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      Praise for Book 1:

      Echoes is the first book in the Dark Goddess series by Nikki Broadwell. As expected this is a very creative and imaginative start to a new series- a bit of a mysterious feel to the story that had paranormal elements, fantasy, drama, adventure, discovery, and so much more. As with everything Ms. Broadwell creates, this story is wonderfully woven, bringing everything to life before my eyes- it was so vivid, fully realized, and completely believable- easily ensnaring me in the storyline and tugging me along as it all unfolded…

      ~Amazon reader

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual’s conscious life, the blacker and denser it is. If an inferiority is conscious, one always has a chance to correct it…But if it is repressed and isolated from consciousness, it never gets corrected.

        ~Carl Jung~

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          the year 2322

        

      

    

    
      The cord would not connect. When it fell back, the ends were frayed as though someone or something had pulled them loose. “Lucifer,” I whispered, looking up. I’d been certain that the silver and gold braid would bring us together. In the past it had connected us, and held us safe from the forces that sought to separate us. But this time there was no answering message, nothing but the swirl of wind and the menacing sky. I was at the top of the mountain where our connection was the strongest but he wasn’t on the other end. I felt it then, the certainty that everything I’d dreamed and hoped for was at risk. “Please,” I pleaded. “Please fight for me, for us. For this world.”

      I’d been sent to the future on a mission, but my memories were lost when I stepped through the portal. It took quite a while, but now I knew I was the dark goddess, the daughter of a demi-goddess and a god. My father was Bran the blessed, and my grandfather was Dagda, the all-father god. I had an incredible uncle who was very powerful and a Fae brother who I rarely saw. Why I was here was still partly a mystery, but now that I’d been thrown out of the city, I had named myself leader of a group of people in the same plight. The city elders had named the ones who lived on the ground traitors and a drain on resources. My fate had been a bit different since I had no identification and had appeared on their radar despite having a job and an apartment to live in.

      The desert where we now found ourselves was a barren place with little to no water or food sources. The marauding bands who would murder someone for the shirt on their backs was another ongoing problem. The city where we’d once lived was now in ruin, collapsing as I knew it would once resources ran out.

      My relationship with Lucifer, the light being, had begun a few days into our new desert life. He had a reputation amongst the more suspicious of our group since he often secretly provided food and water. But one day he revealed himself to help me discover the healing plants that grew on the mountains of stone. He was an unusual mixture of strange and beautiful, bewitching me at first glance. It was Lucifer who told me who I really was, and Lucifer who forced me to remember why I was here.

      Now it was Lucifer who had abandoned me at a time when I needed him the most. We were different species but we were bound together; I’d thought that nothing could tear us apart. And yet here I was again, on my own at a time when my goddess powers had seemingly abandoned me.

      Surt, the god of chaos, had appeared in this world just as the city collapsed. Elysian City, our former home had finally come to an end, the wealthy fleeing only to find that they were in the same predicament as the rest of us. Although some were affiliated with Surt, others had been murdered as they abandoned their cars and tried to find a safe place to hide. I had little sympathy for them, their entitled attitudes unwelcome in a world that had nothing to do with the accumulation of money and things. Surt took in whoever sought him out, hoping they would help him in his war to take over. As an all-powerful god he could do just that—mold the fallen cities into what he wanted and bend the people who lived on Earth to his will. His sorcery knew no bounds.

      

      The forest had been our refuge, a forest I had conjured, the seedlings sprouting from every salty tear that fell from my eyes. The trees had grown tall and kept those who didn’t belong out, housing many species of animals, herbs, and the special mushrooms we used for healing. Streams had run burbling from one end to the other. In the clearings where the sun shone, we planted our gardens.

      But now the sun was overshadowed by reddish clouds, and the forest had begun to die off, the animals and the water growing scarce. Even a conjured forest needed sunlight. Our hopes and dreams for a home had been trampled under the darkening sky, a sense of doom replacing the promise of a good life.

      At the beginning I’d been a warrior goddess, keeping my group safe from the outlaws who ran rampant across the desert. But now my resolve had faltered, and they could all see it. They’d lost confidence in me. My group/family, who had been following me faithfully for over two years, were nearly fed up, and to get back their trust I had to find a way around the situation we were in. No wind blew, no rain fell, only the swirling sky that never varied. It was eerie and frightening, especially for those newly arrived from the fallen cities.

