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THIS STORY IS DEDICATED TO MY SISTER,

DEBBIE.

I AM ETERNALLY GRATEFUL THAT I GET TO BE YOUR BROTHER.



One



FOUND


Caught in the tidal flows of unspoken morning prayers and simple wonder, John the Collector rested against a tree with his toes burrowed and curled into the coolness beneath the warming sand. Before him, a rippling ocean stretched out until it disappeared, merging into the clear cobalt sky.

The salty fragrance of the sea was overtaken by scents of eucalyptus, myrrh, and hagenia flowers. John smiled. These were always her first embrace! Resisting the urge to jump to his feet, he instead shifted to make room, lowered his head, and took a deep breath. It had been a while.

The tall, fine-boned, ebony-black woman accepted his silent invitation and settled next to him, her hand tousling the gray-black hair at the back of his neck with the tenderness of a mother toward her child. The playful touch sent a prickling peace through his shoulders and down his back, lifting the burden he unconsciously carried.

He could have stayed like this for some time, but there was always purpose to her visits. Even so, he held off his own rising curiosity, preferring the gentle contentment of her company.

Reluctantly, he spoke. “Mother Eve?”

“John?” Without looking, he knew she was grinning. Ancient and powerful, this woman radiated the contagious joy of a child. With one arm she pulled him to her, kissing the top of his head.

“You have been in this place . . . ,” she began.

“A hundred years today,” he finished. “If that is the reason for your visit, I am grateful.”

“It is in part,” Eve said. “One hundred years anywhere is cause for celebration.”

Pulling himself up, he brushed off the sand before helping Eve to her feet. She gracefully accepted his hand, though it wasn’t needed. Coarse white hair formed a woven crown around her face, lined and creased by countless years, a masterpiece of sculpted joy and sorrow. She glowed more like a child than a matriarch, her mahogany eyes lit by expectancy.

His questions threatened to tumble out in all directions, but she stopped them with a raised hand.

“John, one good question is worth a thousand answers,” she teased. “Choose it carefully.”

It only took a moment to form. “How long?” he asked somberly. “How long must we wait before the end, when our healing will finally be complete?” Reaching out, he took her hand and placed it on his heart.

“Much sooner, John, than when I first asked that same question.”

He took in a deep breath and nodded, looking into the amber light that flecked her eyes.

“But I am here about today, John. Today, my child will be born into your world.”

John frowned. “Your child? But Mother Eve, are we not each your daughter or your son?”

“Yes, you are,” she declared. “But we have long known there would be three in particular who would stand and represent us all. The one to whom was given the promise of the seed, the one whose seed would crush the serpent’s head, and the one to whom the seed would be forever united. The Mother, the Daughter, the Bride. The arrival of this girl marks the beginning of the end.”

So stunned, he hardly noticed Eve pick up a stone and walk toward the water’s edge. John followed, disoriented and overwhelmed. She launched the stone high into the air, and they both watched it zip down into the glassy sea with hardly a splash.

“John,” Eve said, “in the ocean of the universe, a single stone and ripple changes it forever.”

John let the small incoming waves tickle his feet and tug at the sand beneath them. To be near Eve was always healing and always disconcerting.

A shrill voice sliced the air. “You’re dawdling, John.”

He turned. A breeze off the water lifted the hair at the back of his head, even as Eve’s perfumes caressed his face.

Letty had arrived, and Eve was gone. John sighed.

“The Scavengers have been calling for you for longer than an hour, and since you are the only Collector within a hundred miles . . .”

Turning back to the water, John selected another smooth stone and threw it high into the air so it would drift on its edge and slice into the water’s surface with a satisfying sound. Why such a tiny success always pleased him was a mystery.

“What’s their hurry?” he muttered, as Letty arrived at his side. He picked up another stone.

She was a bundle of a little old woman, barely three feet tall, with a cane and shawl and mismatched socks folded over mismatched shoes. She looked like an apple that had been left in the hot sun for too long, still round but shriveled up, with piercing black eyes, a crooked nose, and an almost toothless scowl. Her walking stick could have easily passed for a wand of sorts, and it was pointing right at him.

When he saw the intensity on her face, he let the rock fall to the sand.

“Letty?”

Her words were measured. “A large metal container was spotted floating early this morning, hauled ashore, and opened. The Scholars have already ascertained that it drifted here from Earth in real time.”

“That’s happened before,” suggested John.

