping into the wood and dragging it off.

      Raven seemed to notice my agitation. “What’s between us can wait, as long as you know that I’m always on your side. And what your mother said is true--this isn’t about doing, it’s about being. You can’t work it out in your mind.”

      “We’ve had this conversation before,” I muttered.

      “It’s time for you wake up to who you are. Until you do, you’ll be groping around in the dark.”

      “But how?”

      “Stop thinking and feel.”

      “We shouldn’t have done what we did. My mother’s right. I’m distracted. And now I’m wondering if I should trust you and at the same time wishing we were lying naked together in a high canopied bed.”

      Raven’s eyebrows rose in confusion. “I thought you were mad at me.”

      “I am, I mean I was. Your explanations ring true, Raven.”

      He took hold of my hand. “Let all of that go and do what I suggested.”

      The darkness seemed to thicken, whisperings reminding me of what was at stake. I let go of him and lowered to sit on the packed earth. I leaned against the wall of dirt, breathing in and out and quieting my mind. Whether it was because of clearing things up with Raven, or being deep inside the tree roots, I found myself sinking into a place of peace and silence. I let go of the cavern, Raven standing next to me, the worry about my mother and the tree. It didn’t take long before a vision rose up.

      The tree was lush with new leaves, thick brown bark sparkling in the sun. The island stretched away in every direction and there was no barrier to anything. I climbed into the branches that beckoned, arms that held me in an embrace. A carpet of rose and orange flowers stretched into the far distance, the wildlands before the darkness arrived.  A bird sat next to me—a raven as dark as night, one eye turned my way. I knew him and knew he was there to support me. I was the tree’s guardian, the spirit who was here to keep her safe, and in so doing, keep all the other trees safe as well. We were connected just as this tree was connected to all the others. I heard a sound and looked up to see men marching through the flowers, scattering the petals as they approached. They carried tools, hatchets and saws. They climbed into boats tied along the far shore and began to row toward the island.  I felt the tree cringe back from them, her leaves turning brown and falling, millions of them sifting down. I knew what drove the men, the sickness inside that led to this moment. Driven by fear, they’d lost their connection to what was real. That fear threatened to swallow the world—it had happened before.

      When I opened my eyes, Raven was sitting next to me. I met his gaze. “I know what we have to do.”

      He didn’t ask me to explain as he took hold of my hand. In the next second he was the bird and I was lifted away, gliding through the tunnels as we made our way back to the women and my mother.
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      “Where have you been?” My mother’s voice rang out against the tunnel walls, her tone high-pitched and frantic.

      “I had to process what you told me, mother.” I glanced at Raven next to me. “I know the truth now.”

      She stared at Raven, her eyes narrowing. “That bird…”

      I twined my fingers through Raven’s. “That bird worked for my father. He didn’t share in the profits and he didn’t work with him—he was hired to do a job because my father had power over him. And the story you told me happened a hundred years ago. I don’t know all the history yet, but I don’t have time for that right now. I have a plan.”

      She looked taken aback for a moment before she seemed to recognize what I’d said. “You…”

      “Yes. Now please gather the women and let me explain.”
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        * * *

      

      It was several hours later before we came to a few decisions about how to go about it all. First, I asked the women to summon others. Raven said he would help find them and task the other ravens with bringing them here. We needed as many women as we could find. After that was settled and Raven took off, I asked my mother how to collect the flowers from the fields in her world.

      She looked puzzled for a second. “How is…”

      “Please don’t question me. I know this is the right thing to do. I only want help with the logistics. Is it or is it not possible?”

      My mother stepped back from me, her expression changing from doubt to one of respect. “We can manage it with the vehicles. How many petals do you need?”

      “As many as you can gather.”

      She nodded slowly. “It’s harvest time right now. I’ll let the workers know. Shall I go now?”

      “Yes. But come back as soon as it’s arranged. The timing for the flowers has to be perfect.”