      I refused to let my vulnerability show. I was here for a reason and I would maintain my attitude of leader until whatever plagued me let go. It had to be temporary if what Lucifer told me was true. I was meant to save this place, and crying about my lack of power would do nothing to restore faith in me. But the held back tears were building and my need to be alone grew with each passing day. My questions grew too. Why was this happening? With Lucifer gone and no one who understood my plight the lack of answers piled up. I refused to break down in front of my people.
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      I was heading along the trail that led into the forest when I heard Ted say the word ‘Phrani’. Ted tended to ramble, so when he was talking my mind often took off like a flock of birds, only picking up a word or two until he was finished. Phrani had been here with us, but no one seemed to remember her but me. She had been my mentor after Sam left, a wise woman who knew things and seemed to have messages for me. Sam was back now, with his wife and children, but I still missed Phrani’s guidance. “Ted? What did you just say about Phrani?”

      “I said there’s some woman advising Surt now.”

      The god of chaos had a woman advising him? “Who’d you hear that from?”

      “One of the newcomers from Sanctuary. She said the woman was older and exotic, not at all the kind of person she’d imagine him with. She had a ruby in her third eye.”

      Phrani, my friend, had a ruby embedded in her forehead. But she would not consort with an evil god.  “Where is this person? I want to talk to him—or to her.”

      Many residents from Elysian City had chosen to head to Sanctuary, only to find that it had been taken over by the god of chaos. I was responsible for turning the people on the streets to his cause—not because I wanted to, but because he’d forced me to use my powers to hypnotize them into thinking he was their savior. But after the spells wore off, which eventually they always did, the people began to seek out other places to be safe. But that was in the past at a time when I still could do things. Now I was unable to even light a fire with my fingers.

      “Her name is Helene. There she is.” He pointed toward a skinny woman wearing filthy sweat pants and a tattered top, not odd attire for any of us these days.

      She looked frightened when she saw me coming toward her but I called out before she could do a disappearing act. “Ted said you told him about a woman in Sanctuary…Phrani? Can you tell me what you know?”

      Helene’s gaze skittered away before her eyes met mine. “I only saw her for a minute, maybe two. But that wasn’t her name What do you want to know?”

      “What’s her name?”

      Helene looked down for a moment, seemingly collecting her thoughts. “He called her Maya. I…I overheard them talking. He was asking about the city and how to quell the unrest…she said she knew how to do it.”

      “Did she have gray hair and a ruby in her forehead?”

      Helene nodded.

      “What was their plan?”

      “I didn’t hear that part—they walked away.”

      “Did they seem close? I mean, friends?”

      “Oh yes. Their arms were linked and they were walking together in the part of the city where grass grows. She was wearing a long gown that seemed out of a fairytale.” She looked up at me. “That’s all I know.”

      She was ready to bolt, her eyes flicking from side to side. “Thanks, Helene.  That’s good information to have.” As soon as I turned to leave, she took off, not running but close to it. Was I really that intimidating? My entire demeanor had changed in the last couple of months, the warrior persona replaced with…not sure what was replacing it, only that I didn’t feel like fighting anymore. This new softness was disturbing, not only to me but to everyone who’d trusted me to save their asses.

      With the sun’s absence and the feeling that we were trapped inside the forest, people were anxious. Not seeing the moon and stars bothered me even more than the lack of sun. I was a dark goddess, a moon goddess, connected to the night by silver threads that tugged me toward the vastness. “I promise I’ll find a way,” I whispered, turning toward the mountain and the aerie at the top where the view of the sky spread into infinity. I climbed the rocky hillside, watching Surt’s swirling sky come into view; deepest charcoal mixed with fiery streaks, a sickly yellow along the edges. If I didn’t get answers soon, I would have a mutiny on my hands. At the top I paused to swallow down the lump in my throat. I will not cry had become my mantra. A goddess who cried was an oxymoron. I would not allow my feelings to show.
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      I was returning from another useless meditation when I heard Sam call my name, turning to see him rushing toward me. “They’re here. Surt’s soldiers are at the gates.”

