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“The veil that separates time shimmers like a mist at dawn. It’s where the past and present touch but never fully intertwine. It’s an ethereal curtain that is spun from the whispers of forgotten memories and the echoes of moments yet to come. This veil guards the passage between what has been and what is. When one gazes upon it, the shadows of  time dance just beyond reach while the present unfolds in vibrant clarity on this side of the divide. Yet, to step through this veil is to traverse the fragile boundary of time itself, where history could be rewritten and the present forever altered.”
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AS PER USUAL, HE WAS late. This didn’t surprise or even annoy Ciara O’Sullivan.  Lateness was a pattern of her father for as long as she could remember.  He focused his archeologist’s brain on projects and all else went by the wayside. James O’Sullivan traveled for work and when he was home his mind rarely joined him, preferring to focus on the job he’d just finished or would soon begin.  When her mother died five months earlier, he dove even deeper into his work.

Shortly after her mother’s death, the family experienced yet another loss.  Her grandmother, Fiona O’Sullivan, passed away at the ripe old age of ninety-two.  She left stocks, bonds, and other monetary valuables to Ciara’s father and brother, but she surprised everyone when she left the estate and all its contents to her eighteen-year-old granddaughter.  It was accompanied by a letter expressing her desire that Ciara do her best to maintain and keep the property in the family.  Fiona even provided Ciara with a trust fund to be used for the care and upkeep of the house. As well as a modest living allowance that would support her for the rest of her life, providing she lived wisely.  Ciara knew her grandmother led a comfortable life, but she never imagined the old woman as well off as she proved to be. Especially considering the poor condition of the old estate house that she’d insisted on living in right up to the moment she left this world.  

Father and daughter moved into the run down ancestral home the day after Ciara graduated from high school.  They left behind the conveniences of city life, along with lifelong friends. It was of little consequence to James, but Ciara immediately felt the void.  Even so, she’d made a solemn vow to carry out her grandmother’s wishes to live in and maintain the ancestral abode and she planned on doing just that.  With a little elbow grease and a lot of determination, she intended to bring things back to their original glory.

The sun glistened off the morning dew coating the rooftop as she surveyed the repair work that was immediately done upon moving in. It looked almost too pristine in comparison to the weathered exterior that cried out for paint and the random spots where the wood along the awnings threatened to crumble to the touch.  There were several broken windows. Those that weren’t looked crammed into the wall at an angle. But the structure, itself, was still solid and sound.

Her chestnut mare’s shrill whinny caught her attention.  She whirled around just in time to move out of the way of the racing beauty. It brought to mind the need to put fence repairs at the top of her ever-growing maintenance list.  

Having been moved from the confines of a rigidly run boarding stable to the free and easy-going environment of a country estate brought surprising vigor to Lila, Ciara’s equine friend. She could never get enough of watching her mare’s powerful muscles flex as she moved with grace and beauty.

Ciara slapped her forehead while remembering Lila’s needs and shouted to her father that she’d be back as soon as she’d fed her mare.  James popped his head out of the window of the second story den and bellowed for her to take her time since he’d switched to a later flight.  She shook her head, once again accepting his negligence in telling her this bit of information as part of his eccentric persona.  He may be scattered and absent minded in matters he found mundane, but she was just happy to have him around.

The odor of fresh horse manure assaulted her nostrils as she entered the old barn. The structure had once been a grand stable. Over time, it was made into a barn to accommodate livestock. It was her intention to return it to the state of stable as soon as possible. The far corner was made to accommodate Lila, but the major portion of the barn was still in dire need of cleaning and renovating.  

Ciara squealed, jumped back, and shuddered as a mouse scurried across her feet. Her unexplainable fear of mice and snakes made it difficult to control her reactions whenever she spotted one.  As her heart struggled to regain a steady beat, she scooped grain into Lila’s feed bucket. A flash caught the corner of her eye and chills covered her body. This was no mouse or snake; of that she was certain.

She looked around to find nothing there. “Again,” she moaned out loud. “I’m so tired of this. When will it end?”  

Ciara saw flashes through the corner of her eye most of her life. Mice and snakes may unnerve her, but the flashes and chills were little more than an annoyance.  She returned to the task of feeding her mare and then raced back to the house.  Her father had postponed the flight by only an hour.  They needed to get moving if he wanted to make it to the airport on time.

A tall girl of Irish descent, Ciara’s long, fiery hair framed her face before resting on her shoulders.  Her finely muscled frame afforded her the strength to accomplish daunting tasks that most women would buckle under. Yet, for all her strength and power, she retained an air of femininity. Hers was the type of personality that people gravitated to. Those who didn’t were generally the controlling types who were frustrated by her ‘live and let live’ philosophy. 

Arthur Longsworth was one of those control freaks.  She’d dated him for two years before he went off to college.  She discovered his true colors shortly after he’d started school when her surprise visit found him behind closed doors with a co-ed. Although her first inclination was to tear at the sneering girl’s smug face, she managed to retain her dignity with only the slamming of the door expressing her feelings.  Arthur later tried to control the situation by demanding that Ciara realize an open relationship while in college would remove curiosity and he’d be more likely to be faithful when they married, which he was certain they’d inevitably do.  She rejected the idea and suggested that he go bungee jumping without the bungee.

She thought they had something special and he’d wait for her to reach a suitable age to propose marriage. In a way, she supposed his ridiculous request for freedom dating while expecting her to sit quietly at home and wait for him was a clear indication of what marriage to him would be like. She missed his passionate kisses and snuggling into his thick, strong arms while watching an old movie, but she could never consent to his terms. Not to mention that she was still young and marriage was the last thing that she had on her mind.  Her cell phone rang.  It was Arthur.

She entered the house in search of her father while she held her stomach with one hand and the phone to her ear with the other.  She found her conversations with Arthur more and more unsettling as time went by.  Although his calls were coming farther and farther apart, they were still coming.  She needed him to stop bothering her. Yet, she continued to answer the calls.  If she had a brain in her head, she’d ignore them.  

Taking a deep breath in resignation, her voice was flat as she said, “Hello Arthur.” 

“I see your cell phone works out there in no man’s land.  What other modern amenities might I find?  A sink?  A toilet?  Running water?”  Arthur asked in a tone that was undeniably sarcastic. 

Born and raised in a big city, he couldn’t understand Ciara’s reasoning for living in the old, rundown estate instead of selling it and investing the money into a quality life in the hub of civilization.

“Okay,” she sighed, “You got your dig in for the day.” 

“I was thinking about the great time that we had last year in the mountains. Do you remember?” he asked in a lusty murmur.

Her body reacted to his sultry coaxing while her mind scolded that she should have known better than to answer his call.  His obsession with getting her back was merely because she’d ended the relationship. Of course, she remembered. She often thought back on her times with Arthur. Especially now that she lived in such isolation. But, it was time to move on and make new memories.  

“What’s your point?” she asked in a tone that was colder than she’d intended.  

“Chill,” he defensively said. “I just thought it might be nice to take another trip back there.  Just you and me. Like the old days.  Colin can come if you insist.” 

She stood at the foot of the stairs and craned her neck for signs of her father’s progression toward leaving. An involuntarily shiver consumed one side of her body as an ice-cold breeze swept past.  She glanced around in time to catch the curtains flowing in the living room even though the windows and doors were tightly closed.  She made a mental note to check the windows for proper insulation before winter set in. 

“I’m able to enjoy the beautiful country side right here,” she replied with strained civility, “but you go ahead. It will do you good.” Her side was getting colder to the point of almost hurting. Where was it coming from? 

“Well,” Arthur gave an agitated sigh, “I’ll be the judge of how beautiful your countryside is soon enough. Even though you haven’t paid me the courtesy of an invitation, Colin invited me for the weekend. We can continue this conversation when I get there.” 

It felt like her stomach twisted on its side as Arthur’s words assaulted her ears.  He sounded like a cat baiting a mouse.  She should have known better than to encourage a friendship between her brother and Arthur.  She couldn’t expect Colin to stop the friendship just because she’d broken up with him. It was true that the estate belonged to her, but she’d never even think of lording that over her brother in any way. She’d invited Colin to move in with her and their father, but he’d opted to remain in the city to be close to his job. He visited on weekends to check in on them and help with any repairs that he could.

Even though she’d encouraged and expected Colin to treat the estate like it was his own, she and her older brother were going to have to have a serious talk. Boundaries needed to be set. “Where are you staying?” she blurted. 

“With eight bedrooms at your disposal, you’d make me stay in a motel out there in Deliverance?” he asked. There was a chuckle in the undertone of his voice.  He knew he’d won and savored every minute of her irritation. 

The cold reached the point of unbearable.  She wheeled around for a sweeping view of her surroundings.  It was summer, yet this felt like winter.  

As her ocean blue eyes landed on the source of the draft, she stood motionless.  Her lids didn’t even flutter as she stared into the pale blue eyes of an older man dressed in an outdated flannel shirt and wool pants. He was scowling, yet she didn’t feel frightened. Maybe it was because she sensed the scowl was meant for Arthur. When she finally managed a blink, the old man disappeared.  As did the cold.  

“I have to go. Stay wherever,” she snipped as she jammed her cell phone into her back pocket. Who was that man?  Where did he come from and  where did he go? Her mind raced. 

“Dad are you ready?” she called a little shakily. “The plane won’t wait!”

Her legs were wobbly as she frantically checked the windows and locks while continuing to call out reasons for her father to hurry.  She opened closet doors and pounded on their walls while listening for a hollow sound.  Sometimes these old houses had hidden rooms. Maybe this man lived in one.

When she and her father were finally on the road heading to the airport, she almost said something to him about the old man but decided against it.  She saw no benefit in worrying him when he’d be halfway around the world and unable to do anything to help her.

