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Ekaterina stuck her head back in the door. She and I looked at each other for a long moment.

“Nothing is for to be done.”

I agree...guess we’re gonna roll with it.

“Must be for going to Johannesburg.”

I got this end covered. Fill-in the others on the way.

“Da.”

Oracle, Shiner, Blaze and The Druid disappeared into the elevator.
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Book I 
“The Age of Decision”
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Chapter I 
An Awkward Day
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“Apple Brandy...what in the world are you talking about?”

Bran pulled back from her mother, but held onto Maggie’s shoulders to look her in the face. “You died... with Dad. The cops in Aspen said you were murdered...right after I talked to Dad about the financial corruption. The cops wanted me to come to Aspen, but...but...I’m just so glad to see you!”

Maggie looked at me in desperation.

I sighed heavily. and let exasperation creep into my voice. “Maggie, let’s just get some breakfast. Then we’ll go down for the workout and I’ll get everyone filled-in at the same time.”

With nod, Maggie moved to the kitchen. 

Bran turned to me. “This is gonna take some getting used-to.”

I grimaced. “I would imagine. And I guess we shouldn’t be too surprised if we find a few more things that differ from your timeline.”

“That wouldn’t surprise me either.”

My mind began searching for ways to verify the similarities and differences between her timeline and ours. “So how many students do you have on your timeline.”

Bran began counting on her fingers. Asati, Verilla Madrigal, Lisa, Bec, Violet...did those three form a treble here?”

“No... not yet in any case.”

“Hmmm, it happened pretty quickly for us, but...okay...let’s see, Anuthida, Galene, Monica, Allison, Sarah, Margot, Ruth, Deviahba, Robyn, Matti, and Lonni...oh and Owl just joined us...so that makes eighteen.”

“I think that covers everyone. We’re not too dissimilar then.”

“Sounds like it.”

“And so I take it you recently come back from New Mexico where you met a reincarnation of Mitolahpanetheran.”

She nodded. “I did. Shiner brought myself, Adamant, and Ocean back with Ruby’s body. Then we had a funeral.”

“So all we have to consider so far is a missing painting and living mother. Can you deal with that?”

“Sure.”

The girls came over and ate breakfast with us. While we were eating, I noticed that this version of Bran looked a little older, a little more careworn. She had the beginnings of crow’s feet around her eyes and she would occasionally stare off into space for a few moments. Then she would return to the present moment with a smiling glance at her mother.

Overall, it felt like the most awkward breakfast we ever shared.

We finished and I did the dishes quickly. Then it was time for the workout.

How in the name of heaven am I going to explain this to everyone?

When we arrived at the gym, I took charge. “Okay everyone, get comfortable for few minutes. We have some things to discuss.”

The Priestesses and students found their way to the walls and sat down. Bran moved close to me.

“How are you going to explain this?”

“Still working the details, Love.”

Shortly, everyone’s eyes fell on me, but I noticed a few curious glances at Bran in the interim.

“So did anyone notice someone knocking on the garage door this morning?”

Head shakes and negative replies came back to me.

“Well, we had an early visitor today. What I’m about to tell you is going to seem impossible...ugh...this just feels so awkward. I’m sure most of you remember Satomi.”

“Yes.” A few nods and assents followed.

“Well...I know we all thought she was dead...but she isn’t.”

“What?” Shocks and surprised looks bounced around the room.

“Yes...she’s still alive. And while she was studying here, she learned how to time-travel from the Atlanteans.”

Now dead silence filled the gym.

“Then early this morning, she paid us a visit.”

“Satomi was here...this morning?” Lisa asked.

“Yes, she said she chose to come today because we have a bit of a scheduling problem.”

“A scheduling problem?”

“Well...it seems Bran needs one more initiation before she can take on The Brothers. It’s supposed to happen today.”

“Well, why can’t it?”

I knew all these questions would be coming.

“Because it has to take place at the Great Pyramid.”

“The Great Pyramid of Egypt, why there?”

“Well...you need to read my journal about the fall of Atlantea...everyone does in fact. Plus, we are going to have to make another trip to Antarctica to collect another Atlantean artifact.”

“ALRIGHT...an Away Team...” Lisa veritably crowed now. “But wait...why does it have to happen today?” 

“To be honest, I don’t understand it myself,” I answered flatly. “But there is a particular celestial alignment occurring today. The initiation must take place during this alignment.”

“Then how...”

“Well... that’s where Satomi...who now calls herself Chrona...comes in. After we collect the artifact, she will take us all back in time to today...or maybe slightly before...so we can get Bran to the pyramid and she can get the initiation under the proper celestial alignment. Then we’ll be ready to take on The Brothers.”

“Another initiation,” Violet shook her head with a grim smile. “The Eye of Intuition isn’t enough?”

“As we discussed earlier, The Brothers have had a very long time to practice...maybe as long as two-hundred-thousand years. That’s gonna be tough to beat. Bran believes it’s not possible to defeat them without this Initiation.”

“So we’re all going time-traveling.” Bec phrased her question more like a statement.

Tremors of excitement began to pulse through the room. Gold and silver sparkles jumped from aura to aura among the Priestesses and Initiates.

“Apparently so,” I continued. “This morning she explained to us some of the complexities of time-travel and then Bran asked for a demonstration. So Chrona took Bran twenty-four hours into the future. This person beside me...”

I took a deep breath here.

...”is not the same ‘Bran’ who left...but is from a different timeline. She remembers things happening slightly differently.”

“Differently?”

Confused looks overtook the Priestesses and Initiates. Some of the expressions verged on angry.

New-Bran now interrupted. “I’m still Bran...I just remember other events, as well as many things in common with the Bran from this timeline...like our morning workout, the Kegel dance, taking turns on the mats with Ekaterina, healing the plants, and working out with weights. But something different is that, on my timeline, my mother is dead. I was so surprised when I arrived here.”

More silence and looks of confusion replied to her.

Finally, Lisa spoke up. “What happened to our Bran?”

I replied quickly. “Chrona said that when you time-travel things get mixed around. It creates little waves in the temporal field...and afterwards nothing is ever the same. The Bran from this timeline is probably on some other timeline, trying to explain herself to a group of Priestesses who don’t recognize her either.”

“Can we just start the workout?” Bran interrupted again. “I want to show everyone that I’m only slightly different...and different in ways that aren’t going to alter our goal.”

The Priestesses looked incredulous. Something about the Spirit of the morning workout fundamentally changed before my eyes.

“I don’t know.”

“This just doesn’t feel right.”

“Her aura is different.”

I took a moment to examine New-Bran’s aura in closer detail. But I had seen her in so many more moods than everyone else, I could not say with surety. It did seem that her aura carried a bit more blue than her usual green and heavy pink. The gold emanating from tena seemed a little dimmer as well, but that could be attributed to the situation.

“Things are bound to be a little different, people,” I said. “But there is nothing we can do. People are still dying. The Brothers still need to be confronted. Let’s get to the workout and practice so we can end the nonsense occurring on this planet.”

A few more moments of silence reigned in the gym, then everyone took their places with solemn nods.