      “What gates?”

      “A figure of speech, Fee. The goons Surt forced you to turn to his cause are outside the forest. They’re trying to get in.”

      The Sam I knew was unflappable, but the look on his face was one I’d never seen before. “What’s new about this?”

      Sam pressed his lips together. “Their numbers have gone from a hundred or so to at least five-hundred.”

      A twinge went through my mid-section. “That many?”

      Sam nodded. “You’d best get hold of your angel.”

      “Lucifer said a final goodbye, Sam. I tried to find him but I couldn’t. The light-beings don’t want us to…”

      “Love each other?”

      I swallowed the tears that threatened. “Is there an older woman with them? Gray hair, a ruby implanted in her third eye?”

      Sam squinted at me. “Not that I saw. You need to fix this.”

      “What would you have me do?”

      “Use that visionary intuition you have, the part that creates worlds. You have extraordinary power. Surely you can puzzle this out.”

      I stared at him, unable to respond. Not only was I not in touch with the ‘part of me that created worlds’, but also I wasn’t sure it was true.  I’d created the forest that had now become our prison, but lately no amount of conjuring had done much of anything aside from frustrate me. And Sam knew this.

      “Reverse the spells you put on them.”

      “Whatever is going on with them is not because of my spells. Surt has them in his thrall.”

      “Bullshit,” he muttered before walking away.

      “Find the guns and threaten them if you’re so worried!” I shouted.

      He lifted his middle finger and kept walking.

      I was about to shout something else when Elena grabbed my arm. “Let it be,” she muttered.

      “Can you gather our group together? I need to get something off my chest.”

      

      It was a half hour later that I stood on a stump and said my piece. “I’m sorry I can’t fix this,” I began, blinking back tears. “I’m doing the best I can right now and I would appreciate your support. We need to be ready if these yahoos breach the forest. Gather any weapons and keep them close. In the meantime, I’ll scout the forest for someplace we might feel safer. Questions?”

      “What’s happening to you?” Sam called out.

      “If I knew I’d do something about it, Sam.”

      “Are you powerless now?” someone else asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I answered honestly. “Something is changing.”

      “Can’t you stop them?”

      I gazed toward the young woman wearing a tattered and faded T-shirt. She was new to the forest. “We’re safe here for the moment. But I can’t make them go away, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “But you’re a goddess!” someone else shouted. “Aren’t goddesses invincible?”

      “I thought so but I was wrong.”

      “Maybe we need to appoint someone else leader!” a male voice yelled from the back.

      “If you want to do that, be my guest. I would suggest a vote, though. There are many here who could lead, but don’t expect any magic.”

      “You don’t have magic so why should we keep you as leader?”

      I scanned the back for where the voice came from. “I just said that you should hold a fucking vote!” I yelled.

      No one else asked a question, but there was a murmur and grumbling that signaled their worry and uncertainty. As the group dispersed Sam arrived at my side. “That was a stupid move, Fee. Now they know how weak you are. I bet half of them head outside to join forces with Surt’s goons.”

      I met his stare with one of my own. “Let them go. If they can’t support me in my hour of need, they don’t belong here.”

      “Jesus, I hope you come out of this pity party soon,” he muttered before heading off.

      “It isn’t a pity party!” I called after him. “The truth bites, Sam!”
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      As night fell and the gloomy dimness turned into gloomier shadows, the fires outside the forest came into view, casting an eerie glow onto an already sinister darkness. I peered through the trees at the groups of mostly men settling in for the night, heard the murmur of voices. Sam was right—there were many more than there had been even a day ago. I smelled meat roasting. Within the crowd, I noticed that several of our group had left the safety of the forest to join with them. I was so fed up with things that I was ready to put everything in jeopardy just to scream at their idiocy. But as I was pushing back the limbs to leave the forest Elena grabbed my arm. “Don’t chance it,” she hissed.

      I frowned, my gaze going from her panicked expression to the weapons hanging across men’s shoulders, the prickle of trouble brewing. “I’m so frustrated,” I whispered.

      “We all are, but getting yourself killed won’t help anything.”