The remainder of her day was spent searching for the intruder.  He’d probably left while she was away but, just to be safe and to make sure that he wasn’t an unwelcome squatter, she thoroughly searched the house and out buildings. It was dusk before her search was interrupted by Colin’s jeep bouncing down the long, sparsely graveled drive with Arthur loudly cursing his indignation through the open window.  

Lila raced to greet them. The setting sun bounced shadows off the mare’s powerful muscles as she proudly worked them.  She was a sight to behold. Colin smiled at the sight of her.  He enjoyed the beauty of this magnificent beast.  Leaping from the jeep as soon as he’d reached the parking area, he stroked her neck while she pushed him off balance with her nose. Laughingly, he put a little more swing behind his strokes. 

Arthur cautiously exited the vehicle.  He wasn’t fond of animals, particularly ones that were larger than he was. Whoever heard of a horse that wandered free like a dog?  This was one of the little quirks about Ciara that drove Arthur crazy.  She insisted on treating her animals like they were people.  He was about to make a sarcastic remark about just that fact when he saw her stepping off the front porch. 

“Colin!”  She called as she enthusiastically waved.

Arthur scowled as he watched her approach.  When he was away from Ciara, he held nothing but sweet thoughts for her. But, when he was in her presence, he couldn’t hold down his hostility over her rejection.  It was a vicious cycle. 

Colin looked at Arthur’s scowl and said in a friendly, but authoritative manner, “Let’s try our best to get along this weekend.” 

Ciara let out a long groan as she reached them and joined her brother in stroking Lila’s neck. 

“Oh no, I’m so sorry! I can’t believe this!”  she lamented.

“What?” Colin knowingly asked.

“I got involved with something this morning and I don’t know where the time went.  I never made it to town like I’d planned. I have zip for dinner.  How could I be so stupid?” She tapped her head with the palm of her hand and added, “I’m sorry.”  

Accustomed to his sister’s tendency for being preoccupied with projects, Colin had come prepared.  He winked at Arthur as he reached into the back seat of the jeep and produced Chinese takeout. Holding it high, he smiled with pride.  At that moment, Lila whinnied to remind them that she came first.  A very grateful Ciara suggested that her brother and ex-boyfriend go to the house and she would follow the mare to the barn while assuring them that she wouldn’t be long.  

As the men entered the old estate house, a bitter cold swept over Arthur that permeated his bones. 

“Did you feel that?” Arthur asked.

“Feel what?” Colin replied.

“That...cold,” Arthur said.

“It’s practically ninety degrees, man,” Colin said.  “Are you sick?”

“I’ve never felt better,” Arthur mused as he checked the grand foyer for the source of the draft.  

**
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Arthur worked the stiffness out of his body.  That mysterious cold had plagued him all through the night. The summer coverings on his bed had done nothing to keep it from disrupting his sleep. He spent most of the night longing for a thick quilt or down comforter. Scowling, he joined Ciara and Colin who were already enjoying their breakfast.

The sun shining through the French doors of the breakfast nook brought out the charm of the old estate home.  Ciara was restoring the house to its original look.  She’d learned a method of repairing and cleaning the wallpaper from a show on public access television and beamed proudly at her handiwork as Arthur surveyed the surroundings. Knowing that he wasn’t a fan of old, she doubted that he’d appreciate her efforts or see the value in the restored rooms. But she let her pride flow anyway.  

“There’s coffee,” Ciara brightly announced, “and some croissants with butter and jam.  If you want anything else, help yourself.”  

She watched Arthur strut toward the kitchen. His thick muscles strained against his Armani shirt.  Although they’d hinted of his attempt to bring order to them, his dark, unruly curls could stand a good combing.  Even though they were designer faded, his jeans shouted newness. He was a stark contrast to the old house with its ancient wallpaper and worn wooden floors. When Arthur returned, he was washing the last of his croissant down with the remains in his coffee mug. 

“I’m taking a quick walk outside,” he announced. “Does anybody want to join me?” 

Brother and sister simultaneously replied with, “I will.”   

The two winked at each other, gave a quick chuckle, and followed Arthur outside.  

Ciara contentedly walked behind the two young men while observing the differences between them. Her brother and Arthur were both four years her senior, but that’s where the similarity ended. Arthur had dark hair and a large frame with a thick barrel chest and brawny arms.  Colin shared the O’Sullivan blue eyes and Irish red hair.  He was a few inches taller than Arthur with a lean, well defined and developed muscular frame. 

The trio decided to investigate the old logging trail up the west side of the wooded hillside.  Ciara grew up curious to explore it, but her grandmother had held firm with her warnings about the perils that awaited anyone who ventured up that path. Although she’d felt that her grandmother was being a little dramatic, she was still wary about venturing it alone. If there was really peril from an abundance of lifeless trees and sliding boulders, it was irresponsible not to travel in company in case of an injury.  So, she’d waited for companions before entering the forbidden territory.  

The morning sun barely penetrated the canopy of the trees that coupled overhead along the path.  Nature’s debris covered the ground that was slick from the morning dew. The smell of earthy decay rose up as Ciara’s feet sunk into soft layers of rich compost that was created from fallen leaves and branches. Deer droppings lined the path, giving evidence of their morning and evening march to graze in the field near the woods. 

Loud crunching sounded behind her and she smiled at the sight of her mare casually following them. The animal was such good company in the isolation of her new home that Ciara sometimes had to remind herself that Lila wasn’t human.  

Noticing Lila was fully tacked, she scowled. She’d saddled her mare for an early morning ride just as Colin had called out for breakfast. She’d fully intended to return for that ride, so she didn’t remove the tack. Arthur’s offer to walk had pushed that ride right out of her mind. Her scattered thinking had increased since she’d moved to the country. She feared that her father’s inability to focus might be hereditary. She promised herself that she’d make sure to remove the tack as soon as their walk ended. 

As they approached a small clearing, Colin pointed to a wooden structure resembling a tiny house. As they got closer, they recognized it as an old well house.  Excited and filled with anticipation, she skipped ahead with Lila close at her heels.

The amount of visible decay to the structure and the plant life that almost consumed it, warned Colin that the abandoned well might not be safe.  

“Be careful!” he called out. “You don’t know how sound that thing is and there’s no telling what you’re stepping on.”  

Before Colin finished his warning, a loud crack echoed off the hillside.  The ground opened up and scooped Ciara into its folds. The only sign of her having been there was the small patch of torn shirt that caught on the wood as she fell through.  Lila reared  before backing safely away. 

Colin raced toward the gaping hole that  had swallowed his sister.  When he reached the edge of the well, he immediately fell onto his stomach while Arthur froze in his tracks.  

“Ciara! I can’t see her!” he shouted from the edge of the opening as he turned frantically to Arthur. “Run and call for help! Call 911!  Call 911!”  

Lila would have been hard pressed to keep up with Arthur as he pushed his powerful legs into action while Colin stuck his head as far into the darkness as he could.  

Ciara heard the commotion above her but couldn’t move or call out. She felt light, as if floating.  To her surprised, she was able to see her brother on the ground looking into the well as Arthur sprang into action. 

Memories of her time with Arthur flashed before her.  She remembered how shy she was when they’d met and he’d asked her to the movies for their first date. She remembered how timid and wonderful their first kiss was and how passionate they became as time went on.  She remembered how she’d thought that she loved him and how no other man could ever measure up to him.  Sadness swept over her. Then came the memory of walking into his dorm room to find him making love to a co-ed.  Her longing for him disappeared as quickly as it came as she, once again, remembered why they were no longer a couple.

The next thing she knew, she was standing next to Lila. Her attention was directed toward her brother as he struggled to see her within the bowels of the abandoned well.  She reached for him and was shocked when her hand passed right through his back.

“You’re out of your body. You must return now,” said a voice in her head that wasn’t her own.  

Gasping, Ciara eyed the mare and asked, “Did you say something?”  

Lila blinked a few times and vigorously nodded her head.

The strange voice in her head said in a commanding tone,  “If you do not return now you may never be able to.“

Suddenly bright flecks that were the colors of the rainbow flew about.  It resembled driving through an intense snow storm, except that the snow was colored.  Pain shot throughout Ciara’s rib cage as she gasped for air.  A small cry escaped her lips. 

“Ciara, are you okay?” Colin called as he cautiously stretched his torso further over the edge of the opening.  

He hoped the well was shallow enough to reach down for her.  To his dismay, a loud crack shot out beneath him and he was forced to scoot back to safety. At that point Lila was behind Colin, pushing his back with her nose and working her hoofs into the ground.  When he glanced over his shoulder at her, she threw her head toward the rope that was fastened on the side of the saddle.  He sat like a helpless child on the ground.  The stress of the situation made him unable to think clearly. Lila whinnied and aggressively tossed her head.

Colin finally understood.  He quickly stood up and reached for the rope.  Tying one end around his waist, he secured the other end to the saddle horn. The mare had no training for what he was about to ask of her. He prayed for help from above while he buried his face into her strong neck and fought back panic.  

The mare impatiently worked the ground and tossed her head, as if to say, ‘get on with it’. Colin took a deep breath and slowly felt his way down into the depths of the well.  The jagged edges made an easy grip for him as he inched his way deeper into the bowels of black.  It was dark, foul smelling, and full of decay. A soft warm breeze floated past him, carrying with it the sweet scent of honeysuckle.  The refreshing difference provided a boost of energy and optimism as he preceded downward, calling for Ciara as he did. 

“Help,” Ciara moaned. 

The pain in her chest prevented her from drawing enough air into her lungs to produce much more than a whisper.  She could only hope that her brother could hear her. The rank smell made her stomach queasy. She moved her hand and it nudged the remains of an unfortunate raccoon. Shuddering with repulsion when she realized what she’d touched, she jerked her hand away.