The workout proceeded pretty much as usual. Bran seemed enthusiastic and strong, despite the naysayers. Afterward, we broke up into groups.

But then New-Bran’s difference began to manifest. “Alright Priestesses. We need to PUSH! We’re not going to beat The Brothers by taking it easy on ourselves. They certainly will not take it easy on us. When it comes time, we need to punch...and we need to punch HARD. A peremptory strike...take them out before they can take us out. That’s the only way. They have been studying for too long. If we delay or hesitate, they will wipe the floor with us. SO LET’S PUSH. I want to see everyone breathing hard and sweating. We’ll go through all the elements today...for you newer students, this may be a strain. Let’s go. ELEMENT OF FIRE. BEGIN!”

She seemed angry...almost military in her attitude. The Priestesses scowled. Everyone felt hard-pressed to keep her satisfied. By lunch, we all were exhausted.

I waited for everyone to leave the gym before I spoke. “You’re pushing too hard, Bran...you’re going to break their Spirits. Like the other day after Ka opened her eye of piri, she pushed everyone too hard. You could see it in their auras. We can’t just...”

Bran looked confused. “Who is Ka?”

Another anomaly.

“That’s our nickname for Ekaterina...do you remember her pushing everyone so hard to make up for the fact that she felt like she showed weakness when her eye of piri opened?”

“Yes, I do in fact. I thought it was a great idea. Everyone made substantial progress that day.”

“But didn’t you see that it hurt morale to be repeatedly defeated by a seemingly invincible opponent? Didn’t that hurt everyone’s confidence? If you push too hard, people will give up.”

Bran frowned. “Then let them. If they don’t want to be a part of this, they should go. I only want people with a strong drive and an iron will. Otherwise we are wasting our time. The Brothers will eat us for lunch.”

“You don’t know that. We may find other ways to defeat them. As you said, we are Fifth Round. They are Fourth Round. Our understanding is greater than theirs. They have a weakness that we can exploit if we can just...”

New-Bran interrupted again. “But we won’t be able to exploit it if we’re weak. I’m not pushing them out of meanness. I’m pushing them so that we can WIN.”

My brows seemed to furrow of their own accord. “Win? That’s a new concept too. This is not about winning. This is about Peace. This is about evolution.”

“That’s what I mean. We have to win so there will be Peace.”

I shook my head and moved toward the stairs. “I don’t know if this philosophy is going to work here, Bran. This is not how we’ve done things. You need to take it down a notch.”

Now she almost shouted. “Don’t tell me to take it down a notch! The future of the human race hangs in the balance. If we don’t WIN, they WIN...and if they WIN, we become slaves. How is this not about winning?”

I continued my way up the stairs. “I just don’t like couching it in those terms. It’s not a competition. We take a more holistic approach to the problem.”

“But if you’re not ready, you’re gonna get your asses kicked.”

For the remainder of the lunch break, I remained silent and brooding.

The afternoon went much as the morning. New-Bran pushed too hard. The Priestesses became frustrated at their inability to keep up with their teacher and her new Eye of Intuition abilities.

But New-Bran kept saying, “You have to push now or you’re going to die. And if you die, The Brothers win. If The Brothers win, the rest of humanity become slaves. Is that what you want?”

I had to admit that her rationale carried a certain depth of logic. But it just seemed very...masculine...not in line with Atlantean philosophy...not in keeping with the attitude we had taken about this endeavor up to this point.

Eventually, we broke for supper. Again I remained silent throughout the evening.

After we ate, Penny came to me and quietly asked, “Is there something wrong with vali Bran? She seemed mad today.”

I gave her a weak smile. “It’s very complicated. Things are changing. The war is having an effect on everyone.”

Penny made a face. “I think I liked the old vali Bran better.”

“It will all be okay, baby.”

As the evening wore on, New-Bran sat on the computer perusing news articles...seemingly trying to find some hint about how to locate The Brothers.

Eventually, I yawned and said, “I’m going to bed. Are you going down to the Eye to work on the sheavah discipline?”

She looked up in surprise. “No... it’s getting late. Chrona will be here early with another Bran from the past. We need to be ready for her. I thought we would make Love and then get some sleep so we could get an early start.”

Now I grimaced and shook my head. “I’m just too beat. I need sleep.”

And I really can’t see making Love to you...ever.

Bran’s eyes roved my aura. A look of consternation crossed her face. “Is that what you think of me?”

Whoops...she can read those thoughts now.

“No sense denying it. You didn’t make any friends today. And no... we’re not making Love.”

She paused before answering. “Fine.”

“So are you working on the sheavah discipline?”

“No, I need to get some sleep too.”

“Don’t you have insomnia? Won’t you be up all night anyway?”

“Insomnia? No.”

More anomalies.

“Oh...okay. Well, I’m going to bed.”

I’m pretty sure she slept on the sofa.
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Chapter II 
Confessions of a
Time-Traveler
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When Chrona and Bran showed up, they caught me just as I started breakfast.

“Oh, sweet Mother Goddess...another one. What timeline are you from?”

Chrona answered for her. “This is your Bran...the one from your timeline. We just left you yesterday...only moments ago in fact.

New-Bran looked up from the laptop. 

I squinted my eyes suspiciously. “How do I know you’re telling the truth? How do I know that this is the Bran from our timeline?”

“Because you won’t find any discrepancies...no anomalies. This person is the real deal. I’ve brought her back to you.”

“Brought her back?”

“Yes. She is staying. The other Bran is coming with me. We have more work to do.”

“What the hell are you talking about, Satomi? Is this your idea of a joke? Half the Priestesses are ready to give up and go home because of this person. You’d better explain yourself.”

The Bran that just showed up looked confused, but Chrona laughed.

“I see you have failed to appreciate my little lesson. Let’s just have some breakfast and then we’ll go down to the gym and I’ll explain it to everyone.”

“Don’t you ever eat on your own?”

“Only a moment ago, I left your apartment before breakfast yesterday. Would you deny hospitality to a hungry guest who is here to help you?”

My brows furrowed again. “Ya got me there. Sit down. Coffee?”

“Please...cream and sugar.”

“You can doctor it yourself.”

“Fine.”

Then I turned to the Bran that just showed up. “Is it truly you? Did you really only leave us a few moments ago?”

“I think so,” she replied, but still had a dazed look on her face.

Chrona explained. “Happens with the first few time-ports. It’s confusing to just about everyone...even me for the first few times. But don’t worry. Maybe we’ll practice a bit before making the necessary jump.”

“Satomi...I just don’t know if...”

She cut me off. “If you want to defeat The Brothers, you will have to trust me. I’m going to explain it all shortly. Then you will comprehend.”

I scowled, but made no reply.

After breakfast, we got ready to go down for the morning workout. But Chrona turned to the real Bran and said. “You should stay here for a little while. I’m going down to talk to everyone for a minute. Then I’ll call for you.”

The real Bran looked incredulous. “You better be on the level, Chrona. This is not something to play games about.”

“I know,” Chrona replied. “No one in this room is more aware of that fact than I... except maybe your namesake here. Just hang tight. You will see my point in all of this.”