“We opened it up and found the remains of twelve human beings, all young females except one.”

“Jesus,” he mumbled, as much a prayer as an exclamation.

“The container seems to have been used to transport people great distances, probably on a large vessel or ship. Since no flotsam drifted with it, we surmise it was purposefully jettisoned, but not before the girls inside were executed. If there is any mercy in such a tragedy . . .” Her voice hesitated as emotion found its way.

John turned and slumped onto the sand, drawing his knees up to his chin. The warmth of the day and gentle breeze now seemed a mockery. Eve’s joy had left with her.

He felt Letty’s tiny hand rest on his shoulder as he fought his rising rage and grief.

“John, we cannot allow the shadow-sickness to find a place inside our hearts. In this broken cosmos we grieve. We rightly feel fury, but we must not let go of joy’s embrace, which is beyond our understanding. To feel all of this means that we are alive.”

He nodded. “You said the humans were female, except one?”

“Yes, there was also a middle-aged man. The shared initial view is that he may have been trying to protect the girls. There is a story, I’m sure, but we might have to wait a long time to hear it fully.”

“I don’t want to see—”

“Don’t worry. The bodies have been transported to the Sanctuary of Sorrows and are being prepared for tomorrow’s celebration of fire. Right now, you must do what only you can do . . . so the Scavengers can dismantle and the Artists can find ways to memorialize these precious children.”

John closed his eyes and turned his face to the sky, wishing his conversation with Eve had not been so unbearably interrupted.

“Go on,” Letty encouraged. “The others are waiting.”

•  •  •

THE SIZE OF THE container surprised John. At least thirty feet in length, its sheer weight had required a dozen of the Haulers’ beasts to drag it out of the water over rolling logs. Deep ruts were clearly visible behind the box on the cove’s sandy shore. Tents held tables piled high with its contents: clothing, blankets, and a few stuffed toys. It was colder here, as if the sun itself had turned its warming face away.

From a pocket he took out a small case, opened it, and slipped a ring on his finger. He then turned the edge so that the impress changed. Anything he touched with this ring would bear a date mark and later be taken to his home, the Refuge, where it would be stored for analysis and reference. From his other pocket he took a pair of thin gloves and pulled them on.

The first item that drew his attention was a three-drawer, black, locked file cabinet, which he marked. It was cold to the touch. He waved over a Crafter, a woman with skills for locks and keys, and it took her only a few seconds to open it, leaving John to the contents. It was what he had expected: files of records and information, shipments, and bills of lading, accounting, and various other reports.

The bottom drawer held folders documenting the girls’ scant personal information, including a facial photograph of each. Height, weight, age, health. The names were obviously aliases, each an earthly country beginning with sequential letters of the alphabet: Algeria, Bolivia, Canada, and down to Lebanon. He paused for a moment to stare at the images. The faces and eyes in the photos were windows into twelve stories that deserved a proper grieving.

John was about to shut the drawer and move on when a thought crossed his mind. He counted the folders. Twelve, just as Letty had said. But that was wrong. Her number had included the man. He counted again. Twelve photos, all girls, all young. It meant a girl was missing. Perhaps she had escaped or the records were inaccurate, but the discrepancy nagged at the edges of his thinking and wouldn’t let him go.

Had Eve been referring to one of these?

On a hunch he walked a few feet over to the container itself. A row of boots for the workers was lined up near the doors, protective footwear that would later be thoroughly cleaned and decontaminated. He picked a pair his size.

An Engineer greeted him, “Hey, John. Terrible tragedy, all this.”

He nodded as he laced up his boots. “I want to go inside for just a moment and check something against these records. Anything I should know?”

“No, there are still odds and ends to go through, but we’ve already removed what’s most important.”

John nodded sadly, acknowledging the man’s kindness.

“Also, we just turned off the refrigeration unit. It’s still freezing in there. Probably got damaged and stuck in the cold cycle, which was a blessing I suppose. The bodies were almost frozen. Be careful, it’s pretty slick.”

The doors opened easily, groaning on their hinges, letting the sunlight spill inward. Internal lighting flickered on, indicating some sort of closed battery system separate from the refrigeration. He realized as he stepped in that he had been holding his breath. When he let it go through gritted teeth, his exhaling vapor drifted up and around him.

