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Dedication


For my father, my husband, and my son:
You are the cornerstones from which I leap.
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To the women of the world,
may the Sophia in your hearts burn
as bright as the sun.
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The three Great Mothers formed a circle in the sand: Ocean, mother of fire; Beatrice, mother of air; Vivienne, mother of water. Their arms locked like wings, protecting the One. Mystical texts regarded the Mothers as the great secret of the world, but the biggest secret was the one the three Mothers kept: They were not the creators of the earth but the protectors of her truth.


The Mothers broke their circle to kneel in the sand. Between them lay the infant Sophia, cradled in cloth, the precious emerald around her neck. She was restless, instinctually knowing danger was imminent. She whimpered for comfort from the three.


Mother Earth could no longer hold back the darkness ravaging her lands. Massive waves heaved with grief against her shores. Her sky hemorrhaged, dumping red torrents of fury onto the land. The blinding fire of time was upon them, and the Mothers’ one goal was to preserve Sophia’s wisdom.


Ocean bent over the baby and rested her hand on her head, her auburn ringlets spilling forward like a waterfall. “It won’t be long now,” she said.


Beatrice placed her hand on the baby’s chest. “This world ends but her truths will live on.”


Vivienne held the baby’s feet in her hands. “There is only one place she will be truly safe.”


Sophia’s cries grew louder, more desperate.


The Great Mothers nodded in unison and closed their eyes. Sophia screamed from her belly, but the women remained vigilant in their task. Light poured from the fontanel on the top of the child’s head and out the bottom of her feet—and then, finally, from her very heart. It dazzled the eyes. Only the Great Mothers could withstand such a sight.


The emerald resting on the baby’s chest pulsed with energy, absorbing her essence. She let out one earsplitting scream and then faded into the realm no human could see.


The Mothers knew it would be a great age before they saw Sophia’s return. But they also knew her light would always burn deep within the hearts of all women who would one day walk the planet.


“Seven times seven generations of women will not know she is there, sleeping beneath their hearts,” Ocean said.


“But they will sense her,” Beatrice said. “They will long for the wholeness she represents. And they will return to the womb of Mother Earth and take part in the joyful dance of creation once again.”


“Every woman will carry the knowledge needed when this cycle is done,” Vivienne said. “She will die a thousand deaths before she remembers her purpose. But when the Second Cycle is upon the earth, she will wash the world clean of rage and hate and restore compassion and love once more.”


They rejoined hands and chanted as the lands crumbled and the sea swallowed the earth around them:


Aleph, Mem, Shin
Aleph, Mem, Shin
I am whole within
I am whole in nature
I am whole in spirit
Divinity above
Fallen below
Union in Trinity


The glowing stone lay quaking with energy at their feet.


“It is done,” they whispered together.


Ocean picked up the gem by its chain. No longer able to withstand the intensity held within its core, the emerald cracked down the middle. As time’s flame engulfed the Mothers, Ocean grabbed for the broken piece, but when she took her last breath she still held only one half in her hand. The other half tumbled into the crashing red sea.
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“Joel, it’s time.”


Joel dropped his mug of day-old coffee when he heard his ex-wife’s voice whisper in his ear. It shattered on his laboratory floor, spraying brown liquid in every direction.


“Shit!” he said, jumping up from his stool. The mess would have to wait. He grabbed his car keys and ran out the door.


Skylar sat at her mother’s hospital bedside, as she had every day for the past three weeks. But she knew today was different. Today was the last day.


Cassie had been preparing her for this day for more than a year. Actually, Skylar realized, she’s been preparing me all my life.


She looked up to see her father standing in the doorway. “Dad, this is a surprise,” she said, instantly comforted by his presence. It was his first time visiting her mother since her diagnosis.


“I’m here to support you, pumpkin,” he said, still standing in the doorway.


Skylar walked over to him. Joel wore wool year-round; this sticky day in July was no exception. There was a coffee stain on the beige sweater vest he wore today that resembled the shape of Italy. His belly pushed out the boot, widening it disproportionately on the bottom.


“Are you coming in?”


“I need a minute, pumpkin,” he said. He removed his glasses and squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I’ll make a coffee run first. Want anything?”


“No thanks, Dad.”