      

      Before bedding down, I posted guards along our perimeter with others due to spell them in a couple of hours. So far, the trees had kept them out, but they were growing weaker by the day. If they breached our defenses we were finished.

      I did first watch, and when my shift ended and I found my bed, I dreamed that Phrani arrived, a golden crown with embedded rubies askew amidst her tangle of gray hair. She wore a torn and filthy wedding dress accented in jewel tones and laced tightly in front. A wide gold band with inscribed runes rested on the ring finger of her left hand. Her sea-green eyes were wild, her cheeks streaked with blood and dirt. When I asked why she was here, she plucked the ruby out of her forehead and handed it to me. “What am I supposed to do with this?” I asked her. But she was already gone. I woke after that, unable to fall asleep again for many hours. When I finally did, my sleep was fitful, full of disturbing images that came and went…Lucifer and Surt battling with flaming swords, my forest on fire, the natives throwing me into a lightless pit. Beneath it all the menace of Surt lingered like a dark shadow waiting for the moment to strike.
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      The dark goddess is the mirror. The words were in my head when I woke. Lucifer had told me that back in what seemed eons ago. “Where are you?” I whispered. But as always there was no answer, our connection severed as cleanly as a knife through butter.

      “Fee!”

      The voice shocked me out of my half-awake state. When I rose to my feet too quickly, I was overcome with dizziness. Before I could find my balance, Elena appeared in the opening to my shelter. “Have you gotten enough beauty sleep, princess?” she asked sarcastically.

      My belly contracted. Elena was my second in command, that is before she had a baby. Now she seemed intent on dissing me at every turn. My fingers went to the stone hanging around my neck, grasping it tight to quell my unease. “I did guard duty last night and then I couldn’t sleep.”

      Elena scoffed, gazing at the stone. “Hope that necklace has answers because you certainly don’t.”

      I frowned. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’ve explained that I’m not who I was. Why do you keep expecting me to work a miracle?”

      Elena’s mouth hardened. “I’m worried, Fee. Energies are changing outside the forest. I’m scared Surt’s converts will find a way in. I feel like a sitting duck waiting for my head to get chopped off. You were sent here to take care of us. You need to either do something or come up with a plan.”

      You need to do something—the litany on everyone’s lips these days. “I was sent here to bring the gods back. Taking care of you lot is not my main purpose, but I’m glad to do what I can. Only problem is that right now I can’t do much.”

      “Call on Lucifer. He’s helped you before.”

      I had called on him—many times. He either didn’t hear me or chose to ignore it. We loved each other—it made no sense unless the light beings had taken him to some realm so far away that he couldn’t get back.  “He doesn’t answer.”

      Elena’s expression turned to one of shock. “He’s gone?”

      “Either that or he’s ignoring me. I’ve tried over and over.”

      “The forest is still expanding, Fee. That means you’re still a goddess, right?”

      “Is it?” My gaze fell on the shadowy light whispering across the forest floor. A reddish tinge that was missing during the night was the only indication it was day. No wind stirred the branches, no birdsong rang through the forest. The animals were oddly silent in this new reality we were living in. I held my hands out palms up.

      “It’s grown in the past week. We’re closer to the sea now,” she continued.

      “I’ll walk it today and measure,” I muttered, not really caring about how close the forest was to the sea or anything much at all aside from my diminishing powers. If the forest had grown it definitely had nothing to do with me.

      Ted appeared from under the trees carrying a red-faced Joseph. Ted and Elena’s baby had arrived just when our life had begun to deteriorate. He was a post Surt baby and also a ‘post Fee having any powers’ baby. He was thriving, but the other women who carried babies wouldn’t be so lucky.

      “Our people are taking their chances out there,” Ted said, nodding toward a pregnant woman and her man heading toward the opening in the trees.

      My glance went back to Ted. “At least they’ll have enough to eat. So many mothers have miscarried.”

      “We haven’t found an animal in a week,” he muttered, his attention on Elena. “If we don’t get meat soon, I would imagine a lot of us will succumb. Elena’s already worried about her milk production.”

      My heart twisted with jealousy as I watched her undo the buttons on her blouse. I wasn’t sure why since the idea of actually having a baby was terrifying. Lucifer and I could not have one together—we were different species. And besides that, he was gone. Get it together, I whispered, wondering why I would want to hold a messy howling infant in my arms. The entire idea was ludicrous, especially now.