I really wanted a chance to sit down and explain things to the real Bran without Satomi hanging over us, but now the Japanese woman herded everyone into the hallway and down to the gym. As I came in, I counted heads. Surprisingly, everyone came to the morning workout after yesterday’s fiasco.

Chrona burst into the gym a moment later, her smile, dazzling... her personality, boisterous. “Good morning everyone. I’m sure most of you remember me. I was the quiet one. You always need to watch the quiet ones. We’ll usually surprise you.”

Lisa stepped toward us. “Satomi...You’re responsible for this?” she said gesturing toward Bran. “Why did you bring her here?”

Blank’s outburst did not intimidate Satomi in the slightest. “An excellent question, Priestess of Obfuscation. But let me first identify myself for those here who do not know me. When I came here a few months ago, my name was Satomi. I used to consider myself a Zen master. But shortly after I arrived here, I requested information on temporal mechanics from the Atlanteans in the Dreamer’s Eye. Almost immediately after that session, a future version of myself showed up with time-travel abilities and allowed me to complete many weeks of training in only a few days.

“AND... I am aware of your current dilemma, Bran has missed an opportunity to receive an initiation and you are considering an attempt to face The Brothers without it. I am here to aid you with that decision. To prove what I say is true and I’m not some charlatan trying to delay or trick you, I’ve prepared a little demonstration of my abilities.”

Lisa started to retort, and I tried to motion her to silence.

Satomi closed her eyes for a moment.

A few breaths later, Lisa decided to ignore my pantomime. “What is it you’re planning to demonstrate Satomi?” she almost snarled. “And where’s the real Bran. We need her back.”

“Right here,” answered Chrona. 

A few moments later, our Bran stepped around the corner. Shock and gasps echoed through the gym.

Two nearly identical Brans stood almost side by side. I noticed for the first time that they had different pants on. Everything else appeared nearly the same...though New-Bran’s Mohawk appeared slightly narrower.

“So... for those of you who had any doubt about my abilities, this should convince you. Will the Bran from this timeline, please raise your hand?”

The real Bran raised her hand.

“So where is the other from?” Lisa pressed.

New-Bran spoke now. “I’m from a few months into the future. We tried to face The Brothers without me getting this last initiation...

“We failed.”

My heart began to pound. “What happened?”

New-Bran’s face turned pale. “We started well, we found their island and faced down their troops. The battle-suits proved the toughest, but we managed to take them down with a concerted effort. When we...”

“Uh...uh...uh...” Chrona chided. “Not too much information. Keep it general. Things may not happen on this timeline exactly as it happened on yours. Don’t be putting expectations into everyone’s minds.”

New-Bran nodded. “In any case, we destroyed their compound. But when we came face to face...well...you don’t really want to know exactly what happened anyway. Most of you died. The Brothers rule the world on my timeline now. All of humanity is either dead or their souls are enslaved for the rest of eternity... I’m here to convince you not to face them without that initiation. Please...trust Satomi...get the initiation.”

Dead silence filled the gym.

Then the real Bran spoke up. “Why don’t you just take her back in time and get the initiation...then go back to face The Brothers, Chrona? You’re supposedly a master of time. Can’t you do that?”

Satomi shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way. You can’t go back after the fact and fix something that’s already broken for someone. It would create an irreparable anomaly, so the Third Law of Time would automatically prevent that from happening. Perhaps you should ask Doctor Sylvester about it.”

Bran turned to Ruth. “Do you know what she’s talking out, Photon?”

Ruth appeared to think about it for a few seconds, then nodded. “It’s like Schrodinger’s Cat, right?”

Chrona nodded and touched the tip of her finger to the end of her nose. “Bingo.”

“What in heaven’s name are you talking about?” I asked with a scowl of curiosity.

Ruth continued. “Erwin Schrodinger was a quantum physicist in the early days; won the Nobel Prize back in ‘33 for his work on wave-function. Anyway, he had this anecdote which made him relatively infamous which became known as ‘Schrodinger’s Cat’. 

“Before I explain this, let me say that this experiment was never carried out...no animals were ever harmed by this idea. This was strictly theoretical.”

She waited a moment for that to register with everyone, then continued.

“So... his idea was that you put a cat in a box with a device that had EXACTLY a 50/50 chance of killing the cat in the next 60 seconds. If the device didn’t kill the cat in sixty seconds, the cat would fine. So after the cat had been in the box for the requisite period of time, you must go and open the box to determine if the cat was dead or alive. 

“But in the time between the end of the sixty second period and the time you open the box is a time of uncertainty. And thus, like the results of the double-slit experiment, the expectation...or even just the presence...of the experimenter might have effects on the outcome of the experiment.”

Silence filled the room. Finally, Bec made a comment. “So what you’re saying is that while the fate of the cat remained in doubt, the outcome might still be altered by our beliefs.”

“Exactly,” Ruth replied. “But once you open the box...alive or dead...the fate of the cat is now written in stone. It cannot be altered.”

Now I looked back to Chrona. “So what does this have to do with this future version of Bran?”

Satomi looked surprised. “Really, Doctor Bradley? Don’t you see? To couch it in terms of Schrodinger’s Cat, this Future-Bran’s box has already been opened. There is no changing her fate.”

“But if you had picked her up and taken her back to get the initiation before she had faced The Brothers...”

“Then it could have still been changed, but that would result in a different timeline.”

Murmurs of confusion ran through the Priestesses.

“Think of it this way,” Chrona continued. “Reality is like an infinitely large railroad-yard...many tracks with interchanges everywhere. Each set of tracks is a timeline. The locomotives are individuals and usually they only move in one direction. Though I can move the locomotives forward or backwards on the tracks, I cannot change what is on the tracks. If, after this Bran had lost to The Brothers, I had moved her back to another track, she would have wound up doubling with another Bran in order to experience The Brothers being defeated. And that’s not possible. You see? One individual. One outcome. One set of tracks. That’s the second Law of Time.”

After a moment, Satomi continued, “The reason I brought her back here is so that hopefully I can convince you to make the right choices when it comes to switching tracks...

Everyone still looked confused.

Chrona lifted her hands, palms-upward, in supplication. “Are you still without understanding?

She looked at the real Bran with consternation.

“Get the initiation. Don’t face The Brothers without it...!”

She paused, then spoke with flawless diction. “DO I MAKE MYSELF CLEAR?”

A few more moments of silence followed.

“Perfectly clear,” the real Bran said finally. “But since this other Bran has already fought The Brothers, if she really wants to be helpful, she should give us their location.” 

New-Bran looked at Chrona. Chrona shook her head. “Not a good idea. Things are going to happen on your search for the location of The Brothers...things that need to happen in order for you to be able to defeat them. We can’t give you their location because that would deprive you of a chance to grow and learn.”

Bran put her hands on her hips and scowled. “Great. Is there ANYTHING you can tell us?” 

Chrona smiled. “Time is fluid. It is always rife with possibility. You can switch over many timelines in very short order. This should give you hope. Just don’t open the cat’s box until you must. GOT IT?”

The real Bran nodded. “I think so.”

“Wonderful. Now...we have to get going.”

“What? Why?”