The hold was about a third full of larger items—boxes, mats, plastic containers—along with litter and bits and pieces of trash, a hodgepodge he would have to go through at some point. Frozen bloodstains were scattered around the metallic tomb, the walls, the floor. Carefully, he stepped around these, every sound he made reverberating in the stillness.

At the far end he could see the refrigeration fan now silent and unmoving, a thin layer of ice already forming on the blades. A quick survey almost satisfied him that there was no place left that could hide a missing girl.

But an anomaly caught his eye. At the end of the wall near the cooling unit was a welded metallic frame jutting out about a foot and a half. He cautiously made his way back and examined it closely. Under the bottom were hinges, and when he ran his fingers along the top, he found two large clamps. John knew that if he undid them, the entire thing would open down and out. A sleeping area, like a bunk or tabletop perhaps? Maybe for a guard?

He hesitated. Then he blew on his hands and unsnapped the clasps, which released with a hollow clack. As he lowered the metal wall, the frosted steel bit into his palms and fingers through the thin gloves. It was heavy and he had to use a shoulder to let it down until chains at either end unraveled their lengths. It stopped a couple feet from the floor, level and sturdy. That is where he found her.

The teenaged girl was broken inside this space. Someone had forced it shut and she had not fit. She could have been peacefully asleep, her limbs at odd angles, her head folded down on her chest, were it not for the cuts and gashes that began to ooze with the release of pressure. One foot was almost severed. As she lay there frozen, he stood staring, stuck in time.

John turned and walked out, too sickened to avoid the blood this time. He needed to fetch those trained to deal with such things.

“I found another girl!” he yelled, setting off a flurry of activity that rushed past him and into the container. Outside, he unlaced the boots and took them off, walked back to the tent where he had marked the cabinet, sat down, and leaned against it.

“God, how is it that You still love us?” he whispered. He paused and glanced in the direction of the container. “Please, grant to her Your peace,” he prayed.

Another explosion of activity and shouting brought him to his feet. A Hauler friend burst into the tent and hugged him.

“John! That girl you found! She is still alive! Barely, but alive!” The man beamed and hugged him a second time. “You’re a Finder now, John!” the Hauler yelled as he left. “Who would have imagined?”

John dropped his head into his hands, feeling numb. If this was Eve’s child, it was a sorrowful and wrenching birth, in blood and water. What good could come of such evil?


Two



BEGINNINGS


Everything exploded inside her. Everything hurt!

Why? Memory failed her.

Images jumbled and tumbled. Flashes of light pierced, penetrated. Harsh sounds—discordant, brash, horrifying!—stirred her panic. Her breathing came quick and loud, roaring in her ears.

Another flash burst into agonizing light, blurred movement, music . . . strings? Black woman morphing into brown-skinned man into red bow tie. Disconnected nonsense. She had to wake up. Tried. Couldn’t.

Her head howled like a hurricane at sea . . . sneaker waves drove her down, held her under. A gasp . . . a rush of water . . . she couldn’t breathe . . .

When darkness closed in, she welcomed it like a friend.

She woke to another face leaning over hers. A blurry image. A voice? Where was she? Who was she? Her eyes clamped down but couldn’t block the images. Her lungs ached. The air was heavy. Liquid. This time the shadows had an edge. They moved inward, swallowing her like a black sack. A shrinking glimmer of white light faded to a dot, then disappeared.

She screamed. What is happening to me? No sound came.

Memories or dreams or hallucinations, mixed and mumbling, twisted themselves into carnival-house terrors behind her eyes. She shrank back, tried to hide, to disappear. But where could she go? Her shouts morphed into sobs.

On her forehead—a warm cloth. A comfort. And a pungent scent she couldn’t place. It reached inside, spreading down her throat, into her belly, her limbs, her extremities. Relief was irresistible. Sounds were muffled. Stillness settled.

She slept again.

•  •  •

WHEN NEXT SHE WOKE it was to a conversation in the hazy hush of night.

“John.” The female voice was sharp and high-pitched. “This young woman is an anomaly. The Healers are trying to deduce her origins, but her genetic code is giving them fits. None of us has ever seen anything like it! It’s preposterous!”

A man responded, his voice calm and kind. “It seems that God’s playground is the impossible and preposterous.”

The girl ordered her eyelids to open. They refused. A weight held them down, exhausting her. Why can’t I move?

“They’ll need additional time to unravel this mystery,” the woman said.

“It seems we’ll have plenty of time. Her recovery will not be swift.” John sighed. “I understand little, Letty, but one thing I know: this girl has become my anomaly.”