      She nodded and walked into the tunnels. I had no idea how she traveled, but when I glanced at where she’d been, she wasn’t there.
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        * * *

      

      It took many days, days in which I was panicked about how we would pull it off, but in the end the women arrived in droves, brought by a million ravens. During the time in between, my mother and the others who were already here, planned it all out to the last second. The men who had been mining were spooked from what I’d done, and lost without the boss. Because of this the tunnels I traversed were empty, waiting until the tree was healed and the roots could reconnect.

      The women who arrived were young, old, and in between, but all of them wanted the same thing—to be free from men’s domination. There were a lot of men in the crowd, more than I expected. They stood next to their women, supporting the cause.  The tree was the symbol of women’s natures—we were linked with the earth, the sky and every tree, bush, bird and animal that lived. We were the ones who could carry new life within our bodies. Without the tree all of it would be gone.

      Every time I looked at the fossilized walls that had fallen, a sick feeling came over me, my confidence waning. Raven knew it, his constant encouragement getting me through the worst of it. “It’s happening, Sylvie—it’s coming together because of you.”

      The women stood back from the many men who had congregated around the fallen walls. The few in the front who tried to speak with the men were met with mutterings and frustration about the need to get back to work. “Where is the boss?” a man shouted, looking around. “He told us to get this last quota done before we got paid and now he’s disappeared! You lot don’t belong here!”

      “We do belong here!” she shouted back. “Your boss has been caught out and he’s being punished for it just as you will be if we have anything to say about it! Couldn’t you see what was happening here?” She pointed to the downed walls, and the rotten roots.

      “We had a good thing going, woman. Handal wouldn’t just walk off and leave us  like this. No one has the balls to punish him—he’s like a god!”

      It wasn’t long after this interchange that Raven helped me up onto a stump where I faced the men. “Be on notice!” I shouted. “We will not stand for what you are doing and have done to our world!”

      A man was pushed forward, a leader from the look of him. He stood on a log and faced me, his skin flushed and sweaty. “We have the God-given right of dominion over the earth! It has been written!”

      “It never meant that!” a woman in the crowd shouted. “Dominion is about being a steward, a caretaker!” another woman yelled. Another and another shouted their approval, men’s voices joining theirs.

      “Remember!” I yelled. “These are your mothers, your wives, your daughters and your sisters here. There are men in this crowd who are not of the same mind as you. Do you plan to go against them all? Killing this tree will mean the end of the human race!”

      “Utter bullshit!” the man on the log yelled back. “We are making the money to provide for our wives and daughters and sisters!”

      “And what about your mothers?” a woman screamed. Laughter rose up and the women surged closer.

      While they were talking, I signaled to my mother. When she saw me, she took off running. I watched her disappear into the ether before glancing back at the man on the log. His faced was bright red and he was even angrier than before, any good will lost in the rising tension.

      “Get back!” he yelled, brandishing a hatchet. “Any man who stands with these women is a coward. Real men don’t side with women, they fuck them and have babies!” The men around him shouted their approval.

      A second later the anger bubbled over as the men rushed forward, sticks and saws and hatchets in their hands. I was knocked from where I stood as they crashed into the crowd of women. I crawled to get out of the way but many booted feet kicked me and stepped on my back, my ribs and legs. I cried out but no one heard. From where I lay curled up in a ball I heard shrieking, the sound of fabric tearing and cries of pain. But behind those sounds I heard the hum and buzz of many engines. The machines were coming.

      It was only a few moments before Raven found me. He lifted me and ran. When I turned to see what was happening, I saw a cloud of black wings beating steadily and a thick haze of rose and orange petals floating over the crowd. A bellow came out of nowhere, a whoosh of hot flames sending the petals faster and higher, billowing over everyone in thick eddies. I watched as the men tried to get the sticky things off their hair and clothes, shouting in frustration. The bedlam grew.

      It didn’t take long before the properties held inside those flowers began to do their job. The men dropped their tools and stood transfixed, rapt expressions on their faces. The women who knew them came forward, hands clasping theirs, the sound of crying as those men beheld, maybe for the first time, what the world really was.

      My mother hurried to where Raven and I watched, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “I never thought about the flowers, Sylvie. How did you know?”

      I gazed into her silvery eyes. “It came to me in a vision, but it was Raven who told me they had healing properties. I felt it when they landed on us.”