When Colin finally reached her, he growled with disgust as he kicked the decaying animal remains aside and knelt down to inspect the damage to his sister as best as he could in the minimal light that filtered down the hole.  He cradled her head with his hands. A tortuous decision needed to be made. He knew that he should wait for help to come, but there was no telling when that would be. From what he could surmise in the depths of this hole of hell, Ciara needed out as soon as possible.

Taking a deep breath to steel his nerves, he nervously whispered, “I’m here.  I’ll get you out.”  

Colin dug into the recesses of his mind for the method of tying the rescue noose that he’d learned while in boy scouts.  Panic muddled his focus. He forced himself to calm down. When he finally managed, his hands moved as if they had a life of their own as he secured his sister with the rope.  His own body flinched with each cry that escaped her pale lips. 

When he felt confident that he’d done all that he could to move her with minimal interactions with her injuries, he commanded Lila to back up. To his surprise, the mare steadily worked the rope. Using his legs to help with their exit of the well by walking up the wall, he had little left to do except cradle Ciara’s head and hold on tight while they were slowly pulled to the top.  If he hadn’t known better, he’d have thought they were being rescued by several draft horses.  

The sound of his jeep barreling up the path was clear as Lila continued to pull Colin and Ciara to safety. Leaves and mud flew as the vehicle slid to a quick stop.  Arthur hopped out and rushed to help with the final stages of the pull.  As the two came into sight, Arthur reached forward and grasped Ciara beneath the arms.  He lifted her like she weighed that of a tiny child, lowered her gently to the ground, and then turned to assist Colin with equal ease.  

Beads of sweat coated Arthur’s face and neck. His breathing was labored.  He hadn’t stopped to think about what he’d done.  He’d just kicked his body into gear and did what he needed to do.  Now, as he rested for the first time since the nightmare began and the excessive adrenaline receded, his muscles complained about the strain that he’d put on them.  He’d heard of situations where people developed super human strength and were able to lift things like cars in a crisis. He now knew that the stories were true.  He fell back onto the soft moist ground, ignoring the tiny leaves and twigs that pierced his flesh through his designer clothes. 

Colin inspected Ciara.  Her face was pale, and her lips were a faint purple-blue. 

“Did you call for help?” he barked to Arthur, a little more gruffly than intended.  

Choosing to let Colin’ tone of voice slide, Arthur said through heavy breathing, “They should be here any minute. Should we take her to the house? I don’t know. What do you do in a situation like this?  Should we move her or wait?’ 

“We’ve already pulled her out,” Colin thoughtfully said. Then, eyeing the mucky path, he asked, “How hard was it to get the jeep up here?” 

“I slid a lot,” Arthur admitted. “They’d be lucky  getting an ambulance up that path.” 

Colin shook his head.  He knew that moving Ciara without an understanding of any injury she may have obtained during her fall could worsen the situation, but he didn’t know what else to do.

“I don’t want to risk them getting stuck.  Help me get her into the back of the jeep. Lower the back seat, will you?”  Colin asked, making a conscious effort to keep his voice less aggressive.

Arthur rose to his feet.  He no longer had speed or power in his movements. It felt like lead was pumping through his veins.  Each step forward was a struggle. Colin pulled a blanket from the back of the Jeep and spread it onto the ground near Ciara.  

“We can carry her in this,” Colin said as he shook out the blanket and spread it next to her.  “Maybe it will help balance her weight and not jog her as much.  You take that side.” 

They eased Ciara onto the blanket and wrapped her tightly. Colin grabbed Arthur by the wrist in a firm hold. His expression of gratitude and friendship when their eyes met caused a lump to form in Arthur’s throat. 

Clearing his throat, Arthur said, “Come on buddy... on the count of three”.​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2

[image: ]




CIARA SNUGGLED DEEP into the mound of pillows that were piled beneath her back to keep her torso elevated.  She’d been released from the hospital that morning and it was wonderful to be home.  Her mother’s sister, Alma, gripped a bed tray as she entered the room.  She’d traveled from Georgia as soon as she’d learned of the accident. Ciara’s stomach responded with a loud rumble to the aroma of the homemade chicken soup and freshly baked rolls on the tray that Alma balanced with care. She giggled as she watched her aunt struggle with the burden. 

“You’re spilling my salvation,” Ciara teased.  “You never were good with carrying trays. It’s no wonder they fired you from that waitress job.” 

“Pick on me and I’ll send you back to the hospital,” Alma teased back. Her big doe-like eyes twinkled with delight.  

Ciara feigned despair with,  “No, anything but that,”

Alma gently placed the bed tray across her niece’s lap and then busied herself by patting more fluff into her pillows to provide better support for her back.  Ciara fondly watched as she bustled about the room opening windows, shifting draperies, and picking up loose clothing.  

“I felt a little breeze in my room last night, even though the windows were closed.  It’s warm now, but I think you should tend to it before the winter months come,” Alma said.  She reached forward and patted Ciara’s knee, “We’ll focus on that when you’re well again.  I need to go fix dinner. Colin is like a bear if he doesn’t have a full belly.” 

Ciara knew that Colin would be anything but a bear if there was no dinner but feeling needed like that seemed to comfort her childless aunt. So, she said nothing. A successful writer, Alma often imposed the traits of her characters onto her companions.  The siblings lovingly tolerated Alma’s eccentricities that apparently ran on both sides of the family in one form or another. 

“How’s your novel coming?” Ciara asked between spoonfuls of the delicious soup. “What’s it about? I can’t remember.” 

“The novel’s coming along fine,” Alma replied. “In fact, it’s almost done. You can’t remember what it’s about because I didn’t tell you, but nice try.”

Ciara heaved an impatient sigh and dove into her fare with exaggerated gusto.  She hated secrets.  Alma consistently refused to divulge the theme of her novels until they were in print. Her way of making it up to her niece and nephew was to present them with autographed first editions. Ciara couldn’t understand where Alma came from with her superstitions. Just once, she’d like to be able to know the plot before the world did. 

“If you need anything before I get back, I placed a small bell on the night stand. It’s cute, right?”  Alma chuckled as she gave the bell a quick jingle before loading her arms with laundry and heading for the door.  Her chuckling shifted to sweet singing as she made her way down the once majestic stairway with her bundle. 

Ciara was using the last of the rolls as a sponge to absorb the remains of the chicken broth when she felt that all too familiar cold on the right side of her body.  When she turned toward the window, she caught a flash in the corner of her eye. She sat still, barely breathing. The same man who’d appeared the day before her accident was standing at the foot of her bed.  He stood completely still, watching her. 

“Who are you?” Ciara forcefully asked. The old man remained silent and motionless. “What do you want?” she persisted.  “Where did you come from?” 

The harshness of Ciara’s whisper hinted at the panic that she felt as the man continued to stare.  Who was he?  How did he get into her room? Was he a thief, a rapist, a murderer? She scrambled for the little bell on the night stand and wildly swung it. When she checked to see the man’s response, he was gone. 

“What’s the matter?” Alma breathlessly asked as she rushed into the room. 

The way the bell rang, she wasn’t sure what to expect when she’d entered.  The sight of her niece’s pale, frightened expression stopped her in her tracks.  She followed Ciara’s stare and saw the curtains flowing even though the windows were closed. She could see nothing except that her niece’s room needed weather proofing like the rest of the house. 

“I... I thought I saw someone,” Ciara stammered.

“Where?” Alma asked as she walked around the room looking behind fabrics, into closets, and under the bed.  “There’s no one here and the hall was empty.”

“It must be the medicine,” Ciara moaned.

“Get some rest,” Alma said as she patted Ciara’s hand and tucked the covers around her. Seeing her niece so obviously distraught, Alma made a mental note to remind her nephew to see that the entire house was weatherproofed in time for winter before moving to Ciara’s side and cradling her in a comforting embrace.
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COLIN APPROACHED HIS aunt from behind and placed his hands on her shoulders as she quietly rocked in the rocking chair on the patio.  They remained as if suspended in time, neither one was willing to speak and break the silence that permeated the air while they reveled in the beauty of the fiery orange ball that majestically inched its way behind the trees. 

Colin often marveled at such wonders of nature.  When he was a small child, he’d sit in Alma’s lap and study the stars. Alma used to point out the constellations and sometimes tell stories about the gods and goddesses that were associated with them.  

“Are you up for some wine?” Colin asked as he rested his cheek against hers. 

When she nodded, he said, “I’ll get it.”  He placed a quick kiss on her smiling face and added, “If you’re a good girl, I’ll let you tell me all about the stars.” 

“Oh?” Alma laughed and lovingly patted her nephew’s hands. “You’re so good to me.”  She rose and made her way into the house where the wine rack rested in the corner of the dining room.  “Let’s see what kind of stock my dear brother-in-law maintains.” 

Colin followed her. 

“I said that I’d get it. You can’t sit still, can you?” he said with a teasing sigh.

She sheepishly grinned and shrugged while she continued to select a bottle of wine from the portable bar.  The selection was limited, but good. 

While her aunt and brother enjoyed a quiet evening of star watching and wine, Ciara fell into a deep sleep.  She took with her that disturbed feeling that clung tight since the man appeared had in her room.  She tossed uncomfortably as she relived the experience of falling into the well. For the first time since the accident, she recalled the way that she was able to communicate with her mare.  Reliving the piercing pain of re-entering her body she bolted up in bed, trembling as she gasped for air.  

The room was abnormally dark, and she could barely see her hand in front of her.  Alma, thinking that Ciara needed as much undisturbed rest as possible, had taken great pains to tightly secure the drapes over the windows to prevent any evening air from coming in through the cracks and help muffle outside noises.  