We have to go back to yesterday and fill that Bran in on what’s happening.”

“Again?”

“What do you mean ‘again’? It’s a different Bran on a different timeline. She needs our help.”

“But if you bring her back to today from yesterday, won’t there still be two Brans on this timeline?”

“No, that will be tomorrow for you. When she time-ports to tomorrow for her, that will be yesterday for you. Dong ma?”

Lisa frowned. “This makes my head hurt.”

Chrona laughed again. “It is definitely not a lifestyle for everyone.”

The real Bran looked puzzled. “So how many times have you done this?”

With a roll of her eyes, Chrona answered, “Probably an infinite number of times. There are an infinite number of timelines, an infinite number of ‘me’s’, and thus, an infinite number of possible outcomes for this scenario.”

“Why do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Help all these people on different timelines. You can’t possibly get to all of them.”

Now Chrona’s expression became serious. “Do you know the koan of the starfish?”

Bran shook her head. “Koans...the Zen parables... I know some, but I don’t think I know one about starfish.”

Satomi slowly turned to face the entire group. “Once there was a terrible storm at a small fishing village in Japan and a great many starfish washed up on the beach due to the heavy tide. The next morning, one of the fishermen found a young boy on the beach tossing starfish back into the ocean. 

“So the fisherman said, ‘What are you doing, boy? Don’t you see how many thousands of starfish there are washed up on this beach? Even if you work all day, do you think you can make a difference?’.

“The boy looked up and showed him the starfish in his hand, then said, ‘I can make a difference to this one’. With those words, he flung the starfish back into the ocean.”

Another few moments of silence fell in the gym.

Suddenly, I felt outrageously humbled.

Comprehension also showed in the faces of the Priestesses. 

The real Bran spoke for all of us. “Thank you, Chrona. Your message is clear now. We will do as you suggest. How should we proceed for you to best be able to help us?”

Chrona turned back to her. “Go get your cylinder. Then I’ll meet you here. Don’t go to the pyramid too soon with it. You need to comprehend a few more things before we make the time-jump back to the celestial alignment. And we need to strategize. I’ll meet you here when you have the cylinder.”

Bran nodded. “You got it.”

Satomi motioned to New-Bran. “Let’s get a move on.”

New-Bran moved to stand next to her, then spoke to everyone one last time, “Let me offer one final piece of insight. Of all the timelines we have visited, this is the only one I’ve found where my mother is still alive.”

She glanced momentarily at Maggie. “This gives me hope.” 

Then she returned her gaze to everyone else and bowed. “We won’t meet again. But thank you for the opportunity to be of service.”

The real Bran bowed back to her. “Thank you for your assistance. Go in Peace and know that your efforts have not been wasted here.”

New-Bran closed her eyes and smiled gently.

Then Chrona laid a hand on her arm. They both vanished.

A long moment later, Bran sighed and turned to Priestesses. “Let’s get to work.”
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Chapter III 
A Few Loose Ends
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That morning’s workout seemed very quiet and somber. As we broke up into groups, Matti approached Bran and I.

She leaned close to me and spoke. “So did you get the feeling that the other Bran may be right about pushing ourselves?”

I took a moment to consider it, then nodded thoughtfully. “Very possible.”

Bran turned to us. “What exactly are you talking about?”

I faced her squarely. “Your nemesis pushed everyone really hard yesterday. She used her greater perception with the Eye of Intuition to sort of shame everyone into working harder. By the end of the day, almost everyone felt dispirited.”

“But...given her future/history,” Matti added. “I can see why she did it.” 

Bran looked curious, then turned to me. “Do you think I’m not pushing hard enough.”

A sigh escaped my lips as I reviewed yesterday’s events. “Well... something I learned from that entire ordeal was that success is not a matter of pushing. It’s a matter of inspiration. You push, but you don’t push the way she did. You inspire. I don’t think you need to push harder. But by your actions you set a precedent and the others follow that precedent without you having to beat it into them.”

“You didn’t really answer my question,” Bran said, cocking an eyebrow. “Maybe I should rephrase it...Do you think we’re working hard enough? Are we on track to be able to defeat The Brothers and the war machines that stand in our way?”

“There’s no way of knowing,” I replied. “What can 200,000 years of practice buy you? Plus... we have no idea what their mundane weaponry is like. The other Bran mentioned battle-suits. I have no idea what that entails...Matti?”

She shook her head. “I only have a cursory knowledge of the full military capabilities available. And of course, there is always ‘above top-secret’. Even Daniel doesn’t know about everything that’s being developed. There’s just too many projects.”

The three of us fell silent for a few moments.

“So what you’re saying,” Bran spoke slowly. “Is that we need to be ready for anything...all bets are off...that The Brothers will pull out all the stops in order to defeat us.”

“Was there ever any doubt of that?”

“No... but, some idea of what we’re facing would be nice.”

Matti grimaced. “All I can tell you is that I saw those giant robot-suits that had a person inside them. They carried heavy-caliber machine guns, rocket launchers, and a huge sword.”

“Anything else?”

“I saw missile turrets on the walls of their compound...a few normal looking army-types inside. But I’m really not well-versed on military equipment.”

Now Bran put her hands on her hips. “So should I be pushing harder or not?”

I spread my hands in confusion and shrugged.”

“Okay fine.” Now Bran scowled. “PRIESTESSES AND INITIATES...FRONT AND CENTER.”

A few moments later everyone gathered around. 

Bran spoke loudly. “I understand that yesterday my counterpart pushed everybody really hard...almost past the point of endurance. Is this correct?”

Nods and grumbling words of assent spread through the group.

“Given the story she told about her defeat at the hands of The Brothers and what happened on her timeline, do you think that level of coercion was justified?”

No one answered for a few moments, then Galene spoke up. “It might be. She saw what we’ll be facing and must have determined that we are still inadequate. Maybe we should give some credence to her insights.”

Everyone else seemed to agree.

Bran glanced over the group. “Then let me say this: I’m not going to push you like she did...not going to try to shame or compel you into working so hard that you lose the spirit of comradery we share. 

“But I invite each and every one of you to examine yourself. Are you pushing yourself as hard as you could? Are there moments when you let yourself coast? Is there a difficult obstacle in your studies you have been procrastinating about facing? 

“Now is the time to overcome that. 

“We’ll be going head to head with armed and trained military personnel in a very few days. Each of you need to spend a little while introspecting about your readiness for such a task. I don’t want to lose any of you and I’m not going to take anyone on this mission who doesn’t think they’re ready...and believe me...I will KNOW if you don’t think you’re ready.”

She let those words sink-in a few moments. 

“So here’s my final thoughts on this. I invite each of you to push yourself as hard as you dare. I’m not saying that I think anyone here hasn’t been pushing themselves. But if you can see a place that you could work harder...dig deeper...push yourself beyond your previously self-imposed limits...now is the time. If you’re not ready for battle, our opponents will not allow you a second chance. There will be no quarter given. Are you ready? Can you be ready in a few days? You don’t have to answer me...just take a hard look at yourself and be honest.”

No one responded, but their faces became resolute...almost grim.

“Alright then...let’s start bustin’ our asses.”