      She settled on the log before glancing at me. “Perhaps we all need to join Surt’s people.” Her gaze went to the opening and the steady stream of men and women who were leaving.

      The roasting meat smells made my mouth water. “I’m not sure where they’re finding the game. Maybe Surt’s conjuring it. But if you think it’s best by all means do it. I don’t see any hostile reactions from them.”

      Elena and Ted exchanged a look before Ted said, “I’ll talk to Sam and some others and see what they think. The prospect of food is hard to ignore.”

      We were all hungry and seeing Surt’s people stuffing their faces did nothing for our morale. We were down to our stores of salted meats from the past summer, and the tubers we’d recently dug up. Winter would be here before we knew it. What would we do then?

      The pine we’d gathered for the firepit sent up bright sparks which lightened the gloom. Sam had managed to engineer a rod over the fire where the dented kettle hung. We had many odds and ends left behind by the former citizens of Elysian City who had fled their homes. So many had died during that first exodus, and Surt had managed to enslave many more. Whatever he had up his sleeve made little sense to my addled brain. I left Elena and Ted, poured myself a mug of tea and sat on the log next to Sam. He looked ten years younger since Lucifer had brought him back from the brink of death, his cancer sent packing. Not even the lack of sun and stress had dimmed the sparkle in his eyes since he’d reconnected with his long-lost love, Sika. She sat in the shadows feeding their baby, her soft brown eyes on Sam.

      

      Other forest residents arrived looking rumpled and sleepy. Soon there were ten people drinking tea, their mumbled conversations running the gamut from the hard ground, scarcity of food, to the lack of bathroom facilities. We had yet to dig a latrine big enough to accommodate all of us. But as I watched my people gathering their things to leave, I wondered if we would need to.

      “You look particularly down this morning,” Sam said, swiveling to look at me.

      “People are leaving the forest, Sam. I can’t talk them out of it—they need to eat. What if Surt turns them?”

      “I don’t think Surt cares much about anyone but you.”

      “Maybe, but he needs bodies to fix up the city. He doesn’t know about me yet.”

      “Know what?”

      “That I’m powerless.”

      “Didn’t you say that he couldn’t touch you now? You told me when he tried there was a spark that stopped him. You may not be able to stop a bullet but you can stop Surt.”

      “That was a while ago.”

      “Anyone know how many defectors have left the forest?” Ted asked, sitting next to Sam.

      “Twenty at my last count,” Sam muttered, watching the flames. He turned to me. “Peyton’s out there.”

      “I know and he’s still with Sally.”

      “She must be a witch.”

      “She’s Surt’s apprentice so I’m sure she’s a sorceress.” I glanced toward where the forest ended, watching the armed men pace. They acted like caged animals, as though waiting to get on with whatever horrible plan they had in mind—or should I say, Surt had in mind. Because these people did not think for themselves. They were programmed to do his bidding.

      “He’s hell bent on killing you, Fee.”

      “He doesn’t yet know that I’ve lost my powers,” I muttered. “So far, he hasn’t shown himself. If he wants to kill me, why doesn’t he come and try?”

      I rose and headed down the path strewn with dead needles, moving the low branches aside to look out. Peyton and I had been an item back when we lived in Elysian City, but since then I’d fallen in love with Lucifer. There was no going back for me. Peyton had found himself another woman—unfortunately she was in league with Surt and not to be trusted. When Sally’s fevered gaze met mine, I turned away, but not before I heard her shout, “What’s the matter dark goddess? Are your friends deserting?” There was a cackle of laughter from several of the pacing men.

      When I reached the firepit Elena was leaning against Ted, the baby asleep in her arms. Despite my cavalier attitude, the thought of them joining the mob out there gave me a chill. “Elena, meat or not, you and Ted can’t leave the forest.”

      “Did you think I was planning on it?” Elena scoffed. “Anyone for talking to that mob out there?” she asked the others.

      “Not me,” Sam mumbled. “Me neither,” Ted added.

      “Can you do it, Fee? Maybe our people will come back if they see you facing your enemies.”