A glowing ball slowly manifested in the corner of the room.  Ciara covered her mouth while she watched a robed figure regally step out of the ball.  It reminded her of the science fiction movies where people traveled through space and slowly re-materialize.  The figure glowed in such a way that she’d expected to feel heat radiating from him and was surprised when she didn’t.  Suspecting that she was still dreaming, she rubbed her eyes and squeezed them shut in hopes that when she opened them he’d be gone.  He wasn’t.  Try as she may, she was unable to see the face of her mysterious apparition.  It was tucked far too deep in the wells of the hood of a rich, blue-grey cloak. 

“Hello?” she hesitantly whispered.

“Greetings. May the grace and peace of the Eternal One be upon you,” he said in a tone that caused a soothing calm throughout her entire body.  

Then he was gone.  

Ciara stared while the light faded and the room went dark again. She made a mental note to check the side effects of the medication that they’d sent her home from the hospital with and drifted peacefully off to sleep. 

Her body felt weightless.  The dark room around her gradually receded and she was floating amidst wisps of clouds.  She felt a tug on her shoulders, as if someone was pulling her down.  She briefly resisted before giving way to the motion.  As she drifted downward, her surroundings grew more visible.  Beautiful lakes of an indescribable bluish-green glistened while reflecting the shapes and colors from the leaves on the trees.  On the water’s edge, stood a cloaked man.  His cloak glistened with fine strands of gold and silver that added to the base blue-grey color. When he moved, he created a magnificent sight.  

The grip on Ciara’s shoulders loosened and she found herself in a field of flowers of all shapes and colors.  Beds of roses without their thorns, coupled with lilacs, lilies, and every flower imaginable stretched into nothingness. Oblivious to whether it was their season or not, they simply coexisted in this massive field that seemed to go on forever.  As the flowers gently brushed her bare calves, happiness exceeding anything she’d ever felt before radiated through her. She could remain there forever. 

The cloaked figure stood motionless while she worked her way across the radiant field until she would be able to reach out and touch him, should the desire to do so strike her. This time his face was clearly visible.  It was a gentle face, clean and free of facial hair and milky soft in appearance. It bore no wrinkles from age, worry, or anger. His eyes were the deepest blue-green that she could remember seeing. They reminded her of the water that they stood next to.  

He gave a gentle smile as he softly said, “Greetings. You are most welcome.” His twinkling eyes patiently watched while she drank in the sight of him. 

“Who are you?” she asked when she finally found her tongue. 

“I have been with you since before this embodiment and I shall be with you while you walk this planet and thereafter.  We are bonded.”  He said in words that were a soothing song to her ears.  “I am Kemuel.”  

As she absorbed the words that floated gently and clearly through her head, Ciara realized that Kemuel’s mouth hadn’t moved.  

“I have been closely watching,” Kemuel continued. “Since you will need assistance soon, I chose to remind you that I am here.” 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she murmured.

She marveled at her lack of fear. She actually felt safe and secure.  She shook her head. Should she be so complaisant about this?  Should she be reveling in this wondrous relaxation when she had no idea who this Kemuel character was? What did he mean when he said that they were bonded?  She knit her brows together and tension returned. Kemuel gave a little smile and gently swept his hand close past her face. She felt a slight pressure, but not his touch.  Once again, joy mixed with peace and tranquility swept over her.

“I am your guardian in spirit,” Kemuel explained.  “It is my task to work with you while you are in this growth process. I am honored to assist you in expanding your knowledge of traversing the veil of time.”  His voice stayed smooth and gentle.

“I’m not sure I understand,” she stammered. She found it difficult to harness the thoughts and form them into sentences. 

“In time, you will become strong in your understanding and you will be able to share with others what you have learned,” he said. “In the beginning, you will feel tired from our meetings. I assure you that this is temporary and you should not be alarmed. No harm will come to you here. You are loved and protected. You may call on my guidance at any time, for I am always near.”  

Again, Ciara felt the pull on her body.  It was like someone was steering her through space. The beautiful surroundings faded and once more she found herself enveloped in a cloud. She hovered there for a moment before opening her eyes and finding herself snuggled safely in her bed.  

Her eyes snapped open and she cautiously checked out her surroundings.  Dust speckled streams of morning sun peeked through the cracks of the fabric barrier that Alma created the night before.  Faint singing of the birds filtered through the window glass, bringing a smile to her lips.  She stretched in a cat-like manner and rolled over.  She wasn’t quite ready to give up that feeling of euphoria and come back to reality.
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THE TRIO LIVED IN HARMONY for the next two weeks while Ciara steadily regained her health.  Alma and Colin dove into some much-needed house repairs. Alma diligently worked each day, while Colin drove in from the city on the weekends to do what he could.  They repaired a large hole in the paddock where Alma insisted Lila remain and finished the paint job that Ciara started on the porch.  

Ciara had a slow and methodical way of working.  Alma, on the other hand, was swift and to the point. She completed an easy two months’ worth of work for Ciara in two weeks.

Alma didn’t hear Ciara walking up behind her as she cautiously eased herself into the wicker rocker on the patio to enjoy yet another magnificent sunset.  Her muscles ached, and her movement was noticeably rigid.  

“You’re hurting,” Ciara softly said.  

“You startled me!”  Alma exclaimed as she covered her heart with her hand. “I’m sore, but I enjoyed putzing around.”  She let her body sink deeper into the rocker. “I think I’ll go home. You’re pretty well recovered and I’m behind on my manuscript.”

Ciara positioned herself on the cool flagstone patio at Alma’s feet and laid her head in her aunt’s lap. She always hated to see her aunt leave. “I was too sick to even enjoy your stay,” she whined. “Can’t you stick around a little longer so that we can do a few fun things together? Please?” 

“I wish I could, but I took off in such a rush that I left a lot of loose ends. My publisher’s asking for the final chapters.”  Alma stroked Ciara’s soft locks while she stared absently across the shadowy fields at Lila as she peacefully grazed. “You’ll be fine now,” she continued.  “I’ll be back before you know it. I still plan on making my regular visit. Don’t think this is a substitute.”  

Ciara giggled and snuggled her cheek deeper into Alma’s lap like she’d done when she was a little girl. They stayed, each deep in thought, until the cool fog of the evening forced them to move inside for warmth.  

Alma took a long look around at the interior of the charming antique house. It would be quite a beauty once it was fully restored. She could almost feel the life and hear the laughter of the years gone by.  There where marks on the woodwork leading into the laundry room where the growth of children from early years was monitored. The slight curve of the stairway leading up to the second-floor added grace and elegance, while the intricately carved banister boasted style and charm.  

It was an unusual country house to be found in the north. It had the style and charm of a southern plantation home. She wasn’t aware of such structures on farms and estates above the Mason-Dixon line.  It seemed far too grand, even in its run-down condition. She felt as if the wonderful house smiled with gratitude at the work that she and Colin completed. Yes, she’d be back and would be happy to come. 

The next morning, Alma was packed and saying farewell. Ciara reluctantly waved as Colin chauffeured her aunt off in his Jeep. Tiny puffs of dust rose from beneath its wheels while it disappeared down the drive.

She found the intense silence left behind unnerving. An eerie feeling came over her as she observed the stillness.  Seeking the refuge of companionship, she headed toward her pacing mare who was clearly not appreciative of the repair work that was done to contain her in the paddock.  

The pungent aroma of the horse’s body mingled with the scent of grass and a hint of manure.  Ciara inhaled deeply, taking in as much of the familiar smells as she could while reveling in the comfort that she immediately received for her unsettled nerves. She wanted to erase the gap of time that had elapsed between herself and Lila while recovering from her fall.  

Lila turned her nose deep into her mistress’s side. The mild pressure to Ciara’s ribs brought a twinge of pain and she flinched.  

‘I see you are not yet recovered.’  Lila’s thoughts penetrated their way into Ciara’s head. 

“Not quite, but it’s much better,” she replied before realizing that she’d received a telepathic message from her horse. It sent her bolting backward and stumbling to the ground. 

Confusion enveloped her as she scrambled toward the fence. Her breathing was labored, and the threat of hyperventilating hovered. The mare briefly watched Ciara’s reaction before returning her focus to the luscious rich pasture that awaited her. 

Regaining a semblance of composure, the startled young woman shakily rose and made her way back to her mare. 

“Did you do what I thought you did?” she warily asked.

Lila steadfastly graze and reveled in the juiciness of the rich green grass as if deliberately ignoring Ciara’s question. 

“Lila!”  Ciara demanded.  

Ciara assumed that Lila was demonstrating her dissatisfaction at being disturbed when the mare turned her rump toward her, urinated, and walked away.  

Confused and exasperated, she returned to the house to lie down until Colin returned. She’d experienced a firm pressure in the middle of her forehead while communicating with Lila that had transformed into a full-blown headache. Perhaps this was just a hallucination of some type.  After all, she’d suffered a terrible shock when she fell and she wasn’t quite recovered. Maybe she just overdid things, and this was a result of it.  Once again, she made a mental note to check into her medication.

Ciara stopped at the top of the steps leading up to the broad wraparound porch and watched the peacefully grazing mare. There was something familiar about the pressure that she felt while communicating with Lila, but she couldn’t quite place it.  The brief memory of a glowing robed man came and left just as quickly. Making her way toward her bedroom, she decided that it would be best not to mention her dream or her telepathic hallucinations to Colin.  Some things where better left alone. 
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AS TIME PROGRESSED, Ciara healed and grew stronger.  She spent her days doing light jobs and keeping contact with Colin via telephone and computer. With their father overseas, he’d taken on the role of head of family.  He’d also gotten annoyingly protective since the accident. It took a while, but he eventually loosened his grip to a tolerable level. 