Everyone moved to their groups with defiant smiles of confidence...a new determination.

The morning passed typically, but enthusiasm and passion rose to all-time highs. Whether healing plants, practicing the elements, or perfecting martial skills...the Priestesses pushed themselves beyond all previous exertions. Everyone had worked up a powerful appetite by lunchtime.

Just as we sat down to pumpernickel and roast beef, Bran’s cell-phone beeped.

“Oh...cool. Shiner is about to pop back.”

“Awesome.”

When she failed to appear within about a minute, Bran chuckled. “She must have come back to her own apartment.”

A moment later, she rose and headed for the door. I followed. 

Sure enough, Shiner sat on her sofa, mopping her brow with a towel.

“Any problems?” Bran asked.

Shiner shook her head. “Nope...but Johannesburg is a long way. I’ll be heading back in a few minutes.”

“Are you up to taking me with you?” Bran asked.”

“Mmm...let me do it on my own a couple more times, then see about adding a passenger.”

“Sounds good. Come get me when you’re ready.”

“Will do.”

“By the way, Shiner,” I added. “You missed a few things while you were gone. This is ‘our’ Bran again. Chrona returned the original and took the other with her when she left.”

“Oh...good...I guess. What happened to you? What was time-traveling like?”

“I’ll fill you in later.” Bran rolled her eyes.

“Okay.”

Shiner came down just as we were finishing lunch.

“Ready for a passenger?” Bran asked.

“I am. Are you coming?”

“Absolutely.”

“Got room for two?” I asked. 

“Uh...sure.”

Bran nodded. “Just let me tell Galene.” 

She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them. “Let’s go.”

I Love telepathy.

Shiner grasped both of our hands. She took three deep breaths and closed her eyes, then flashed them back open.

Instantly, I felt the biting chill of the Tesseract dimension, but before it could take a hold on my flesh, a dingy room with a large window appeared around us. Nausea churned in my guts.

A moment later, Shiner found her way to a nearby chair. I looked out the second floor window over a nearly endless sea of tin roofs and tarps comprising what must be shantytown of Johannesburg, South Africa. The sunset verged onto twilight. And something akin to jet-lag slapped me across the face.

“I see why you find these long trips so exhausting.” I said.

Shiner grinned weakly.

“Bran, good to see you again.” Dr. Yin smiled from the doorway.

“Helix, how are things going?”

“Oh, we’ve just started investigating this mystery illness in China. It looks more like a scam than a disease. Seems the patients are suffering from Hypoxia. No kind of pathogen could cause that.”

“Hypoxia? What’s that?”

Dr. Yin adopted her professional manner. “Hypoxia is damage to the lung tissue caused by depressurization...as if you were at cruising altitude in an airplane and suddenly lost cabin pressure. The tissues in the lining of your lung are damaged and then become unable to transfer oxygen to the blood stream. You become very short of breath very quickly. Let me repeat...no virus is capable of doing that.”

“What is capable of doing that on a scale that makes it look like an epidemic?”

“We’re still checking into that. The area of China where this occurred is infamous for its air pollution. Right now, I think that’s our primary culprit.”

“Interesting, but what about the spread to other countries...the shutdown of airports?”

Helix shrugged. “Overreaction. Maybe a few people left that province of China before the full effects of whatever toxin this is were fully developed. Like I said...we’re still investigating. One of my colleagues has left for China.”

“Thank you for your thoroughness, Doctor Yin.” Bran said formally.

“Of course. My pleasure.” Helix bowed.

“You about ready Shiner?”

“Give me a minute more.”

Bran turned back to Helix. “How’s the coffee here?”

Helix grimaced. “African coffee has a bitter whang to it when compared with South American coffee. It takes some getting used to.”

“Have you got a sample?”

“Sure.”

The doctor moved to a nearby cabinet and pulled out a large brown paper sack of coffee beans, then dug out a Ziploc baggie. She poured a few ounces of beans into the plastic bag and handed it to Bran. 

“Bon appetit.” 

“Spasibo Doktor.”

“Bié kèqì.”

Bran laughed. “It’s such a blessing to speak so many languages.”

“Yes it is.”

Shiner stood up. “Okay, I think I’m ready.”

“See you soon doctor. Oh...how is Blaze doing?” 

“She’s out right now trying to round up recruits. I can’t speak to her success. And you just missed Ekaterina, she left for the airport about twenty minutes ago.”

“That’s okay. We’ll see her tomorrow. Keep us posted on your investigation.”

“I will.”

“Tootles.”

Shiner grasped our hands and a moment later we stood in her apartment at The Dig.

My stomach roiled as I got a bearing on my surroundings. Words popped out of my mouth before I could even think. “That’s just too effing incredible.”

Shiner panted her way to the sofa.

“Do I need to say it Shiner?” Bran asked.

“I know; I know...Source Energy.”

Bran gave me a vexed look. “Why is that so hard for everyone?”

Raising my eyebrows, I replied, “Cause we’re not Warrior Priestesses...yet.”

She sighed, then looked back at Shiner. “You good?”

“Yeah, I’m good.”

“Meet us down in the gym when you’re ready.”

“Yeah.”
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Icy Strategies
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We finished our forgotten lunch and then Bran brewed a pot of the African coffee. She tasted it and then made a face.

“Helix is right. This stuff is bitter.”

Seeing her reaction, I passed on the coffee.

The afternoon workout went as expected, though the Priestesses did not forget the admonitions of Chrona and the Bran from the future. Their determination and enthusiasm did not waver. EMPs rang along the creek. Women trekked up the valley in order to practice person-specific telepathic communications. Galene taught how to counter multiple opponents at once. 

Bran stayed below and helped Matti and Lonni on the element of earth, while Owl sat in silent meditation.

Eventually, the Priestesses came down and filed into the gym.

“Ekaterina will be home late-morning tomorrow,” Bran announced as we broke for supper. “The Druid is picking her up. She’ll be tired when she gets back, but after she has rested, I want everyone to sit in on the strategy session...maybe tomorrow after supper? Is that good for everybody?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“I’ve got some ideas.”

“Our first real mission. Awesome.”

Bran smiled. “Okay...I hear confidence. Excellent. We can do this, Priestesses.”

She stuck her hand out.

“HEYYY...!”

The Priestesses placed their hands over hers. Owl looked confused, but joined in anyway.

“HEEEYEYYEYEYYEYEYEYEYEYEYEYYYYY...!

“ONE...TWO....THREE...!

“WE!

“ARE!

“LOVE!”

The mass of topless women broke into cheers and laughter. A few moments later, everyone turned for the stairs and their apartments.

Ekaterina arrived the next morning and fell into bed. We let her sleep until supper.

After the evening meal, Bran grabbed a few sheets of paper and everyone met in the gym.

“Okay, Priestesses...this is what I’ve got,” Bran began. “The base in Antarctica that holds the artifact is not very large, but well-armed and protected by quite a few troops. This is a rough sketch of the layout.”

She spread her sheets out on the floor. “The marine base has three piers that hold three ships each. Only five ships were there when I visited, but that could change daily...even hourly. So we could be facing as many as nine warships and their crews...not to mention other patrol ships that might only dock temporarily.”