      I glared at Sam, anger making me want to hit him. “How many times do I have to tell you the same thing? Why don’t you call a meeting and elect a new leader? I’m sick of this.”

      “You’re a goddess and goddesses don’t lose what they are.”

      “How do you know? Have you ever been a god? Every single one of you is intelligent and capable. Please stop counting on me to do everything. We need to find another water source. Ted, can you dig for water by what used to be our spring? Sam, please gather as many weapons as you can find. Most of the men here have at least one pistol and a knife or two. Talk to the others about how to shoot and why we may need to. Elena, please ask the women to search for more herbs and watercress. We need greens more than ever. Gather the pregnant women together and tell them what they may be up against if they leave the forest. They need to be prepared for the worst.”

      Elena frowned. “The worst could happen in here as well as out there. I’ll tell them the truth, Fee. If they want meat, they have to go out there to get it.”

      “Fine. Just please make yourselves useful.”
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      It was late morning when I went to the dammed-up portion of the stream that we used for bathing. The trees hung low over the pond we’d created, loose needles and falling leaves from the oaks and maples marring the smooth surface of the water. Despite the springs drying up, the pond was still deep enough to use for bathing. When I stared into the dark water and idly ran my fingers back and forth, it began to churn, ripples replacing the mirrored surface. When an image began to materialize, I leaned closer. Reflected in the water Surt stood with his back to me, Phrani beside him.

      “We have to draw them out,” Surt murmured, turning his colorless eyes to Phrani.

      “Yes, I understand. But change takes time.”

      “How long can they remain in that dead forest? That bitch is a thorn in my side.”

      “What is it that you want, my sire?”

      Sire? I peered more closely at the woman dressed in a tight-fitting gown of deep red. Her gray hair was braided loosely and arranged in an elegant configuration. The sun was out over Sanctuary. I could see it glinting off the cold metal buildings.

      Surt took her hands in his, pulling her close. “I want to rid the world of her, Maya. Once and for all. I want everyone to bow to me and me alone. You will help me, won’t you?”

      Phrani smiled up at him. “I understand your desire for this, Sire, but there is a reason why she’s here.”

      “Reason or not, she has to go, my love.”

      He was bending to kiss her when I was flung back, the forest and the stream coming into focus. The water was calm and flat. I hurried back to camp, wondering what it all meant.

      

      I found Elena and the others by the firepit. “I saw them—Phrani and Surt, in the pool where we bathe. They’re together and he wants me dead.”

      Elena laughed. “In the pool?”

      I glared at her. “Not literally in the pool…a vison in the water.”

      “That’s nothing new,” she muttered. “But they can’t get in here.”

      “Without sunlight we can’t live, Elena. Ted mentioned the crops. You’ve been treating the sores and the related illnesses. We have women about to give birth and the forest animals are dying off. We will die, bit by bit.”

      “Well, at least you’re discovering new powers.”

      I glanced at her. “Not sure how that happened.  Hardly helpful, though.”

      Elena scoffed. “Anything that allows you access to Surt’s mind is helpful, Fee. It sounds like he considers you a major threat.”

      I was still mystified by the spark he caused when he tried to touch me. But that was months ago and I hadn’t tested it again. If he got wind of what was happening to me all bets were off. Maya, he called Phrani, Maya—the Hindu goddess of illusion. What did I know about her?

      I was poring through my memory banks when Ted appeared. “What are you thinking so hard about?”

      “Maya, the Hindu goddess. Do you know anything?”

      “Not much. I think she’s the symbol of illusion--what humans delude themselves with. I read somewhere that the Buddhists believe we have to remove the veils to understand the meaning of life.”

      Illusion. Things that were not as they seemed. Veils that covered over the truth. “Surt seems like he fits right in.”

      Ted nodded, his frown deepening. “What do we know about him or what he wants?”

      “Power is the only thing that comes to mind. He wants to be revered as the most powerful.”

      “With you standing in the way, he can’t. Face it, Fee. You are meant to take this dude down.”

      “If I’m meant to do this, then why I am I unable to keep us all safe? Something about this doesn’t make sense. I wish I could talk to Phrani but she’s with Surt now. I would never have believed it if I hadn’t seen it.”