Letty laughed. “Listen to you, all protective and tenderhearted.”

She made another effort. Wake up! Wake up! Pain claimed the space around her. Her body seemed to tilt. She tensed against the sensation of falling.

“Sometimes I surprise myself.” John chuckled. “Why me, do you think? Why has Eve invited my participation?”

“Perhaps because you were a Witness?”

“And what has that got to do with this girl?”

The woman Letty replied by humming a happy melody. The feeling of imbalance abruptly stopped. Her body seemed to right itself. The voices faded out. She floated in a pool of peace.

Daughter. A new voice reached her ears from a distance. Daughter.

The fragrance of spice and flowers filled the air. A featherlight touch brushed the back of her hand. Warm. Soft. Stabilizing.

My child.

What child? This time when the girl willed her eyes to open, they did.

A black-skinned woman stood next to her bed. She was young and old, regal and common, tender and strong. Leaning down, she gently kissed the girl’s forehead and smiled.

The girl summoned a whisper. Who are you? It seemed that only hushed sounds were appropriate, but then she wondered, had she only thought her question?

I am your mother. You are the witness. Come and see! the lady whispered without moving her lips. The woman’s long fingers closed around her wrists and lifted her as if she weighed nothing and was not restrained.

My mother? The word mother stirred bitter emotions. Confusion set in. She didn’t want to go anywhere.

Come, my daughter. Come witness the Creation—the perfection that will heal your broken body and shattered soul!

The girl tugged against the gentle grip, tried to pry away the fingers, but they would not yield. A kiss of air against her cheeks gave her the sensation of shooting upward—and she was now clinging to that hand. The sight of what lay below stole away her breath: the body she had just vacated. Her wrecked, mangled, bandaged body. It was restrained beneath a mass of straps, tubes, and a network of wires, machinery purring in the shadows.

She froze, and for an instant all was still. She held her breath, feeling sick.

How many times can I die? she thought.

No—not death, the mother said. Life. Come watch. I promise, you won’t be disappointed.

And then the hand released her. Abandoned her.

She shut her eyes tight to lock out the rising panic. Instead of falling, she floated, weightless. A foreign warmth rushed over her, an oily thickness that simultaneously overwhelmed and embraced. But then it slipped into her mouth. The realization she was ingesting this slick sludge swept her to the brink of terror. Again, fluid filled her lungs as she gasped.

But when she didn’t suffocate, she relaxed by degrees.

Breathable liquid? Impossible! Insane!

Eyes wide open, seeing nothing, she allowed herself to drift. She resisted the urge to find an anchor, a mooring to time or place, a tether to memory. She almost felt free.

An underlying peace emerged, a sense that she would not be left alone. Someone knew she was here, if only the ebony-skinned woman who had said she was her mother. Come see, she had said. Watch. But this universe was void, vacant, and formless.

Now she resented the invitation. The bait and switch, the abandonment, was uncomfortably familiar.

She floated for perhaps a nanosecond, or maybe a million years. There was no way to perceive the difference. There was nothing to watch, nothing to see.

Then a detonation. Her whole body flinched. Her neck craned toward the burst of light. It was instant and continuous, overwhelming energy and information spreading outward, rushing toward her, overtaking. It was color. It was song. It was joy and fire, and blood and water. It was voice—singular and many, rising and thrusting, uniting with the void.

Chaos and matter collided, setting off sparks of playfulness and power, creating energy, space, and time. On the periphery, graceful spirit beings applauded the display, their elation bursting from their palms like dazzling water droplets, glimmering beads of perspiration, shimmering jewels. The effect was an overwhelming cacophony as harmony wrapped itself around a central melody.

She felt larger than a galaxy and smaller than a particle. All around her, joyous rapture tore the substance of things apart, then put it back together. A tidal surge of voices rose, engulfing her in an assembly of scents. Sweet incense became a ballad of yearning, a choreographed dance of being and belonging. Around and through it all rippled not One, not Two, but Three Voices—and yet only One. A magnificent laugh of raucous affection.

The Great Dance, a voice affirmed.

The mother’s? she wondered.

This is the grand Beginning.

The girl spun in the liquid, searching for the voice. Straining to find the woman, she hesitantly called, “Mother?”

•  •  •

“AH, FINALLY AWAKE, I see, at least for longer than a few seconds. Welcome to the land of the living and the Refuge.”