      “I should never have doubted you,” she murmured, pulling me close.

      When I let out a little cry, she pulled back to stare at me.

      “Your daughter is hurt,” Raven said, placing an arm around my shoulders.

      “Sylvie?”

      “Only bruises,” I muttered, rubbing my ribs.  When I glanced up, I saw the dragon watching us. One enormous eye was focused on me, and I could have sworn he smiled.
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        * * *

      

      The crowd dispersed, men and women together talking as they walked back across the island and climbed into boats. I noticed a few men ferrying them over, returning for the others. There were many more to go. Raven and I and my mother sat together on a log. We still had much to do to repair the harm to the tree, but I already could see the tiny green shoots poking up from the roots and stump. The flower petals lay across the battered wood, helping the regeneration process.

      “I am so sorry,” my mother began, searching my face before gazing at Raven. “I should never have come between you two.”

      I glanced at Raven next to me. “You didn’t come between us, you only helped me clarify what I already knew. Raven and I are meant to be together. I know that now. Am I human? Can you tell me? Because I would like to know what kind of a child we might bring into the world.”

      My mother’s eyes widened. “Sylvie! Are you saying…?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I could be.”

      Raven grabbed my hand. “Seriously, Sylvie?”

      “We have to wait and see. Now, can anybody tell me what I might give birth to if I am? Will it be a raven or some strange inter-dimensional being that looks nothing like us?”

      My mother laughed. “I have no idea how to answer that question. The only child I’ve given birth to is you. And you at least looked human. What do you think, Raven?”

      “My human part would be the father. So, I would assume it wouldn’t be a bird. Birds are hatched from eggs.”
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      As the sun set over the forest, the trees filled with chattering birds settling in for the night. Streaks of orange and purple layered the horizon, the numinous tints pouring over me. I felt contentment for the first time since the trip began, but the calm feeling disappeared when my mother said, “You will need training, Sylvie. This will not be the last time men attempt to take over. There could be women who take up their cause as well—there will aways be those who seek power.”

      “But my ability lies in my connection to the trees.”

      She smiled. “You are much more than that. You have hidden talents, aptitudes that are yet to be discovered.”

      My hand went to my flat belly. “And what about the possibility…”

      “Of a baby? That will not get in the way of your training.”

      My thoughts went to the mirrored world, wondering how I got there and what it was all about. Had I sent myself to that underwater world or was someone else responsible?

      “Those questions will be answered in due time,” my mother said, replying to my unvoiced question.

      I frowned. First and foremost, I had to learn how to keep my thoughts private. It was bad enough having Raven able to see every notion in my head.

      “The earth is healing as we speak, Sylvie. The world we live in will rise anew from what we accomplished today. There’s time to prepare.”

      “Can we bask in what happened today instead of negative thoughts about the future?” I asked.

      When she smiled, her silvery eyes brightened even more. “Yes, let’s do that.” She reached into her pocket and held out the tree pendant. “I found this in the tunnels,” she said.

      I took it from her outstretched hand. “I didn’t know I’d lost it.” I looked up at her. “But it belongs to you.”

      “It’s yours now, Sylvie. You’ve earned it.”

      I smiled and pulled it over my head, but her words, time to prepare, haunted me. I’d hoped this was the last of it.

      I glanced at Raven on the other side of me. He raised his eyebrows, his gaze going to where my hand rested on my belly. I knew what he was thinking. If I wasn’t pregnant now, I would be soon. I smiled. Raven’s hands were the only ones I wanted on my body. When I glanced up at the sky, there was no sign of the dragon. If Jormungand was gone, that meant the danger was over. I would hang onto that thought and concentrate on the present. Because in this moment I was deliriously happy.
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        * * *

      

      The dragon faded from view. The damage to the tree was on the mend, the roots regenerating as well as the mycelium that fed them. That was the most important part. For without Earth where would he be? The petals had done their job—but not without a little help. His breath had blown them over the crowd, the magic fire infusing them with more than clarity of thought. It had healed their fear, sending them into a new life, a new way of being. Now the tree was again the portal into the other dimension, its roots stretching from this world into the next. His job was done. At least until Ragnarok.
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