Skylar knew this was a big deal for him. He hated hospitals to the point of phobia—a fact she found odd, given his profession in pharmaceuticals. She watched him hug the wall until he disappeared around a corner, on a mission to find fresh caffeine. Then she returned to her mother’s bedside.


Her eyes widened at the sight of her. Each breath lifted her ribcage clear off the bed. Skylar could feel the static in the air from the war raging inside her mother’s body. Maybe she’s changed her mind. Maybe she doesn’t want to die today. That would be fine with her. Skylar wasn’t as prepared as she pretended.


She took her mother’s hand in hers as her jarring gasps stilled. I can do this, she thought. She stopped breathing herself and waited for the gurgle. The doctors had said to expect the gurgle. Then it came, the final release of her mother’s bond to the world. Skylar choked in a gasp of air and swallowed her tears.


Just as she found her breath, her dad put his hand on her shoulder. He had walked in so quietly Skylar hadn’t heard him.


“I’m so sorry, pumpkin,” he whispered.


She removed his hand from her shoulder and got up, busied herself with packing Cassie’s things into boxes. “This was the plan,” she said.


“Honey, I know your mother talked about . . . coming back,” Joel said. “But you have to realize, that was her coping mechanism to deal with all of this.”


Skylar knew her dad would never understand. He believed in nothing he couldn’t see with his eyes and prove in his lab. “Right, Dad,” she said. She finished packing her mother’s belongings and walked into the bathroom. She quietly closed the door, leaned against it, and stared at her reflection in the mirror. She refused to cry. Tears were unnecessary. Her mother wasn’t gone forever. Skylar trusted her and believed what she’d said, even if no one else did.


A rush of nausea engulfed her and she rushed the toilet, just making it before vomiting her breakfast.


After she rinsed her mouth in the sink, she patted her waves of dark-blond hair back into place. When she came out of the bathroom, her dad was already at work handling the paperwork. A bright-pink stuffed hippo caught Skylar’s eye, tucked in the corner of the windowsill. She picked it up and looked at her mother. Her body was already different. The strife of nearing death had vanished and she lay peaceful, serene. Her cheeks were almost pink.


“I’ll bring the box down, pumpkin,” Joel said after dropping his glasses to his peeper keepers. He stopped next to Cassie’s bed and squeezed her hand. “You live in her heart,” he said softly. Skylar smiled at the compliment. Then he picked up the box and left the room without another word.


The waning crescent moon was in ten days. It was no coincidence that it landed on Skylar’s twenty-first birthday. She sighed. Her life until now had been anything but typical; why should her birthday be different?


She had faith in her mother, and in the plan. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to leave. As long as she stayed in that room she could still see her, touch her. Tears filled her eyes once more.


Have faith, a voice within her whispered.


“I love you, Mom,” Skylar said, forcing herself out of her chair. Then she kissed her mother’s cheek and walked out of the hospital room for the last time. All that was left to do was to bring her back from the dead.




[image: image]


In the late nineties, Joel had been a genetic engineer. It was all glory, no paycheck when he was married to Cassie—countless hours of research, all of it fruitless. His financial landslide didn’t occur until after their divorce.


By then Joel had deviated from his righteous path of medical research into the relatively young industry of plasma banking. He was never sure the business was a good fit for him, but the money was too hard to turn down. He capitalized considerably when he sold his company to the highest bidder. In later years, he watched others in the industry make ten times his fortune, but he claimed that the clear conscience and restful sleep that had eluded him during his years in the business were more than payment enough.


He remarried when Skylar was six. He and his new wife, Rachel, bought a horse farm fully stocked with Morgans, and Joel, an avid animal lover, was fascinated with the science behind the beasts. He could often be found in his lab tinkering with horse DNA. Discovering new color combinations became his greatest hobby.


Skylar fell in love with the “horse life” as a young girl, and spent her summers with her regal equine friends on her father’s farm. Rachel—or Rain-gel, as six-year-old Skylar pronounced it—spent most days off property playing golf or meeting up with her Junior League friends.


With Joel busy in his basement lab, Skylar often sought the company of the caretakers that came and went over the years. Her favorite was Giannes. He worked for her father for less than a year, when Skylar was eleven, but it was a time she would never forget. A first-generation immigrant from Greece, Giannes—or Jack, as he liked to be called—brought his son to work with him almost every day during that summer. Argan was the same age as Skylar and had his father’s dark features. His obsidian hair was always falling into his soulful green eyes. Argan loved to laugh, and when he did, he flashed a dazzling smile that told the world he was already well on his way to breaking hearts.