Although the peace and solitude was initially a welcome change from the hustle and bustle of Manhattan, it was wearing thin. Colin did his best to come on the weekends, but work was demanding and his visits were not as regular as Ciara would have liked.  She longed for companionship; to have someone to talk to, laugh with, and even fight with.  She’d yet to venture into the small village in the heart of the valley just five miles east.  She was content to explore her new home and ride Lila to the country store to purchase any of the staples that they might need.  She decided it was time to break up the monotony by exploring the nearby town. 

Wearing a light gingham sundress and a broad rim straw hat, Ciara headed toward the shed that was meant to house the field equipment, but now garaged her twenty-year-old mustang convertible. Her face twisted in disgust at the bird droppings that covered the canvas top.  Shuddering with revulsion, she brushed as much of the dried droppings off the car as she could with an old broom and tackled the rest with a water hose while hoping that the ammonia in the droppings hadn’t damaged the finish.  There was something about bird droppings that she found repulsive, which was odd considering she shoveled horse manure daily.  

Satisfied with her work, Ciara eased herself into the driver’s seat and started down the estate’s long, tree lined drive.  Her mare’s silken mane and tail flowed as her lean muscles worked to keep up with the convertible on her side of the paddock fence.  She reared and squealed as Ciara turned onto the main road and picked up speed.  Then, with surprising aloofness, she returned to grazing.  

Enormous trees lined the winding and hilly road, giving it a stately air.  She longed to feel the full effects of the warm, fresh air coming through her opened window. Deciding that the top was probably dry enough to lower, she eased her car onto a narrow dirt road that led into the trees. 

For the most part, Ciara enjoyed driving her retro vehicle, but this was a time when she’d have appreciated the convenience of mechanical automation. As she stepped out of the car and felt the familiarity of musty foliage beneath her feet, her thoughts flashed back to her accident.  Her body trembled as she peered up at the sky through the trees and remembered looking up into the sky from the depths of decay and rot filled well. 

The sound of snapping branches caught her attention.  She turned to discover a beautiful deer standing completely still while it warily watched her.  It was poised for flight at a moment’s notice. She stilled her body and breathed as quietly as she could while her eyes locked with those of the statuesque creature. To her dismay, their encounter was cut short when she unexpectedly let go a riotous sneeze that sent the deer flying into the depths of the foliage. 

She didn’t notice the woman approach her while she fussed to set her nose aright until the sun’s rays created a shadowy outline of her.  As the woman moved to the left, Ciara was able to get a clearer view.  She was about Ciara’s height but double her width and triple her age.  Broad streaks of gray topped off her sun kissed auburn hair that was worn in a long straight braid down the middle of her back, almost touching her waist. 

“That’s a pretty car, lass,” the woman said with a distinct Irish brogue that bounced off the trees as she caressed the vehicle. “Yer a lucky young woman to be able to drive the likes of this.  It’s a convertible too. Imagine that.  I’ve never seen the likes of something this lovely in me whole life. Where are ya coming from?” she asked as she grabbed the other side of the canvas top and helped Ciara secure it in place. 

The enthusiasm of this stranger was infectious. 

“I live just up the road,” Ciara eagerly informed her.  “I moved here in the beginning of summer and I’m only now getting out exploring the area because I had a terrible fall into an old abandoned well and was injured.  I converted my utility shed into a garage and the pigeons pooped all over my car. I had to clean and wash it off and needed to wait for the top to dry before I could put the top down and enjoy the sunshine and warm breezes.”  

Ciara couldn’t explain why she felt compelled to babble like that, but it just seemed the natural thing to do.  There was something about this old woman that Ciara immediately gravitated to.  

The woman intently nodded. Her clear but faded blue eyes focused on Ciara’s mouth as if absorbing and digesting each word. She emitted a slight groan of empathy when Ciara reached the part about the pigeon poop on her car. 

“Where are ya fixing to go?” she asked.  “In two blinks and a handshake you’re in and out of that wee town. I’m headed there myself to do me weekly food shopping. Perhaps ya wouldn’t mind me joining ya in this beauty?”  

“You’re on foot?” Ciara incredulously asked.  

“I enjoy a good stretch of the legs but this beauty is calling me to ride with ya,” the old woman explained.

Happy for the company, Ciara said with a smile, “I’d be delighted.” 

“What a grand lilt of a voice ya have there, lass. ‘Tis music to these old ears,” the woman said as she eased herself into the passenger’s seat. “We’re neighbors, ya know. ‘Tisn’t polite not to socialize, I know, but I keep to meself mostly. I’m Maeve O’Sullivan.”  

“What a coincidence. We have the same last name. I’m Ciara O’Sullivan,” she said with surprise while studying Maeve’s aged face and physique that hinted of strength and power beneath her baggy green flannel shirt and loose faded jeans. There was a familiarity about her that Ciara couldn’t place, but she was certain it would come to her in time.  “Are we ready?” 

Maeve, who’d been studying Ciara with knit brows as if to remember her as well, took a deep breath, presented a broad smile and said, “Indeed we are.”
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CIARA SPENT THE DAY getting to know the area with Maeve as her guide. The two women where an unlikely looking couple, yet there was something about Maeve that Ciara found delightful.  She felt an instantaneous trust and security with the woman. They shared stories about themselves, about people they knew, and places that they’d been to. They compared likes and dislikes and discussed trusts and distrusts. 

To Ciara’s delight, Maeve had a passion for animals that surpassed her own. On a whim, she invited the old woman back to her house to meet Lila.  It was an invitation that Maeve readily accepted. As they approached the driveway, Lila pranced at the edge of the paddock. 

“That’s Lila,” Ciara proudly smiled broadly as she pointed to the mare. 

“She’s a fine animal.  She has such a strong love for ya.  Yes, yes... a strong love indeed,” Maeve said as she inspected the mare with her eyes. “She’s hurt her wither?”  she said more than asked and scowled.  “Ooooooeeeeee. That must have been painful!”  

“Why would you say that?” Ciara asked. Her surprise made her words sharper than she’d meant for them to sound.  She saw no indication in Lila’s manner that would denote an injury anywhere on her body. Because she took such pride in the care that she gave her mare, she was a little offended at the concept of an injury slipping past her. 

If Maeve noticed the sharpness in Ciara’s tone, she made no mention of it. 

“Stop the car, missy, and let me get closer to the beauty,” Maeve’s said in a mannerism that was gentle, but firm.  

Ciara pulled to a stop and they walked to the fence.  To her amazement, Lila immediately went to Maeve who scratched the mare’s head and rubbed her ears with zeal.  Lila’s eyes closed as she reveled in the sensation.  Maeve stood back and looked directly at the mare. Neither one moved. Finally, the mare tossed her head high in the air and whinnied.  

“Where’s the gate?”  Maeve asked as she craned her head from side to side while searching for the entrance to the paddock. Without waiting for Ciara’s response, she climbed the whitewashed wooden fence with the ease and grace of a cat, dropped lightly to the other side, and strode up to the mare.  

Ciara wasn’t as graceful.  She hitched her sundress up around her thighs to free her legs for climbing.  Her open toe sandals left her skin exposed to the weathered wood, necessitating caution against slivers.  She clumsily hung over the top rail and stared in wonder at the vision of this strange Irish woman and her lovely mare. 

Maeve steadily gazed into Lila’s eyes while neither of them moved.  Next, the old woman held her broad hand just above the mare and slowly passed it over the animal’s muscular body.  She stopped at the whither and turned to Ciara.

“‘Tis mighty painful here still, lass,” she said. “Why did ya say she wasn’t hurt?  She’s plenty sore here. She says she hurt it when she pulled ya and yer brother out of that big hole ya fell into a while back and it hasn’t finished healing. It must’ve been mighty sore.  That’s a lot of weight for a horse her size to pull on.  Ya sure are lucky to have such love and loyalty from this beauty.” 

Ciara’s knees buckled beneath her and she lost her balance, falling forward like a rag doll beneath the mare’s stomach.  This brought rolling laughter from Maeve. Her faded eyes watered from the intensity of it.  Realizing what a sight she was, Ciara joined in. It felt good to laugh.  

When their laughter was spent, Ciara rolled out from beneath her steadfast mare and asked while she stood and brushed debris from her dress, “How did you know that Lila was hurt?” 

“I got the gift, honey. I got the gift, but ya have it too.  Here,” Maeve said as she reached for Ciara’s hand and continued with, “look at that hand.  Can’t ya see?  Ya heal, lass. You’re a seer and a healer.  ‘Tis easy to see.” 

Ciara was almost overwhelmed with confusion. What was Maeve talking about?  She wasn’t a healer. She wasn’t a seer. Heck, she was barely a woman! What did it mean anyway?  She knew what a healer was, but what was a seer?  She closed her eyes and placed her fingers to her temples.  Her head felt like hammers were let loose inside it. She saw visions of the accident at the well that were followed by a fleeting glimpse of the cloaked man from her dreams.  

A frustrated groan escaped her lips. 

“Are yer memories hurting ya?” Maeve gently asked.  “Not to worry, ‘tis normal.  It’ll get easier as ya open up to the flow.”  

Maeve moved closer to Ciara and placed a large and weathered hand on the small of her back and the other on her forehead. The roughness of her calluses didn’t interfere with the waves of energy that flowed through Ciara.  They left a sensation of peace and tranquility in their wake. 

Feeling at peace and safe with her new-found friend, Ciara opened up to Maeve.

“Sometimes I think I’m going crazy,” she began.  “I see things, really strange and weird things.  I see people who aren’t really there!  They just show up and then, pouf, they’re gone.  For crying out loud, I even sometimes hear my horse talking.” 

“Now don’t go getting all riled,” Maeve said as she removed her hands and straightened her back. “I just got ya relaxed.  Nothing’s going on here that isn’t normal. ‘Tis the way of our kind, that’s all.” 