      “Never met Phrani, but I understand what you’re saying. Could she be playing him?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know.”
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      Time stuttered and seemed to stop. I wondered if it was a figment of my imagination or if the seconds that passed by had actually slowed. Or maybe it was the feeling that night and day were nearly the same—one long nightmarish reality that never ended. At least I’d impressed upon our group the need to gather stores for the upcoming winter months. Those who had decided not to leave, that is. We harvested hazelnuts and small berries that could be dried. We dug new springs and found ways to filter the water. But my precious forest was obviously dying, limbs cracking and falling as leaves turned brown. I spoke to them when I was meditating, encouraging the Siofra spirits to help them keep going. “This will end,” I assured them. But they could hear the distress in my voice and feel the pain in my heart. The spirits were tuned into me. They knew when it was time to move on.

      The women lost the babies they carried, their grief infecting the rest of us. Their men took it out on me, their veiled threats worrying. Even worse were the ones who carried their babies to term only to be born dead. It was heartbreaking for all of us. And on top of that, people were catching some sort of strange flu. I wondered if was remnants of the strain of whatever had been unleashed on Elysian City. It was hard to know where it came from. With the herbs being used up it was harder to combat. Perhaps it was only the lack of vitamins and sunlight that brought our immune systems to its collective knees. We buried the dead and said the words. A heavy despondency hung over our group. We were all on edge.

      

      We ventured out at night to hunt, avoiding Surt’s men as we skirted along the border of the forest. One night I ventured far afield and ran into one of the natives. He held his spear out ready to plunge it into my chest, until I held up my hands and lowered to my knees.

      “You kill animal but not eat,” he accused.

      I shook my head. “No. We need the meat as much as you.” When I looked up again the spear was on the ground and I recognized the chief. “It’s Surt and his followers who do this. He wants to kill all of us.”

      The chief looked me over with barely concealed disdain. “You bring here. You must stop. Spirits angry.”

      “I…I am no longer a goddess,” I murmured. “I have no power to do anything.”

      The chief looked up at the sky and began to chant, the words echoing across the barren desert. I bowed my head and took in the words I didn’t understand, the rhythmic pull of them reverberating inside my chest. When he was finished, he gazed at me again. “Great spirit say you strong. You come with purpose.”

      “I did come with purpose, but…”

      “Like caterpillar emerge as butterfly.” He pressed his hands together and bowed his head before fading into the desert shadows.

      A caterpillar. I was stuck inside a cocoon. His words gave me hope.

      

      I woke one morning with another dream on the edge of my mind. The sky hung like a pall over everything, the trees barely visible in the gloom. In the dream I’d been back in time to see the world as it was before I arrived in the future. The planet was on the brink, with climate change a big topic of conversation, and yet little was being done about it. The governments around the world refused to take the initiative necessary to put things right, wanting their profits to continue. Even the gods were loath to interfere in the mess humans had made. That was the start of what had toppled Elysian City. If the people had had the will to break through the profit motive it never would have come to this. Now we lived like we had hundreds of years ago, with rustic huts made from twigs, growing vegetables and raising animals for food. But my mother, who lived two-hundred years in the past, lived close by a city that was rebuilt from the rubble of earthquake and storms. She was able to buy food and clothing in stores that dotted the paved streets. I had lived there so I knew. Since Elysian City had gone belly up, we had none of those things, forcing us to make our clothing from restitched rags and mending our shoes with animal hides tanned with our urine. It would be many years, if ever, before a city could be built out of what we had now. And yet we’d been happy with our lives. Until Surt.

      When my group first came together and formed into community, we still had a few goats and some chickens. But they were all gone now, eaten to keep us from starving. When I looked back at what we’d started it made me doubly sad. Before Surt we’d begun something that could have been wonderful. I liked the rustic life, loved growing our vegetables and raising our animals, forming groups that specialized in making bread, animal husbandry, herbal cures. Each person had something to contribute. I didn’t miss the city with its dichotomy of super rich and poor, or even the immediate retinal imaging system known as IRIS that could be used to find information--at least for those rich enough to have the tokens.