Bran paused and grinned. “No one finds that intimidating...right?”

Chuckles ran through the group, then Vortex answered. “Nothing a few EMPs won’t take care of...right?”

Everyone laughed, then Bran answered, “Mostly. And Peace’s “Shift” ability should take care of the light weapons, but we still may also have hand held rocket-launchers, grenades...or Goddess knows what else. We must expect the unexpected.”

“How’s the weather,” I asked.

Bran grimaced. “It’s Antarctica...it can change without so much as a moment’s notice.”

“How about icebergs?”

“The sea was relatively clear. A few larger ones drifted out a long way from the base, but mostly it was just small ones. They wouldn’t really pose much of a threat to navigation. Do you have something to add to that Ocean?”

Robyn clear her throat. “As long as the ‘bergs doonah stick up much past a foot or two, it shouldnah be a problem fer the Dame Victoire.”

“Excellent. Is your mother’s ship still docked in Rio Gallegos?”

“Aye...they recently returned from a shore leave a bit farther north if you take my meanin’. But they’re ready t’ go. I spoke to me mother las’ nigh’ and said we might be headin’ south again soon.”

“Perfect. I’ll call her myself as soon as we get this icy strategy worked out.

“Now aside from the possibility of nine fully armed warships, there are several Quonset huts. Looks like maybe five platoons of infantry protecting the operations center of the base. There are also some big mounted guns and what looked to me like anti-aircraft missile turrets.

“But here’s the main problem. The Artifact is housed deep underground at a facility about half a mile behind the naval base...sort of snuggled-up in some low hills.” Bran indicated another sketch.

“On the surface, it’s just a concrete building, barely large enough for an elevator. When you step in the front door, it’s just one room with an elevator shaft. It goes down about 300 feet and opens onto a chain-link fenced-in area. Then the artifact is enclosed in a concrete vault with a steel door...not to dissimilar from what you faced at the Desert Mesa Resort.”

Bran paused and looked at Sarah. “You’re with me on this Shiner. If we can break in and get down there, I’ll need you to get us out. You cool with that?”

Shiner nodded. “Piece of cake.”

Bran continued. “Now, the rest of you...You don’t actually have to defeat nine warships and a hundred trained combat troops. All you have to do is keep them occupied and distracted long enough for Shiner and I to get down to the...”

“You are going to need someone to open that steel door,” Deviahba interrupted. “That would be me.”

“You were my next choice, Forge,” Bran said with a smile. “I think I’ve mastered the elemental forces enough to present a significant deterrent without further assistance. So with that being said...”

“NOT SO FAST, WARRIOR PRIESTESS.” It became my turn to interrupt. “You’re going to need to need someone to take out the light weapons that you’ll be facing in that bunker. Otherwise the three of you will be riddled with holes before you get to that steel door. So I’ll be coming along too.”

“But then who is going to protect everyone on the dock?” Bran asked. “And I can still do the ‘Shield’ that we used in Turkey.”

“That didn’t work so well as I recall,” I replied, lifting my right arm and giving it a twist. “You need me to eliminate the threat of bullets. Otherwise, I’m pretty sure you’re not going to make it.”

Bran sighed. “Jean, I really need you with the others. I can keep us safe. But maybe I should start looking into that ‘Shift’ ability before we leave.”

I cocked an eyebrow and placed a hand on my hips. “That’s the only way you’re gonna keep me from following you down that hole. You better start practicing and get it right before we go.”

Now Bran twisted her lips to one side in mock consternation. “Fine. I’ll begin tonight when we finish here.”

Seeming to have acquired everyone’s attention, I continued. “And we really need someone else to start working on the ‘Teleport’ ability. How are we going to get everyone else out? It’s not like we can dock the Dame Victoire, offload passengers, and then expect Captain Howard to wait around while we do our thing. And I really don’t see the Royal Navy letting us get anywhere close. 

“I’m seeing a lot of holes in this plan so far, Warrior Priestess.”

Everyone remained silent for a few moments.

Finally, Bran replied. “So your saying that we need more cross-training before we attempt this mission.”

I nodded and did my best to emulate the voice of the Crone. “I believe that would be a Wise endeavor.”

Bran made a face.“Dammit. I want to get this done. We’re already behind where I would like to be. We need to be making plans on how to take on The Brothers.”

“Good grief,” I said shaking my head. “We have someone who can do Time-Port. Slow down. We can still take a couple of more weeks and get what we need to learn accomplished and double our chances of success. Let’s not run off half-cocked and get our asses kicked.”

Bran brought a hand to her face and looked down. “I suppose you’re right. It doesn’t matter if Satomi time-ports us back three days or three weeks. Let’s start cross training then. Who else wants to learn teleport?”

Monica raised her hand.

“Are you comfortable with your current abilities, Priestess of the Lightning Bolt?”

She nodded. “I am and feel capable of taking on another set of lessons.”

“Fine then. Shiner, you and Zephyr get your heads together and use the Advanced Sympathetic Vibration technique I showed you to get this done ASAP. Dong-ma?”

“Sher!” Zephyr replied.

“Okay, so the rest you...you’re not going to waste this time. All of you figure out what other skill you want to learn and get it done. Again...use the Advanced Sympathetic Vibration technique I used to teach you the EMP. 

“Two weeks...I want this done and us to be ready to go within two weeks. People are still dying and nations in Europe are falling to the Coalition Forces. On top of that, our own government is showing a depth of corruption I would have thought inconceivable a year ago. And we know that members of an ancient reptilian race are behind it all. Is this motivation enough?”

Everyone replied in the affirmative.

“Then let’s get it done, Priestesses.”

She turned to me. “Time for you to teach me that ‘Shift’ ability.”
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Humility
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I twisted my lips to the side for a moment. “Maybe you should go study with the Crones for a little while before we attempt to do the Advanced Sympathetic Vibration stuff. They have some very unique insights and more info on the idea than I do. Plus, your ability with the Eye of Intuition is going to prove invaluable.”

She appeared to think about it. “Maybe your right. I’ll hit the Eye in a little while and check it out. But before I do, I want to ask you...”

She fell silent and an expectant look spread over her face.

My brows seemed to furrow of their own accord. “Ask me what?”

For a moment she looked uncomfortable...at a loss for words. Then she seemed to come to a decision. “While she was here, that ‘other Bran’... Did you...?” Her voice trailed off.

“Did I...?”

Then it hit me.

“HEAVENS NO! ...She was about as snugly as a cactus.”

Relief spread over her face. “You always know just the right thing to say.”

“It’s the truth.”

“You should stop while you’re ahead.”

I moved closer and kissed her.

She returned my kiss passionately. Soon softly slicked lips became the entirety of the Universe.

Finally, she pulled away, but held my hand as she took one step back.

To my surprise, she said, “Thank you.”

“Thank me? For what?”

“For being here.”

“I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

She gave one of those little snorts. “I figured. But I wanted you to know I’m grateful. Grateful for you, for Ka...for everyone here and everyone helping us.”

“Silly...all of us Love you. We ARE Love.”