“I can’t begin to tell you how unnerving it is to have someone just appear in front of you.  Just like that,” Ciara said as she snapped her fingers for emphasis, “from out of nowhere.” 

“That will stop when ya get a better grip on yer gifts.  I remember when I was yer age and it happened to me,” Maeve said with a chuckle. “Luckily, I had me ma to explain it all.  Don’t ya have anyone?”  When Ciara shook her head, the old woman sighed and shrugged her shoulders. “I’ll tell ya what.  Why don’t I spend a little time with ya and show ya what I know?  Would ya like that?” 

“If I learn what you know, will the surprises stop? Will the fear end?” Ciara asked with a voice that was full of hope. 

Maeve wished that she could be positive that learning would be all that Ciara needed, but until she better understood the girl’s abilities and gifts, she really couldn’t be certain.

“Most likely things will calm down for ya,” she said with less conviction than she liked.  There was something about this girl that she couldn’t put her finger on and hoped would come to light as time passed.  Whatever it was, she suspected turmoil and danger accompanied it.

“I think I’ve met my savior,” Ciara softly said.  

The relief in Ciara’s voice touched Maeve’s heart. She reached over and lightly pinched Ciara’s cheek before moving to Lila and gently caressing her neck.  

Maeve smiled broadly, “The sun is down, the moon is out, and I feel like howling!  Take me home, lass.  We’ll start yer lessons the day after tomorrow.”
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CIARA LISTENED TO THE grandfather clock in the corner chime the hour. It was five a.m. and the sun was just peeking over the horizon. The tiled kitchen floor felt cool against her bare feet as she made her way to the coffee maker. Her senses heightened to the aroma of freshly brewed coffee while her movements were slow and deliberate as she filled her mug with the rich, dark liquid.  Mornings were always special to her.  It was a time when she could be alone with her uninterrupted thoughts while most of the world still slumbered. Getting up at this hour was a habit that she’d acquired while living in Manhattan. Now, it was no longer necessary to rise so early to catch the peace and tranquility of the day, but the habit was a solid one that she’d chosen not to abandon.

Not long after she had finished pouring her second cup of coffee the telephone rang. Its shrill ring startled her and she knocked over a nearby floor plant while getting up.

“What a mess!”  She shouted to on one in particular as she rushed to grab the receiver out of its cradle. “Hello?” Her frustration when she answered was distinct. 

“What’s the matter?” Colin asked. 

Accustomed to a bright and bubbly response on the mornings that he telephoned, he was immediately on the alert. 

“My clumsy butt tripped over a plant on my way to answer the phone,” Ciara explained in a soothing tone. 

“I worry about you being by yourself.  I thought maybe we should get you a dog or something. One that’s trained,” he mused. 

“What about dad’s allergies?” Ciara asked.  

“It’s called Claritin,” Colin said with amusement. “Besides, he’s gone more than he’s home.  He’ll manage.” 

“I suppose it would be nice to have a household pet.  Lila’s great, but she can’t come in at night and snuggle,” Ciara mused.  “Yes, a dog would be fantastic.  Maybe a cat... or... what about both?  Would a dog and cat get along together in the same house?” 

The more she talked about getting a dog and a cat, the more she liked the idea. 

“From watch dog to animal farm,” Colin chuckled. 

“Now you sound like Arthur,” Ciara said in a tone that belied her displeasure. 

Choosing to ignore his sister’s change in attitude, Colin said, “Speaking of Arthur, he called the other day. You won’t believe it.  He fell in love with this chick he met at school.” There was hesitancy in his voice when he added, “It sounds pretty serious.”  

“No kidding!” she said louder and with more enthusiasm than intended while she worked at covering the myriad of emotions that were raging within her. “He always did like the girls.  What makes you think it’s serious?” 

“He’s thinking of proposing,” Colin replied.

“Good for him,” she said with false enthusiasm that she prayed he wouldn’t recognize.

“You’re pretty cool about it,” Colin said with relief. 

“Arthur and I have been over for some time,” Ciara explained. “I have no reason to be anything else.” 

The pitch of Ciara’s voice sounded slightly higher than normal to her. Did Colin believe her?  Better yet, did she believe herself?  Was she really over Arthur? 

“I thought you two might get back together, but I guess I was wrong,” her brother admitted. “It’s good that you’re over him.  He’s my friend but he’s not all that.” He took a deep breath and changed the subject, “So, what’s on your agenda today? Are you planning anything fun and interesting?” 

As much as he enjoyed visiting his sister’s home, he often wondered how she kept herself from going crazy with the constant quiet and isolation. It was such a drastic change from the hustle and bustle of Manhattan. He’d be out of his mind by now. 

Ciara proceeded to go into great detail about her new friend, Maeve.  Listening intently, he was pleased to hear that she’d found a friend out there in no man’s land and he encouraged her to cultivate it. He didn’t feel comfortable with her being so isolated and alone. A friend nearby was good, no matter the age difference. 

She was placing the receiver in the cradle when Maeve entered without waiting for an invitation. Oddly, Ciara wasn’t offended by her new friend’s visit at such an early hour or her familiarity and accepted it as part of her eccentricity.  She was just thankful that she’d decided to slip into a light cotton dress before coming downstairs and wasn’t caught wearing her robe and slippers.

“All ready for the big day?”  Maeve enthusiastically asked.

“I’m excited and a little nervous.  Just what am I going to be learning?” Ciara replied. 

“The basics, love. Just the basics. Then, yer on yer own,” the old woman bellowed over her shoulder as she led Ciara into the living room.

It occurred to Ciara that Maeve knew her way around her house as well as she did.  She made a mental note to ask if she’d visited her grandmother in the past. 

The two positioned themselves on opposite ends of the antique sofa that had only recently been delivered from the furniture restorer.  Maeve reached into a bag that she’d brought with her and pulled out a white candle, oil, matches, a bag of dried leaves, sticks of incense and an incense holder.  

When everything was carefully arranged on the coffee table, Maeve turned to Ciara and said, “These are the basics for the first step to learning to use the gift. I want ya to pay close attention to what I’m saying and doing.”

Unable to take her eyes off the spread before her, Ciara nodded.

“Now,” Maeve continued, “we start with this white candle. Ya shouldn’t meditate with anything but white in the beginning.  The colors bring different energy. That’s all ya need to know about it for now. We can do colors another time.  Just remember. Use only white candles.  Got that?” 

Ciara nodded again. 

Maeve grabbed Ciara’s hands and gently pressed the candle in her palm while she dabbed a little oil in Ciara’s other palm and then guided her hands into action.

“Good,” Maeve said with satisfaction. “Now, I want ya to take this candle and carefully hold it while ya rub some oil on it.  That will make it burn longer. Ya start in the middle and work yer way to the ends.  Like this. See?”  

Maeve’s large, calloused hands were remarkably gentle and dexterous as they directed her eager pupil. When they finished with the candle, the old woman secured it in a holder and moved toward the bag of dried leaves.

“This is called sage, ‘tis for balancing the energies,” she explained. “The Indians like to lay claim on it but we’ve been using it back in the old country since the beginning of time. They sell it in fancy stores all bundled up, but I prefer it to stay lose like this. Ya can grow it in the garden.  Now stand before me nice and straight with yer arms out to yer sides.” 

Ciara obediently followed Maeve’s instructions as she watched the old woman pull a few sage leaves from the bag.  She lit them, and then blew out their flame.  The leaves billowed smoke while emitting a pungent aroma that resembled marijuana. Ciara coughed as Maeve waived the sage around her body, did the same to herself, and then waved it around the room. She snuffed the remaining lit sage in an ashtray and then lit the incense.  The smooth aroma of the incense curled and intertwined with the pungent scent of the sage, creating an exotic blend.  The room felt as if a blanket of security covered the entire space.  The songs of birds that flittered through the open window accentuated the sense of peace that enveloped her. 

“Now we’re ready,” Maeve said as she straightened her back. “Sit back nice and straight.  Rest yer hands on yer thighs, nice and peaceful.  Now close yer eyes and make yer mind as still as ya can.  Don’t control the thoughts.  Just let them flow in and out and stay that way until I say stop. Got it?” 

Ciara didn’t respond. She was afraid that if she moved a muscle she would break the magic in the room.  Time stood still while the aromatic essence in the air filled her nostrils. Her head felt heavier and heavier while her body experienced a floating sensation like when she had entered the clouds and met Kemuel.  Kemuel... she hadn’t thought of that experience in a while.

She felt light and free.  She was floating through the clouds.  Their cottony wisps prevented her from seeing below, but she was certain that, if she could, she would find the earth a very small ball off in the distance. As movement slowed down, the clouds slowly dispersed and she found herself standing in an enormous field of colorful flowers and tall grass that reached mid-calf.  The aromatic blending of flowers of all varieties created a scent that was nothing short of wonderful, while the grass tickled her legs.  She breathed in freely, while looking down at the hem of her dress.  Its hem settled about an inch above the top of the grass, leaving her calf and bare feet exposed to be caressed and tickled by the softness of thick blades of emerald-green.  

Kemuel stood before her with his hand outstretched, beckoning her to approach. She willingly did so.

The sensation that she experienced all around her was one of love and happiness.  Everything was bright and cheerful.  She neither saw nor felt a speck of darkness.  Surprisingly, the absence of dark didn’t bother her eyes like one might think.  Her surroundings were bright but not exceeding her level of tolerance.

“Greetings.  You are welcome and loved,” said Kemuel as she moved next to him.

“Where am I?” she asked.

“You are in a space-time that parallels your own,” he replied.

“It’s so bright and happy,” she mused.

“This is true,” he said. “Where there is Light, darkness cannot abide.”

“Is this where we go when we die?” she asked. “Where is everyone?”