“I’m going to marry you, omorfia mou,” the eleven-year-old boy announced to Skylar on a daily basis.


“Yes, I know, Argan,” she said one day.


“So you agree,” he said as they spun in the oversized tire swing that hung from a majestic maple tree on the property. “You will marry me.”


Skylar felt dizzy. “Okay,” she said.


“What are you two talking about?” Jack asked, walking up.


“I asked Skylar to marry me and she said yes,” Argan said, hopping off the tire and running over to his father.


“Well, actually, Argan, you told me. You didn’t ask me,” Skylar said, trailing after the boy.


He stopped in his tracks and stared at her with a quizzical look. “Okay, then, will you marry me?”


“No, not today,” she said casually and ran off toward the barn.


“What?” A heartbroken Argan ran after her.


Jack laughed. “You’re like an old couple!” he called after them.


Argan caught up with Skylar as she rounded the paddock, where all five of the Morgans were enjoying the sunshine.


“I have a right to change my mind and today I say no,” Skylar said. “Ask me tomorrow.”


“Okay,” Argan said, disappointed. “I will ask you tomorrow.”


For the rest of the summer, the two children laughed and played and worked as hard as eleven-year-olds can work. Skylar pretended the horses were her children. Argan pretended they were his warriors. They lost themselves among the ten acres of the property, playing hide and seek among the great oaks, splashing in the brook that ran through the property, and lying in the sunshine. They were inseparable.


When September came, Skylar had to return to her mother’s home in Diamond Point, about thirty miles from the farm.


“There’s my girl,” Cassie said the day she came to pick Skylar up. She gave her a fierce hug. “Oh, I’ve missed you so much.”


Skylar hugged her back. “I missed you too, Mom,” she said with tears in her eyes.


Cassie looked at her, still holding her embrace. “Oh, honey, I know it’s hard to leave, but you’ll be back for Christmas.”


“Yeah,” Skylar said quietly. She looked toward the barn entrance. Argan stood motionless, staring at them. “I’ll be right back,” she said. She broke from her mom’s arms and ran toward him. She hardly slowed down before crashing into him, and they both fell to the ground.


“You are crazy,” he said, laughing.


Skylar didn’t want to laugh. She wanted to be angry. But a smile broke free nevertheless, and she laughed with him.


“I don’t want to go,” she said.


Argan said nothing as he picked up tiny pebbles and tossed them in the grass.


Jack came around the bend in his worn red pickup. He parked next to Cassie’s car and got out. “We’re heading out too, son,” he said. “Let’s go.”


Reluctantly, Argan got up from the dirt and held out his hand to help Skylar up. They dragged their feet as they walked to their parents.


“We won’t be that far away,” Skylar said. “We can visit or meet halfway or something.” She looked to her parents. “Right, we can meet halfway?”


“Of course, sweetheart,” her mom said. “We’ll put a plan together.”


Skylar turned toward Argan. She opened her mouth to speak but changed her mind and gave him one more hug instead. Then she punched him hard on the shoulder.


“Hey, what was that for?” Argan said, rubbing his arm.


“Something to remember me by,” Skylar said, and then she ran back to the open car door and hopped in. As the car pulled away, she stared at him through the back window. He stood motionless in the driveway, a billowy cloud of dust kicking up around him. He raised one hand in good-bye and faded from view.


The busyness of autumn quickly set in. Skylar had a rigorous riding schedule after school and on weekends, and any hope of meeting halfway was soon dashed. The times she did try to persuade her mom to bring her to her dad’s she got nothing but lame reasons why it wouldn’t work. Eventually, she stopped asking.


Another month went by and Skylar realized she hadn’t thought about Argan much.


But when autumn turned to winter, Skylar got excited for Christmas. She always spent the holiday with her dad, and this year they were having a big Christmas party. She was sure Argan would be there.


Rachel had been preparing for the party since early November. No corner of the house had been left undecorated. Miles of fresh pine garland had been trucked in to adorn every mantle, banister, and wall. Mountains of berries and pinecones filled giant glass hurricanes of varied sizes on every flat surface. In the formal dining room, fine china had been set on gold chargers the size of life preservers, and hand-sewn table runners made from satin and faux fur graced the buffet and dining tables.