      We’d gone back to the beginning, shared what we knew and were on our way to a Utopian society--I knew enough to call it that. Now our lives consisted of scrabbling to keep going, fear making us jumpy and distressed. Back then I’d been a goddess, able to conjure things into being—the things we needed, like certain medicinal plants and even animals.  But now I was useless.

      Another trip to the stream to bathe answered a question that had been nagging at me. This time I was prepared for the churning, glad to see the faces peering out of the water. The pond was like a looking glass, a mirror that showed me what I needed to know.  This time there was no denying what Surt had in mind. I saw the enormous machines, the high-rises being repaired, the resurrection of what had been razed only a few years before. His sorcery was doing what the people could never have managed. I saw his blueprints, the plans that lay in piles across his massive desk. His power would extend across this country and around the world. He would be king of it all.

      Why was I here if not to stop him? Or was I merely a conduit to allow the rest of the gods and goddesses to return to the Earth? Who was the dark goddess?

      The water rippled and churned, the scene changing to my father’s face, my grandfather, my mother. They were looking straight at me, telling me something, but their voices were garbled. Once they faded away my tears welled, frustration growing with each passing minute. Lucifer had told me that Surt couldn’t exist in the world I would create. But he did exist and there was nothing I could do about it. I wanted to believe what the chief had told me, but I had to be realistic. We were at a crossroads.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Morning came too soon, the night shortened by my unruly thoughts once I tried to get to sleep. I poured tea and tried to make sense of things as I watched Elena head toward the crying baby under the trees. As soon as she lifted Joseph, he quieted. A moment later Ted arrived and sat next to her, his hand coming to rest on her thigh as the baby rooted against her breast. I wanted what Elena and Ted had—a family, love. Without Lucifer I was rudderless, unable to keep a firm grip on anything. I shook myself. I couldn’t go down that road again. Despite finally admitting he loved me, Lucifer was gone.

      I stumbled into the forest, heading to the stream again and hoping for more insights. The shadows hid me as I stripped off my filthy jeans and T-shirt and the threadbare articles that passed as underwear. I threw them into the water and rubbed them roughly against the stones to remove the dirt and sweat before plunging in to do the same to my body. My hair was dreadlocks, the tangles refusing to come out even after I soaked them.

      I was still at it when I heard a rustle under the trees. When our eyes met Lucifer pressed a finger to his mouth and pulled off his long coat, moving close to the stream before stripping off his jeans. I marveled at his angular body, the pale skin that looked like it was made from marble. Before I could say a word, he was in the water, his fingers working out the tangles in my hair as his mouth met mine. While we kissed, he plied his magic, his gold mixing with my silver as we traveled far from the forest. As always, I was lost to myself, as though we were one being, our edges combining as we climbed and climbed. When we reached the point of no return, my cries echoed, tears sliding down my cheeks.

      “Feirin,” he murmured, cupping my face in his hands. “I cannot be here. But I had to see you.”

      “See me? Is that what you call this?” I gasped.

      He smiled sadly.

      I pulled out of his arms. “I have no powers. Did you know?”

      “It is temporary.” He moved away to pull on his jeans before slipping his coat back on.

      “How temporary?” I asked, struggling up the bank.

      “I cannot say. I must go now.”

      I grabbed his arm. “Are the light-beings keeping us apart again? Why haven’t you been back until now?”

      “It is worse than that. We are moving into another planetary system.”

      “But I have to know what’s happening to me. I need you.”

      He shook his head, his eyes so dark I could barely see them in the gloom. “I have no choice, Feirin. I am not human.”

      “But we love each other—you can’t leave. You said we were connected now—you promised. Are you coming back?”

      But Lucifer had already melted into the shadows. For a second, I was furious with him until I realized the truth. This was his way of saying goodbye. The held back tears erupted, sliding down my cheeks. I cried for a long time before I pulled on my wet clothes and headed slowly back to camp.

      

      By the time I returned, the group had dispersed, either settling into their shelters or collecting herbs and plants, and gathering water. The young ones had been left behind, watched over by Maria and Elena.

      It was Sam who finally pulled me out of the doldrums, his baritone startling me out of my dark thoughts.

      “Are you really powerless?” he asked. “The woman who brought this forest into existence?”
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