“The location one goes to upon exiting their body vehicle is not always the same for each soul.  This location is what you might consider an anteroom, should it be in your home.  From here, one can move in a variety of directions through the veil of time,” he explained.

She looked around her but saw only flowers and grass.

“Where is everyone?” she asked again.

“Do you wish to see humans?” he patiently asked.

When she nodded, he continued with, “Do you have a particular sight you wish to see, or shall I select one for you?” 

“Surprise me,” she giggled.

“Very well,” he said as he waived his hand in the air and their surroundings began to swirl.

They remained in a field, but the flowers were fewer in number and far less vibrant.  The velvety grass grew coarse against her tender flesh.  The sky was hazy, and the clouds were thick and laden with an impending storm.  The sun’s rays struggled to twist and weave around their massive bulk with minimal success.

To Ciara’s surprise and amazement, a woman who looked to be about twenty and a woman who was clearly approaching middle age appeared before her.  Dressed in period clothing of the late eighteen hundred, they were picking wildflowers without giving her a speck of notice. It was as if she wasn’t even there, yet she could clearly feel the ground beneath her feet and the moistness in the air. 

“They cannot see you,” Kemuel explained, as if knowing her thoughts.

Taken aback by the fact that she’d said nothing, Ciara could only nod.  She wanted to know more about why they couldn’t see her, but her thoughts and her tongue wouldn’t coordinate.  She was positive that he was able to know her thoughts but since he didn’t volunteer any more information, she focused on the scene before her.

As the younger of the two women stood up to stretch her back, Ciara gasped.  She was looking at her identical twin!  Except for the difference in clothing and hair style there was nothing to differentiate one from the other.  

The older woman looked directly at her twin with knit brows.

“What is it, lass?” asked the middle-aged woman.

“I feel eyes on me,” replied the younger woman.

The more mature woman stood up and peered in Ciara’s direction.

“’Tis probably best to head back to me cottage.  Those dang shadow people are sneaky.  We have what we need,” she briskly said.

The younger woman looked long and hard at Ciara for a bit longer before heaving a sigh. Picking up her basket, she followed her companion across the field.

“Who are they?” Ciara asked.  “She looks just like me.”

She turned to where Kemuel had been standing to await his reply only to find him no longer there.  She had no idea where she was or how to leave.  Panic filled her.  Would she be stuck in this space-time plateau?

“Kemuel!” she called.  “Kemuel, come back!”

Unsure about what to do, she ran across the field in the direction the two women had gone.  She had almost caught up with them when she stopped short.  The view before her was so amazingly spectacular that she forgot all else while she admired acres and acres of garden.  Along the far edge of it she could see an orchard hosting a variety of fruit trees.  With science at his disposal, she was aware of no agricultural farmer able to produce a harvest as healthy and abundant as what lay before her.  It was impressively breathtaking.

Ciara stood watching as the women picked their way through the carefully tended garden toward a quaint looking cottage on the farthest end.  It was too far away for her to make out much more than its shape and color, but she inherently knew that it was well kept and inviting.

A large black steed carrying a man came racing up the long drive to the left of the cottage.  The women waived their greeting and picked up speed to meet him as he lept off the horse.  The three disappeared into the little cottage just before the scene faded away and Ciara was back in the field of brilliant flowers and tall emerald grass.  She welcomed the softness of the blades against her skin once again.

Kemuel appeared before her and bowed slightly.

“What did I just see?” she earnestly asked.

“You have only to remember, dear one,” he replied.  “It is all within you.”

“Time’s up,” Maeve whispered so that she wouldn’t startle her. 

“Already?  It seems like we only just started,” Ciara exclaimed as she did her best to subdue the urge to complain about being dragged so abruptly back to reality. 

Maeve chuckled as she said, “’Tis normal to think that, but we were quiet for several hours.”

“Really?” Ciara asked with wonder. “That’s so incredible.” 

Her words drawled with satisfaction as she stretched her body in a cat-like manner. Still feeling the effects of the meditation, Ciara’s body was slow to respond and move about. 

The room felt chillier than when they’d began, so she walked to the window to close it.  She was shocked to see the position of the sun in the sky.  It backed Maeve’s claim of their meditation length. 

“I saw something very odd in my meditation,” Ciara said.

“Truly?” Maeve asked.  “Would ya like to tell me?”

“It was very strange, almost like a dream,” Ciara began.  “First, I was with my spirit guide, Kemuel.  We were in this beautiful field of flowers.  Their colors were incredibly vibrant and their scent was magnificent. I asked him about it and he said it was like what we would refer to as an anteroom.  It led to many places through what he called the veil of time.”

“Aye, I know that place well,” Maeve said with a nod of her head and a warm, knowing smile.

“Then he asked me if I wanted to see more,” Ciara continued.  “Of course, I did.  That’s when it got weird.”

“How so?” Maeve asked.

“Well, he took me... at least I think he took me... however it happened, the field of flowers grew far less vibrant and sparser.  The grass became brittle and sharp on my bare skin. It was similar to the feel of our fields here.  Then, two women appeared.  They were dressed like they dressed in the late eighteen hundred and were searching through the field and selecting flowers to put in their basket.”

“That doesn’t sound so odd,” Maeve mused.  “I do that meself on a regular basis.”

“No, it wasn’t that.  It was the younger of the two women.  She looked just like me!  It was like I was looking into a mirror or something,” Ciara explained. “Do you think they were real, or did I make them up?”

Maeve thought for a moment and then said, “I’m not exactly sure, lass.  There’s something about what ya saw that feels mighty familiar.  It’s like I’ve seen it meself in a dream and then forgotten it.”

“There’s more.” Ciara passionately said. “I followed them across the field to a quaint cottage that had an incredibly gigantic garden.  It was the size of five football fields.  What was even more impressive was the size and health of the plants growing in it. It had to have been my imagination.  No one produces vegetables like that these days.” 

“Ah, but they did at one time,” Maeve said.  “I wonder if ya went back in time a bit.”

“But, I saw me there,” Ciara said.  

“True, ya did,” Maeve sighed. “That, I cannot explain. It feels to me that what ya saw was real, but I cannot make sense of why ya would put yerself in the mix.  The mind is a powerful and mysterious thing.  Perhaps the reason or the message will come clear in time.”

“Do you think it was a message?” Ciara asked.  

Being unfamiliar with meditation, she’d had no idea what to expect. She certainly hadn’t expected a vision of this nature and the possibility of it being a message of some sort.

“’Tis not uncommon to receive messages that we cannot decipher right away when we go into meditation,” Maeve explained.

Ciara giggled, “The woman with my double spoke like you.”

“Did she now?” Maeve smiled.

Maeve stayed for a late morning tea and shared some of the area gossip. Ciara wasn’t in a hurry for her to leave. She found the old woman unique and charming.  When she finally did depart Ciara wandered back into the parlor and stretched out on the sofa.  She wasn’t accustomed to napping but the excitement of entertaining and the relaxation of deep meditation had left her in need of one. She drifted off into a deep sleep and remained there until it was almost dinner time. 
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CIARA COULD BARELY focus on her activities around the house while she watched for Maeve’s return. She regretted not getting a phone number from her new friend. She didn’t even know exactly where she lived.  When Maeve asked her to drive her home she insisted they stop the car at the spot where they’d met. She’d claimed that her house was just on the other side of the trees and she could use a ‘good stretch of the legs’. But, just what constituted a good stretch of the legs to a woman who walked five miles to town without a thought? 

Ciara watched Maeve disappear into the trees. She followed her for as far as she felt comfortable going in unfamiliar surroundings but could see no signs of a house anywhere. She thought of going to town and questioning if anyone could direct her to Maeve’s place, but Maeve had said that she liked to keep to herself, so she thought better of it.  Since they’d made no specific schedule or plans for their next meeting, she had no recourse but to wait for her new friend to return.  

Working in the garden was one of the best ways to take Ciara’s mind off her impatient expectation of Maeve. She straightened her back and proudly surveyed her handiwork.  Long straight rows of green peeked above the rich dark soil with robust health. Without warning, the plants came alive with vibrant light circling the leaves and stalks while darting back and forth.  It reminded her of a light show that she’d seen in the city.  It was beautiful. Then, as quickly as it started, it stopped.  

Unruffled, she reached for the garden hose and sprayed the plants with gentle care while Lila frolicked playfully around the nearby paddock. Her mane and tail flowed freely as she leaped over the newly fallen tree in her paddock and turned to do it again.  Ciara had decided not to remove the tree after it crashed to the ground like thunder during the last severe storm since her unusual horse clearly took delight in playing with it.  

Sometimes Ciara wondered what Lila’s personality would have been like had she remained in the stable with the other horses.  She’d heard that horses acted more aloof when in a herd. She’d certainly come out of her shell since the move. Colin claimed that the horse was confused about what she was.  Ciara thought that he just might be right. 

The mare approached the fence, snorting and stamping her powerful hoofs into the soft earth. Ciara turned the hose off, set it down, and carefully walked through the rows of vegetables to where Lila struggled to reach the delicious looking fare. 

“Oh no you don’t girl, that’s people food!”  she chuckled as she reached the horse and gave her forehead a good scratch. 

“What’s people’s food?” giggled a voice that sounded like it might be coming from a little girl or a very little person.  

Ciara’s head whipped around while she searched for the owner of the voice.  

“I’m over here,” it said.  

She followed the voice to the edge of her garden where  mounds of earth sported pumpkin plants that were beginning to bloom.  Seeing something scurry beneath a thick yellowish-orange pumpkin blossom, she bent down to investigate. A gasp escaped her lips when she found herself looking at the tiniest little woman she’d ever imagined.  A Barbie doll was bigger than this little snit of a thing.

“Size doesn’t make the person, you know,” spat the little woman.

“I’m sorry,” Ciara stuttered. 