“I...I know...” Her eyes grew distant. “Maybe I was really just saying ‘thank you’ to the Universe for everything...for everyone. Most of all I’m grateful to be in a position to make a difference.”

It became my turn to smile. “And just think...about six months ago you were just a lowly intern on a remote archaeological dig. Chief cook and bottle washer...trash taker-outer. What a change, eh?”

She looked at the floor and smiled for a moment. Then she whispered, “Humility”.

“What do you mean?”

A moment later she looked up. “The Crones always talk about the value of humility and how humility allows you to ‘seek purely’...FORCES you to seek purely. I guess that’s where my lessons began. With humility. I actually liked working at that dig and doing all those things. I liked being of service.”

I nodded in remembrance. “Seems I recall Sha’na making a similar decision about child-bearing.”

Her aura brightened as the memory came to her as well. “I guess I really am her.”

“Was there ever any doubt?”

She shook her head. “No... not really.”

A moment of silent camaraderie passed. 

Then I spoke forcefully. “Get to work, Warrior Priestess.”

The official title seemed to snap her out of the reverie.

“On it.” 

A moment later she bolted down the stairs.
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When I returned to the apartment, Ka lay nude and prone on the bed, facing the bedroom door with an expectant look. Her expression allowed no hope of demur.

Gotta Love it.

After a shower I let her have her absolute way with me...by every method possible. The surrender felt exquisite...liberating.

“You are for learning much, Jeanette.”

I smiled, contentedly. “I have the finest of senseis.”

She smiled back. “Da.”

In return, I exhausted her with my Luna training. We fell asleep with our eyes of piri intertwined and breathing one another’s musk.

Bran came in some time later to find us snoozing comfortably. “What...you couldn’t save a little Energy for me?”

Ka opened her eyes and stretched. “You are for being late, Brandy. Into bed...is time for to be devoured mercilessly.”

With me on my knees before her and Ka behind, the climax brought both her feet completely off the ground...her body supported only by desire. After the crescendo of her passion-song, she collapsed sideways onto the bed, gasping desperately.

As Ka and I spooned in and snuggled Bran between us, I heard Ka whisper, “Is good to have you back, Brandy.” Then we lay still until our breathing quieted and Blessed sleep took our treble.

The next day passed much as the one before. The Priestesses worked on teaching one another new skills. Zephyr managed a short teleport with Advanced Sympathetic Vibration help from Shiner.

“Try to flit across the creek this time,” Shiner teased. 

On the next attempt, Monica appeared in the center of the creek. A moment later she came slogging out of the frigid water with a scowl. The rest of the Priestesses stood with hands over their mouths to hide their grins.

Monica tried to maintain her cross expression a few more moments more but then broke into a grin as well. As a group, the Priestesses now laughed and came to comfort her. Monica laughed with them.

Then Bran spoke up. “No pain, no gain, Priestess. Bet you won’t make the same mistake again.”

Zephyr shook her head and moved dripping toward the garage. 

EMP’s rang out. Blasts of fire, wind, and lightning filled the afternoon. 

The sun eventually fell behind the mountains and a chill wind blew down the little valley. Soon we all moved toward the garage and the warmth of our underground haven. Even a long spring could not drive the chill from the high Andes.

After a quick supper, Bran grabbed me and began moving toward the elevator.

“C’mon. I wanna try the ‘Shift Ability’. I studied with the Crones quite a while last night and I think I’ve got it. But I wanted to wait...just in case. Can’t hurt anyone now that they’re all back inside.”

“Fine. Just let me grab Galene and a pistol,” I replied. “I’ve been wanting to check out my range with that ability anyway.”

“Hurry. It’s getting dark...and chilly.”

“Darkness is a problem for you, Miss ‘Eye of Intuition’?”

“No...and neither is the cold. Habit, I guess.”

Soon the three of us rode the elevator up to the garage and walked out into a chill twilight.

“Let’s move a little way up the creek, just to be sure we don’t destroy anything,” I suggested.

After trekking about half a mile upstream, I turned to Galene. “Wait here. I’m going to move a bit further up and try it. If it doesn’t work, tell me and then I’ll have you move closer.”

“Can do.”

Bran and I walked another five-hundred steps, then paused. I focused on Galene and thought: Okay first try.

Her reply echoed in my head: “Ready.” 

I turned to Bran. “First try. Take my hand.”

She stood beside me and grasped my left hand. A moment later, I reached up to touch the Loving Energy. Like a bolt of lightning, it rushed down my spine and struck da. The answering Energy instantly rose to my head as well as shooting down my arms.

“Here we go...SHIFT.” In my mind, I saw the molecular pattern of sulfur change to that of silica.

The Birthing Sphere-trained muscles of my goddess convulsed and the Energy flowing upward became almost unbearable.

The crystal at the top of my staff emitted a toroidal blast of yellowish lines. They spread out past my range of vision in all directions.

I focused on Galene again. Okay...try it.”

A couple of seconds later, a pistol-shot rang out.

“Nope.”

With a sigh, I thought: Fine...move a hundred steps downstream and we’ll try it again.

Turning to Bran, I said, “Didn’t work that time. We’re going to...”

“Got it.”

I grinned in the fading light.

A couple of minutes later, Galene checked-in. “Ready.”

I glanced at Bran. “Let’s do it again.”

And again, I touched the Loving Energy and channeled as much power as possible to the sahalla of my hands. 

“SHIFT.”

Another toroid of yellow lines spread out from my staff’s crystal.

Try it again, Galene.

A second later, another shot echoed down the stony valley.

“Still a ‘no’.”

Okay come fifty steps closer.

We did this dance twice more at fifty step intervals. 

Once more, Galene.

This time, only silence answered.

“That’s it!”

We had narrowed down my range to between 150 and 200 meters.

“Did you get a feel for that?” I asked Bran as we walked back toward Galene. Night had fallen, but with the eye of piri, it made no difference.

“Yeah, I could feel it. I’m going down to review the information with the Crones. Maybe I’ll try it tomorrow. How many bullets do we have left for that Glock, Strike?”

Galene answered out of the surreal dimness ahead, “A few hundred. The Druid and I visited the sporting goods store in Mendoza and bought rounds for everything. We’re stocked...not that I think we’ll ever need them for anything other than what we’re doing right now. Because of all we’ve learned, gunpowder seems outdated.”

Bran laughed, “Guns and gunpowder are outdated. There will be no place for them in our new world. We won’t need them. Everyone will be able to defend themselves with Psy. The Atlanteans had no weapons whatsoever...only the staffs of the Priestesses and Crones. That was enough. 

“But I understand what you’re saying. Guns do seem a bit archaic now. But really, during this Age of the World, Psy is far older than gunpowder...several thousand years older. The Chinese had gunpowder long before the west and Psy even predates them...though I suppose during the last Age of Pisces they had something akin to gunpowder.”

I chimed in now, “Which came first, the chicken or the egg, eh?”

Bran chuckled. “Just interesting to note. You should see about experiencing Sha’’a’s first memory with the Sacrament of Harmony.”

“Why?”

“It’s a story that covers many ages of the world.”

“Bizarre?”