This voice was familiar. John’s, she supposed. It was firm and altogether ordinary, but compared to what she had just witnessed, this “normal” was a little disappointing.

Great! she thought. I died again and this is hell and there is a man in it.

She tried to move her head toward him. She heard him yell, “Don’t!”

Too late. Intense pain gripped her neck like a vise. Fog started from the edges of her vision and congregated in the center until she gave in. The last thing she heard as darkening grays descended was that ordinary voice, now exasperated, saying, “And there she goes again . . .”

•  •  •

A BRUSH OF SOMETHING gentle swept across her face. A whisper.

What you saw was the crafting of creation’s womb. What you heard was the very first conception. Now we await the coming of the child.

In a twinkling her eyes reopened, and she saw the cosmos still unfolding, alive with joyful abandon, ceaseless commotion.

You mean . . . this is the beginning of the world?

The very first story. This voice was disembodied, around her and within her, everywhere and nowhere.

The girl watched, conflicted. The big bang?

A deep belly laugh was the only reply. The sound became a golden rope that joined visible harmonies and melodies, which formed threads of a tapestry woven with precious stones and fire, entwined with faith and hope and love.

The womb of creation was growing and expanding, flexing. It was potent and wild and unfettered, yet orderly and precise.

The girl was enthralled and uncomfortable. Expectant and cynical. Attracted and repelled. She knew this story, and she didn’t.

Did she?

It was beautiful and terrifying. In all the magnificent display a tiny blue sphere emerged, spinning fragilely and exposed.

Here is the place where the pregnancy will soon be fulfilled in water, blood, and dust! Here, the child will soon be born. And you will witness it, my daughter. You are the Witness to the Ages of Beginnings.

The words fell hard on her ears. Grating, religious words. They opened a wound in her.

No.

It is for you, my daughter. A gift for you and for every man and woman born under this nascent light.

“No,” she spoke aloud. The word went out into the beauty like a poisoned dart. “I’m no witness. And I don’t want to be.”

The universe blinked out.

•  •  •

A DIFFERENT MELODY, A simple humming and clicking in the background, snapped her back to her bed. The contrast between these puny noises and the staggering harmonies of Creation’s music was beyond disappointing. It was as if an awe-inspiring, roaring waterfall quickly tapered off, becoming an annoying drip into a stagnant pool.

She also felt relieved.

Someone was droning a tune she didn’t recognize, a lilting wordless chant. The girl aspirated a weak cough, and the melody abruptly stopped. Sounds of steps approached.

“Going to try again, are we?” It was the same male voice as before. John. This time she could see his face, its details blurred and indistinct, as if she were looking through water from a great depth. A brown-skinned male with a short beard and bushy eyebrows, threads of gray patterned throughout receding hairline. His movements brought on nausea, so she closed her eyes.

Elsewhere in the room, the humming resumed.

He gently wiped the tears that collected beneath a wrapping or bandage that covered most of her face. She flinched at his touch and tried to object. She couldn’t move her jaw. It was restrained by some sort of cage that left a distinct metallic taste in her mouth. She struggled to swallow. Again she rode the edge of claustrophobic panic.

“All right then, easy does it.” The man’s tone, meant to be soothing and reassuring, only stirred her nausea. “I imagine you’re extremely confused right now. You must have a million questions. If you don’t, I do. And don’t try to talk,” he quickly added. “None of that will work yet, but they tell me it will soon.

“If you’re able to understand what I am saying,” John continued, “please open your eyes and blink once for yes and twice for no.”

She blinked once.

“Ah, just to be sure, that was single blink, for yes, yes? Not some random response and unfortunate timing on my part? Again, one blink for yes, and two for no.”

A tinge of anger tempted her to pretend to be unconscious. She resented her captivity and his commands. Still, she obeyed.

Blink.

“Excellent.” He sounded genuinely pleased. “Good. Wouldn’t want to keep babbling just to hear the sound of my own voice. Hmm?”

Momentarily perplexed, she decided to blink twice. Was he asking a question?

“So sorry!” he apologized. “This is our first attempt at an actual conversation, and I must do better. What if I ask ‘yes’ or ‘no’ at the end of any real question? Would that help? Yes or no?”

She blinked.

“Good! Then let me start with some basic introductions. My name is John and you are being cared for in my home, which most refer to as the Refuge. And also in the room at this moment is the feisty and diminutive Letty . . .”