It figured that this creature could hear her thoughts.

“I’m a nature fairy,” the little creature explained.

Doing her best to control the urge to run away and call a psychiatrist, Ciara politely asked, “Do you have a name?”

“My name is Tanya, what’s yours?” the fairy asked.

“I’m Ciara,” she replied.

“It’s nice to meet you, Ciara,” Tanya said as she flew up into the air until she was level with Ciara’s face.

“I had no idea that fairies were real,” Ciara mused, more to herself than to Tanya. “I wonder how much of the fairy tales we’re told as children is really based on fact.”

“Much more than you realize,” Tanya replied.  “We have what you call fairy tales here too.  In fact, it wasn’t until I was grown and received my assignment that I discovered that humans were real.  They have you portrayed as evil giants in many of our bedtime stories.”

“Oh,” Ciara gasped, “how horrible.”

“You have to admit that much of the human race is horrible,” Tanya firmly said.

“Not all of us,” Ciara defensively said.

“That’s true. You’re not horrible,” Tanya sweetly said. “I like you.”

“Why, thank you,” Ciara said with a grateful smile.  “Have you been here long?”

“Oh, yes,” the fairy eagerly offered.  “I was here long before your ancestors homesteaded the place.  It was much lovelier then, but you’re bringing it back to life.  That’s why I like you.”

“How old are you?” Ciara thoughtfully asked.

“Hmm.  I’m not exactly sure,” the fairy replied. “Time in our realm is different than in yours.”

“You don’t live in this realm?” Ciara quizzed.

“Of course not,” Tanya said with a giggle.  “I only occasionally come here. I mostly work from my side of the realm divider.”

“The realm divider?” Ciara repeated with confusion.

“The veil,” Tanya said with a tone that gave Ciara the impression that she should already know this.

“Why are you here now?” Ciara politely asked.

“I saw you in the field with that spirit and I wanted to meet you,” Tanya said.

“That was your field?” Ciara asked with surprise.

“No.  I don’t own it.  No one owns things like you humans tend to believe.  It’s part of my realm, though,” Tanya explained with a hint of exasperation.

“Oh,” Ciara said with bewilderment.

“Oops, time to go,” Tanya said before popping out of sight before Ciara’s very eyes with no warning whatsoever.

Ciara stood motionless for a long time while she debated about what just occurred.  Had she been spending so much time away from the world that she’d finally lost her mind? First, she had that incredible vision of herself back in the eighteen-hundreds and now this.  

Maeve’s reaction to her vision had been so perplexed that she regretted telling her.  Explaining the encounter with a fairy might just push the woman away completely.  She decided to hold her tongue and just hope that whatever was going on with her would cease now that she’d made a friend and would have companionship.

A flash caught the corner of her eye and she swirled quickly to see what it was.  All was quiet with no sign of anyone or anything.  She stood up, took a deep breath, and wiped her eyes. Enough was enough.  She could either crumple in fear or get moving and find out what it was that was zipping around her place.  It didn’t matter whether it was good or bad. She had to find out what it was. If it was something bad, she would deal with it when the time came.  

The door on the ancient tool shed slowly creaked. Her arms and legs trembled as she carefully approached the weathered structure.  She felt her heart pounding in the cavity of her head and her breathing thundered in her ears. She tried holding her breath to silence herself, but it was all the louder when she resumed breathing. What if the intruder was waiting for her in there? Should she investigate or call the police? She armed herself with a rake that rested against the building. 

Leaning against the side of the building with the rake tight in her grip, she struggled to regain control of her body.  Beads of sweat coated her forehead and her nerves threatened to flee her body at any moment.  She wasn’t sure that her legs could support her one more minute.  

The door creaked again.  

With all of the fortitude that she could muster, Ciara made her way toward the door. She was just about to enter when an enormous cat swept past her.  Its piercing yowl blended with Ciara’s shrill screeching at the startling confrontation. Her screams continued long after the beast disappeared into the tall grass of the fields.  When her legs finally gave out, she crumbled to the ground.  

“That’s the biggest cat I’ve ever seen,” she mumbled, not caring about the fact that there was no one to hear her. After scanning her memory to determine what type of cat that size would be found in that part of the country, she decided that it was a mountain lion.  

When her legs finally felt strong enough to hold her again, she pulled herself up with the help of the rake handle. Grateful that she’d managed to startle the cat away and wasn’t forced with some type of face off, she quietly stood while she steadied herself.  A faint cry that resembled a peep reached her ears.  She stood perfectly still and strained to hear it better.  When the cry came again, it was muffled but distinct.  

She cautiously walked into the shed and stopped with a start. Vomit gushed into her esophagus like lava from a volcano.  She rushed outside in time to forcefully release the entire contents of her stomach.  When she’d finished, she leaned against the building and wiped at her face and nose as best she could with the back of her hands.  

Again, she heard the small cry.  Steadying herself, she started back inside. This time she was ready for the horror that awaited.

Ciara swung the door wide open to allow as much light as possible. She may have dreaded facing the torment inside, but she dreaded even more the possibility of stepping on it due to insufficient lighting.  Her feet carefully tread to avoid the fur and entrails scattered around the floor amidst large pools of blood.  It looked like a massacre had taken place. She was surprised that such a thing had occurred without her hearing something from the onset. This was a fresh kill. She must have had one of her ‘zone-out’ moments during her encounter with the fairy without realizing it. 

The concern over lost time quickly left her as she covered her mouth and the little vomit that she had left in her stomach oozed between her fingers.  The head of what was once a beautiful house cat lay inches from her feet. Its eyes stared blankly, and its tongue protruded out of the corner of its mouth.  Blood drenched its once fluffy gray fur. Six inches to its left was one of its front legs.  Shocked and horrified, she couldn’t endure the scene any longer.  Tears flooded her cheeks. Rushing from the shed, she fell to her knees.  Her body had a will of its own and even though she’d already emptied her stomach, it heaved and wretched anyway.  

The action brought a semblance of relief. 

She sat with her back braced against the building while struggling over what to do.  The crying sounded fainter.  She knew that she had to reach whatever it was in there to help.  That meant braving the horrible scene of blood and guts.  She closed her eyes and prayed for strength.  Her head grew light and a feeling of euphoria consumed her. 

‘Go in. You will be strong.’  

Whether the voice in her head belonged to Kemuel and he was really speaking to her or she was imagining it on her own, it made her feel empowered and ready. Clambering to her feet, she entered the shed with deliberation. She steadily moved to the dusty old side cupboard without looking in the direction of the cat’s remains. Pulling open a drawer, she yanked out a trash bag.  She’d left her gloves in the garden, so she searched for another pair and put them on.  The cries were more distinct. She was able to pick up their location without even searching.  

Grabbing a small transplanting spade, Ciara walked to the cat’s remains. She was the only one to do the job and the job had to be done. So be it. She took a deep breath to steady her nerves and her stomach and scooped all signs of the tragedy into the bag. When she’d completed the horrendous task, she tied up the bag and set it outside the door before heading in the direction of the peeping cries.  Pulling at some half full bags of garden fertilizer, she found a small bed of rags. Tucked within their folds were three tiny kittens that were barely able to walk.  They were so young that she was certain they had not yet been weaned.  Without their mother, they wouldn’t last long.  

Ciara pulled a small basket from a hook on the wall and shook out the dust.  She scooped up the kittens, rags and all, and gently placed them in the basket. On her way out of the shed, she stopped for a moment and stared at the bag containing the remains of the mother. How cruel life was at times.  What will these poor baby kittens do without a mother? What was she supposed to do with them?  She knew nothing about how to care for them. Absolutely nothing. 

She longed for Maeve.  

The tiny creatures squirmed in the basket, snuggling each other for comfort and assurance. Ciara noticed one was lethargic.  It was barely moving or breathing.  Rushing into the house, she set the basket on the kitchen table before scurrying into the laundry room to collect a bundle of fresh rags for the basket.  She gently took each kitten out and placed it on the table. They were more mobile than she’d anticipated and made their way toward the table’s edge, each in a different direction while their crying grew more pronounced.  

Ciara quickly dumped the basket upside down to remove the old rags. The jerking action loosened more dirt and dust and it settled on her table.  She decided this was a poor choice of location to do this, but it was too late to stop now.  She barely caught each escapee before it reached the edge of the table. The scent of their mother left the basket along with the old rags and they cried out for her with loud wails. 

“It sure looks like you have your hands full. Where did you get these little guys?”  Colin asked as he came up behind her and rested his hand on her shoulder.  Ciara was so busy struggling with the kittens that she never even heard her brother arrive.  Relieved to have reinforcement for the situation, she released a sigh.  

“It’s been a nightmare,” she moaned.  “There was this enormous cat that was bigger than anything I’ve seen before.  It killed the mother in the tool shed.  What a mess.” Ciara shuddered for emphasis. “I’ve no idea what to do with such tiny creatures but I couldn’t just leave them there. How will they survive?  They need nursing. That’s for sure. How am I supposed to pull that off?”  

“Do you have any droppers in the house?” her brother asked in a steady tone that helped to soothe his sister’s mania. “You know, like an eye dropper?” 

Happy to have someone take charge, she replied with, “There’s one in the valerian jar.  It’s almost empty.”

“Go get it and thoroughly clean it out. I’ll warm up some milk and we’ll see if we can get these little guys to quiet down,” Colin said.  

He released his hold on Ciara and the two went about their designated duties.  Before long, the tiny kittens where satisfied and quiet. Ciara contentedly smiled at the basket of sleeping beauties. 

“So, now sis, what say we get ourselves a cold drink and go out on the patio while you tell me all about what’s happened since last we spoke,” Colin suggested.  “Start from the beginning and don’t leave a thing out.  This should be interesting.”  
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