Skylar always avoided dressing up, but this time she made an exception. Her dad bought her a black velvet pantsuit with a sparkly buckle and sparkly shoes to match. She tamed her wiry curls with a black silk ribbon and tried to stomach the lip gloss she took from Rachel’s makeup bag.


Decked out in her finest, Skylar helped Joel and Rachel greet guests. She enjoyed playing hostess, but every time the door opened and there was no Jack and no Argan, her face fell slightly.


“They are coming, right, Daddy?” Skylar asked after an hour.


“They’re supposed to, pumpkin. Come have some eggnog,” he said.


Skylar wrinkled her nose at the thought.


Another hour went by and Skylar finally spotted Jack coming through the front door. He looked uneasy, holding his hat in his hands. No Argan in sight. After a brief greeting, Skylar watched her dad usher Jack into his library and shut the door.


A few minutes later the men came out of the library and shook hands, and Jack headed toward the front door.


“Wait, Jack!” Skylar called out and ran toward him.


He looked at her but didn’t smile. “Hiya, Skylar,” he said. “Merry Christmas.”


“Merry Christmas,” she said. “Where’s Argan?”


Jack’s face became even grimmer. “I’m sorry, Skylar, but he’s not here, and I have to go too,” he said.


Skylar was horrified. She had waited and prepared for so long to see Argan. She’d gotten dressed up!


“Your dad will explain,” Jack said.


Skylar struggled to hear his words through her cloud of confusion. Her head started to pound from the tension of fighting back tears of disappointment.


“I got him a present,” she whispered.


“For Argan? Oh, that’s nice of you,” Jack said with almost zero enthusiasm. “I can bring it to him if you want.”


Without a word, Skylar left him standing in the foyer. She ran up to her room and dug out a small wrapped box from her dresser drawer. She stared at it. Inside was the magic rock her mother had given her as a loving reminder when they were apart. It didn’t look like much, but to Skylar, it was everything. Argan would know how much she cared about him when he opened this. She raced back downstairs.


“Here you go,” she said, handing Jack the box.


“Thank you, Skylar. Merry Christmas,” he said, and he walked out the door.


“Merry Christmas,” she said sadly after he had already gone. Her dad walked over and put his arm around her. “What happened, Daddy?” she asked.


“Jack quit,” he said.


“Quit what?” Skylar asked.


“Quit working for us,” he said.


“What? Why?” she asked.


“They’re moving back to Greece. It happened pretty quickly. He’s returning to his family business. That’s all I know.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze.


Skylar’s throat constricted so much she started to cough. She hadn’t seen Argan in months, and now she had lost him forever. She burst into tears.


“I’m sorry, pumpkin. I know Argan was your friend.” Her dad bent down and gave her a hug.


She picked her head up off his shoulder to look into his eyes. “My best friend, Daddy.”


“Yes, your best friend,” he said. “But you haven’t seen him since the summer. Your life won’t be that different, really, if you think about it.” He gave her one more pat on the shoulder. “Come enjoy the rest of the party.”


She looked at him like he had uttered the craziest words ever spoken and ran away to her room, sobbing, leaving her father staring after her.
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The cancer diagnosis came after Skylar’s third year at Cornell University. She was slated to enter their prestigious veterinary program after graduation. Her mother’s illness progressed at an astonishing rate, and in little more than a month, she went into hospice. The doctors were baffled at such a swift-moving disease, but Cassie wasn’t fazed.


“This will work out perfectly, dear,” she told Skylar. “We’ll tidy up everything, and I’ll be back to see you off to your last year of school.” Anyone else would have thought Cassie was referring to a move across town or at worst a divorce, not her own resurrection. “On the waning crescent, get out the Book of Akasha. Do what we practiced.”


The Book of Akasha was Skylar’s favorite of all her mother’s treasures. It resembled her many sketchbooks, all the same with their deep-chestnut hide covers and translucent pages. But this book was special. Skylar’s fondest memories of her mother were of being cradled in her lap in the library, listening to stories of Skylar the Divine. She would peer into the pages her mom read from but could never make out the words. The letters didn’t resemble any alphabet she’d ever seen. Sanskrit, her mother had called it.