“He means short, dearie,” came the shrill female voice from somewhere lower than the level of the bed. The unexpected presence of a woman in the room was comforting.

“I’m short and older than him, and he is envious of both,” she chortled. “And dearie, in case you are concerned, you are completely gowned and covered, and others of us women have been watching over you. Though you have nothing to fear from John.”

Through her distorted vision she saw the man smile toward the voice. “Letty, I could get a stool for you to stand on so she could see you.”

“There is no need for that just yet, John. I dropped by to check on your charge and let you know that three strangers have arrived in our community, Scholars from the look of them, and from a very great distance. They want to speak to you and her. That’s all.” The humming resumed, confirming Letty was its source.

The man returned his attention to the girl. “Do you know your name, yes or no?”

Blink. Blink.

“No? Hmm, then I must assume that you don’t know where you’re from either, or even when you’re from. Not a question, simply an observation.” She closed her eyes, uninterested. She wanted him to leave. She wanted to sleep.

“Do you have any memory at all of how you came to be here, yes or no?”

Blink. Blink.

For the next quarter hour or so, he asked questions. But the communication was entirely one-sided, and the incessant demands that she answer became frustrating and tiring.

No, she didn’t remember where she came from, or her family. She did know she was human and a female, questions she thought peculiar.

Yes, she hurt.

That was true—her head was pounding out the rhythm of her heartbeat—but no, she couldn’t wriggle her toes or move her feet, or feel them when he tapped. She could raise her eyebrows and furrow her forehead and blink, but no other movement seemed possible.

Again, she felt panic rise as the throbbing in her head increased its pace, but he immediately explained the reason for her paralysis. Specific healing herbs and medicines had been administered because her initial recovery required complete immobilization. This eased her alarm but raised additional questions, which she could not ask.

As the man talked, he moved about tinkering with or clanging this or that, business that she could only hear and imagine. Finally, he stopped asking questions and began giving her information.

John referred to himself as a Collector. As a Collector, John amassed things delivered by offshore currents onto rock-strewn beaches near his home. She had been in the Refuge recuperating for months.

“Washed up” was how John described her, on the shores of an “island” between worlds, a victim of what he called a tragedy—some event both terrible and destructive. Along with her had come wreckage: a chaos of metal, paper, toys and wood, artifacts, and other detritus of her civilization and time. It had all been boxed and placed in another storage room somewhere nearby. When her strength returned, she could rummage through it.

“I didn’t mean to discover you,” John said. “After all, I’m a simple Collector, not a Finder.”

Apparently Finders would always be mystically entangled with whatever it was they found. From the way John spoke of it, such a law was authoritative throughout the universe.

The girl didn’t like the sound of that. Entangled with a man? Anxiety stirred within her like an agitated wolf.

He carried on for the better part of an hour explaining this, then apologized profusely for another quarter hour because his rant made it seem that her situation, and his as a result, was entirely her fault.

This was mean, she thought, inflicting pain as cruel as her physical injuries.

But it wasn’t long before the singsong rhythm of his words along with the quiet background humming caused her to drift. She couldn’t keep a grip on what he said, nor did she want to. She gave herself to the current, hoping for inky blackness and freedom from expectations.

Her hope was in vain.


Three



THE LILLY AND THE SNAKE


Approaching the surface of the Earth, the girl floated down onto a small, barren hill. It stood at the edge of a rolling flatland peppered by groves of trees that gathered into forests. Beyond these in the purple distance stood row upon row of larger hills, and behind these, the jagged teeth of a mountain range.

This grandeur she barely noticed, her attention drawn to and then riveted by what was behind her. Turning, she gasped and instinctively took a step backward. A titanic storm of undulating energy and water rose above a plateau. The barrier stretched from side to side and from ground to sky as far and high as her sight allowed. It pulsed like a living thing. Light and heat radiated into every cell of her body.

“It never ceases to mystify and enthrall me,” said a voice next to her. Barely able to tear her gaze from the wall, the girl glanced at the tall, fine-boned woman beside her.

“You’re the one who calls yourself Mother,” she said. “You’re not my mother.”

The presence of this woman was more substantial and captivating than even the stormy barrier. She stood with noble bearing, more striking and beautiful than the girl had first noticed, with high cheekbones announcing piercing dark-brown eyes flecked with gold, and white hair tightly braided with ends cascading like small rivulets to her shoulders. Her shimmering robes, regal and colorful, flowed as if teased by every thought or gesture.