“Trippy...but outrageously informative.”

“I’ll have to check that out.”

We made it back into the natural warmth of The Dig and Galene emptied out the clip of dead bullets.

Bran looked up to meet my gaze. “I’m going down to the Eye...see you later.”

I kissed her long and hard. The sweetness of her breath never failed to surprise me. “I’ll be waiting up.”

Again, I found Ka nude and expectant when I walked into the bedroom.

“Just let me grab a shower.”

Her brows furrowed and she literally growled. A moment later her gaze roved my body. “Be swift, Jeanette. Hungry. Am needing...”

As those dark eyes fell on my loins, a thrill ran through my body.

“Be right there.” I let my fingers trace lines down her bare back to her round behind as I grabbed my robe and hurried to the shower.

Tonight, Bran joined us only a couple of hours later. But before any of us moved to caress the other, we all sat cross-legged on the bed and brought our foreheads into contact. 

Instantly, all of our Uraeus Serpents intertwined in an intimate passion more delicious than orgasms. Our thoughts became one and inseparable. 

I saw Bran playing in the snow, then kissing a girl for the first time, then studying at the University of Denver. Then I saw Ka training at a Russian air base, making Love to a woman much older than herself, studying martial arts...somewhere.

A thousand memories from each of them presented themselves for my perusal, but I left them in the privacy of their owner’s minds...feeling aware that they could see mine as well. I merely let go to the moment to let that deep intimacy of our treble embrace and permeate my being. It felt marvelous to be able to trust my Lovers so intimately, felt erotic...far beyond the physical. But even so, our bodies eventually still required attention.

The night passed unnoticed as we patiently explored exotic geometries and deep secrets. The starved passion of the night before faded as the slow teasing and tickling extended the ecstasy for hours. 

Female pheromones have a strange effect on the psyche. Time passed quite unmarked. Eventually, the alarm sounded.

“Heavens...how did it get this late.”

“Mmm...am thinking Americans are for saying, ‘time is for flying when having fun?’. Saw in movie once.”

“Your English is getting better, Ka.”

We all laughed.

I hit the shower first and then started another color-coded breakfast.

On our way down to the gym, we happened to fall in behind Shiner and Zephyr. Sarah shook her head as she spoke. “You’re still thinking about it too hard. It’s not about thinking. It’s more of a feel. You must learn how to stop thinking about what the place looks like and just remember how your destination feels.”

Bran looked over at me with a grin and whispered, “Almost sounds like Master Yoda, doesn’t it?”

Surprise caused me to choke on a chuckle. Then I nodded. “The Force is with us.”

Bran smiled and her aura shifted to the first shade of Softer-than-Violet.

After the morning workout, Allison and Anuthida worked with Lisa to practice invisibility. Ruth and Robin exchanged notes about projecting Energy. Galene and Ekaterina began to spar and soon the speed surpassed my ability to perceive...even with the eye of piri. 

After a few moments, Bran moved to begin working with Matti, Lonni, and Owl, but Margot approached her before they began. “Bran, I’m having an issue right now.”

“What’s up, Wild Card?”

“I can’t learn nothing from anyone and I have nothing to teach. As you know, my ability only manifests when it wants to. Truly, I’m feeling like a fifth wheel now.”

Bran grimaced. “Margot...I don’t know how to...”

A thought burst into my mind and out of my mouth before I could even think about it. “I got this, Bran. Come on, Margot. I’ve got an idea. Let’s go down to the Eye.”

Bran looked relieved and Wild Card’s expression brightened as she moved toward me. “What do you suggest.”

Now I walked toward the stairs. “Let’s get you started on the Eye of Intuition. Maybe that will change how you interact with your ability.”

She turned back to Bran as if to verify this course action. 

After a moment, Bran nodded. “Sounds reasonable.”

Margot followed me and I began to explain. “There is gathering of Crones early in the age of Leo. That’s where I first experienced opening the Eye of Intuition and learned the “Shift” ability. You should start there. Bran’s working on this too.”

She glanced over at me with curiosity in her eyes. “I haven’t even opened the eye or piri. How could I open the Eye of Intuition?” 

I shrugged. “I’m not certain. But just like you can experience opening the eye of piri for a short time with sympathetic vibration from a Priestess in the Dreamer’s Eye, you can also experience the Eye of Intuition for a short time with the aid of sympathetic vibration as well.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “So many different eyes...Dreamer’s Eye, Eye of Intuition, eye of piri. Why all this focus on vision anyway?”

Her question surprised me. I had never thought of it in those terms before. After a moment, an answer occurred to me. “I can’t say, honestly, but perhaps it would be more helpful if you thought of it in terms of ‘perception’ rather than vision. There are multiple ways of perceiving things. We start with the five senses. Then some of the more perceptive develop an Intuitional sense...or sometimes just feelings. 

“Bran and I have discussed this a few times. Is it a gut feeling? I think that’s instinct...not Intuition. It’s hard to tell those two apart. Instinct tells you how to react without thinking about it...like a reflex. Intuition is more complex...almost like a language. It makes you question your actions before taking them. Sometimes it will just say, ‘uh-uh-uh...don’t do that’.” But the Eye of Intuition, like the eye of piri is an entirely new kind of perception.”

We arrived at the Dreamer’s Eye.

“What will I see?” Margot asked as she took a stool and began to position herself.

“Mmm...it’s not so much seeing as it is...mmm...reading. You read someone...not just like reading their mind...though you can. But more like reading someone’s aura at an order of magnitude. You not only get an idea of their mood, but you perceive their intentions and even their motivations. Sometimes their thoughts will play like little videos in one spot in their aura. Truly bizarre. Then of course there is learning to see the Soul-Markers and you can even learn to see through solid objects.”

“Uh...wow. Okay, so who do I ask for?”

“Her name is Anduascolotay, a Crone during the early Age of Leo.”

“Anduascolotay, Age of Leo...got it.”

Margot’s attention disappeared into the Eye.

I sighed and turned to go, but something pulled my attention back to the stools.

Intuition?

For a moment, I hesitated, unwilling to succumb to the moment.

Then it hit me and I spoke aloud. “Follow your intuition, woman.”

I sat down and aligned my eyes.

When The Archon appeared in her glittering costume, I said simply, “What am I missing? Show me something that I didn’t know I needed to know.”

She cocked an eyebrow and pursed her hips. A moment later she nodded. The scene faded. Then the smoke and green flashes of The Scholar working at her table materialized in front of me.
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After observing her silently for a few seconds, I politely cleared my throat. It would have happened anyway because the smoke from her work had begun to choke me.

At the sound, the green flashes stopped. Then she looked up and raised her visor. A moment later, she scowled severely. “You again. What do you want?”

But this time, I prepared myself for her brash nature. Premeditatively unruffled, my response came quickly, easily:

“I need you to tell me what I’m missing. Tyrants are threatening the freedom of my people. Innocent children are murdered in the streets. Women are raped. Great libraries burn, works of art and historical artifacts are destroyed meaninglessly. Tell me why such things as our world is enduring right now must occur. What is the nature of reality that makes this a necessity and why isn’t it otherwise?”
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