The woman smiled and leaned forward until their foreheads touched.

“Yes, I am your mother, Lilly,” she whispered.

“Lilly?” The name stunned the girl, but she knew instantly it was hers. “My name is Lilly? Oh my God, I remember. My name is Lilly Fields!”

Just as quickly she realized what else the woman had said. “And you’re my mother? How can you be my mother? You’re . . .”

“Black?” She laughed so cleanly and joyfully that Lilly couldn’t help but join her, though still completely perplexed. “Dear one, how beautiful is black, which includes and keeps all color?”

“I still don’t know who you are. What’s your name?”

“Eve!”

“You’re Eve? The Adam-and-Eve Eve?”

“Yes, my child. Eve, the Mother of the Living! Lilly, where do you think we are?”

“I don’t know,” Lilly stammered. “Lost in some dream or drug hallucination or some kind of catastrophic mental illness?” She hesitated and then blurted, “Am I going crazy?”

Lilly lowered her head and looked toward the ground as if it might help her collect scattered thoughts. Surprised, she realized she also wore a sheer garment of flowing, prismatic light, perfect and pure and protective. Though Lilly instantly felt the familiar threat of being exposed, she was also surprised by a foreign sense of safety. This contradiction could not be true.

“Well, if you really knew me,” she mumbled, eyes downcast, “you’d know I don’t belong here.”

“Dear one,” Eve said, “can you ever say you truly know yourself?” Then suddenly the woman’s tone changed, her words both declaration and command. “I sense the presence of an accusation. Show yourself to me!”

As she spoke, Lilly heard a rustling in the brush, from which emerged the swaying head of a sinewy asp. If it was aware of Eve, it paid her no notice and instead swiftly rose in front of the girl. Lilly recoiled. It looked her in the eyes, its hood fanning like miniature wings. A tongue split darted in and out, tasting the air. Eve watched, her face blank and arms folded.

“What are you?” it hissed. “I have never seen your kind.”

Lilly’s breath caught in her chest. She averted her eyes. “Nothing,” she whispered. “I’m nothing.”

“By your own decree then, you are nothing. But nothing has a voice, so who are you?”

“No one,” Lilly said. “I don’t belong here.” Strangely, with each of her words it seemed the serpent grew in size.

“Curious!” The snake pulled back as if to get a better view. “So tell me, why is nothing and no one here?”

Lilly had no answer for that.

It cocked its head to the side and tasted the air again. “You are a strange kind, unknown to me. At most you are an interruption.” With that it dropped to the ground and disappeared. Lilly felt agitated and somehow dismissed but remained still. The rustling of leaves shifted nearby, then swiftly moved away.

“What was that?” she asked.

“Sometimes,” responded Eve, “a snake is just a snake.”

“But it talked to me!”

“Sometimes a snake is something more. If a lie gets too much attention, it can grow. But that doesn’t concern me in this moment. What does is that your presence is known to others, some who may not always have your best at heart.”

Lilly hugged herself. “You’re scaring me a little.”

“Don’t be afraid,” said Eve. “I have seen how this unfolds.”

“This”—Lilly held up her arms as if to encompass all they saw—“has happened more than once?”

“No, only once, and this is it,” Eve said, as if it made perfect sense. “And you are here to witness.”

“Eve?” Lilly instinctively reached for the woman. Their fingers entwined, and Lilly was surprised by the unfamiliar sense that she could openly speak her mind without fear of being judged or punished.

“Yes, my daughter.” Eve smiled gently and squeezed Lilly’s hand.

“I don’t want to be a Witness, whatever that is.”

“It is a privilege and an honor.”

A knot of shame formed in Lilly’s throat. She didn’t know why.

“It sounds like another way to be a failure. I’m not into religious stuff, you know.”

A question furrowed Eve’s brow. “I know nothing of religious.”

“I mean, I heard the story. I can’t remember when I learned it—when I was a kid, I think. God makes the world perfect, God makes man, God makes woman, woman ruins everything . . .” Lilly hesitated. “Well, I guess you’d know.”

The gold flecks in Eve’s eyes shimmered. “Know what?”

“Um, how everyone has been mad at women ever since. God seems pretty upset too, at least in my experience.”

“And what experience is that?”

Again, memory failed her. She looked at her fingers, still locked with Eve’s, and suddenly felt like crying for no apparent reason at all.

“Don’t leave me, okay?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

“I am never far away.” The mischievous sparkle in Eve’s eyes became a glistening of tears. “You are my daughter, after all, so I am already in you, and you in me.”

The assurance brought a glimmer of peace. Eve looked up and Lilly’s gaze followed. “Behold!” Eve said. “The appointed time is here. I will make you this promise: you will not regret being the Witness.”

•  •  •

“BACK TO THE MOMENT, are we?” She couldn’t see but Lilly knew it was John who spoke, and she felt a prickle of anger to be pulled from sleep.

“I’ve been watching you dream.”

Great. He’s a creep.

He chuckled as if he had read her mind but was not offended in the least. Embarrassment flushed her cheeks. “When you dream, your eyes move back and forth under your eyelids, as if whatever you’re seeing is really there.”

After a brief pause he added, “In truth, whatever you’re seeing might really be there. I’m no specialist on dreaming. Not my expertise. I should ask a Scholar. Anyway, you were deeply lost inside . . . whatever it was.”

Lost, Lilly thought, was exactly how she felt. Caught between the pain and dull ordinariness of this place and the overwhelming transcendence of her lucid visions. She did not want to be a Witness; neither did she want to be away from Eve. Something in her shifted, and her brilliant dream slipped away like a fading sunset.

Her eyebrows rose in question and he guessed. “Dreaming or Scholars? You want me to tell you about Scholars, yes or no?”

Blinking was aggravating, so the girl focused on her mouth, which had been freed from its cage. What emerged barely resembled a grunt, but John took it for a yes. She meant it as neither.

“I heard that! There you go! Congratulations! Well done.” John scooted his chair closer to her bedside.

“Scholars,” he said, “are an erudite lot who study this or that and can talk about it in prodigious detail. Very smart and unendingly educated, Scholars! They can explain almost anything, even if it isn’t true.”

He looked to see if that had made her smile. Detecting nothing, he went on, “Sadly, they spend most of their time speaking only to one another in languages that nobody but their kind can understand. I usually have to find a Translator or Interpreter if I want to engage scholarly profundity. It’s all quite tedious. But to be fair, they’re not difficult people. And to be very clear, many of my best friends are Scholars.”

Catching his breath, he leaned in so she could see his face, and this time she tried to give him what she thought he wanted. It was a weak little wisp of a grin, the first she had achieved on purpose.

To her surprise, his beaming response erased most of her annoyance.

“Again well done,” he said encouragingly. “I saw it! A first fleeting smile is a hope of others to follow. Anyway, let me tell you something else about Scholars.” He glanced around as if there might be someone close who could overhear, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “Scholars often visit the Refuge. In fact, the three foreigners who have come to see you no doubt will want to put you under a microscope. At some point we will have to indulge them. The trick I have found with Scholars is to give them wine, or something stronger if available. The more they drink, the easier they are to understand.”

John chuckled. Lilly had to admit it was a bit funny. “Overall, they’re a lovable bunch, and I’ve learned a great, great deal from them. But I rarely admit such a thing in their presence.” He looked away thoughtfully. “It’s strenuous work, remaining obtuse.”

Now John stood up and laughed. Because her choices were limited, she rasped a noise, again managing the semblance of a grin.

“I saw that!” cheered the man. “And might I say, even the whisper of a smile makes you look as radiant as a princess!”

While he probably meant to be encouraging, the remark ignited a reaction that threatened to overwhelm her. What he said or how he said it tripped her headlong into dread.

It started with a slow rising panic, like a sea swell, and was heightened by her inability to move. She concentrated on breathing slowly and deeply. The adrenaline rush of fear gradually subsided. Carefully, she let go the inner grip and inhaled and exhaled through clenched teeth.

As she lay staring upward at the ceiling, tears blurred her vision.

Again the man gently and carefully wiped her eyes and cheeks. Though he meant to be kind, she couldn’t stand his touch. And she couldn’t pull away. A tremble overtook her body.

“My dear girl.” He sighed. “I do wish you could remember your name.”

It seemed these tears were her only language now, incoherent liquid words.

“I’ll be back soon.” He gently patted her arm and left the room.

She dismissed the glimmer of a wish that he might understand. Now she fought against a rising rage. Its grip began to slowly crush her chest. Grateful that he had gone, she closed her eyes.

A hand took hers. A mother’s fingers. Warm and soft. Sensation rushed back into extremities and chased away her fury.
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