“Someday you will read it,” Cassie said. The stories varied by subject, usually having to do with whatever was going on in school. Skylar always saved the day in those stories. She loved the cuddle time with her mother, and even as she got older, the stories continued. The subject matter grew in complexity, but Skylar always figured out a solution and came out victorious. She never heard stories about a maiden being rescued by a handsome prince. In Cassie’s stories, the maiden did the rescuing.


Once her mom went into hospice, Skylar took up residence at her dad’s. His farm was much closer to the hospital than Cassie’s house. Now that her mom had passed away, Skylar found herself reluctant to leave the farm. Her father was a comfort, despite the constant pressure her gave her about school. Classes started in a month, and she couldn’t get her mind around the two worlds— her mother’s wacky one, and her father’s logical one—fighting for dominance in her life.


She stayed at her dad’s right up until her birthday.


“I’m going to Mom’s today,” she announced to Joel and Rachel at the breakfast table that morning.


Her dad looked up from the Journal. “That’s great, pumpkin,” he said. “Will you be back for your birthday dinner?”


“Um, I’m sorry, Dad, I made plans with some friends. Can we shoot for tomorrow?”


“Sure,” he said, looking disappointed. “More fun than ol’ Dad, I get it.” He tapped a finger on his paper. “Do you have an idea of what you want to do with the house?”


“With the house?” Skylar asked, confused.


“It never had a mortgage, so you don’t have to rush to sell it,” he said casually. “But if you do, it would be a nice start to a savings account.” He glanced at Rachel. “We can help you sort through stuff.”


She smiled politely and nodded.


“I don’t know what I’ll do yet,” Skylar said. “But this is the first time since . . .” She looked down. “I’d like to go alone.”


“I understand,” Joel said. “But if you change your mind—”


“Thanks,” Skylar said.


“And where are you with school?” he asked, returning to his Journal.


Silence filled the room and he looked back up when Skylar didn’t answer.


“What?” he asked defensively. “Am I paying this tuition bill? Skylar Southmartin, DVM has a great ring to it, but you’ve got to graduate first.”


“Yes, Dad,” she said to shut him up. “I’ll get going on school, but today I’m headed to Mom’s.”


“Okay, pumpkin,” he said, his nose already back in the paper. But Skylar hardly got in a bite of her Cheerios before he was at it again. “Read this,” he said, tossing the Journal beside her cereal bowl.


Skylar looked at the large black-and-white photo. The caption read Grayer Celebrating His Most Successful Year to Date. The photo showed self-made billionaire Devlin Grayer seated at his desk with his polished wife, Milicent, posing next to him.


For years Joel had worshiped the gold-encrusted ground Devlin walked on. He was enamored with Grayer’s game-changing advances in biotech, always talking about how the man was on the cusp of finding immortality through synthetic cell regeneration.


The Grayers were no strangers to controversy. They’d been in the news countless times over fetal-tissue and GMO debates, and for the past decade the couple had worked as a team to counteract the black mark on their name with various philanthropic endeavors. From what Skylar had read, Milicent, a social worker turned socialite, had been the driving force behind getting the Grayer name back in good graces. Their latest move had been to travel to the poorest areas of the world, vaccinating thousands out of their own pocket.


The article mentioned a large endowment by the Grayers to Rosen College, a small boutique school thirty miles outside of Boston. A ribbon-cutting ceremony to break ground on a new building was planned for later that fall. There was also speculation a run for office was in their future.


“So?” Skylar asked, returning to her cereal.


“So, Rosen has one of the finest equine programs in the country,” Joel said. “If you didn’t want to return to Ithaca, you could easily finish up at Rosen.”


“It’s too late to apply, Dad,” Skylar said.


“Rachel knows some of the board members,” he said, looking at his wife. “There’s still time.”


“Yes, of course, I could talk to some people,” Rachel said, sipping a green smoothie thick as moss.


Skylar’s stepmother had frozen her face, and her style, somewhere in the mid-nineties. Rachel rarely smiled, and Skylar figured it was because she couldn’t with all that Botox. Skylar did not want help from Rachel. Their relationship was mostly superficial, and she couldn’t remember a time when Rachel had looked her in the eye.


“We’ll see, Dad,” Skylar said, glancing at Rachel, and put her bowl in the sink. “For now, I’m headed to Mom’s.”


Skylar pulled into the long, wooded driveway and turned off her car. She stared out the window at the tiny, wood-shingled house.


Her mother had built the nine-hundred-square-foot, two-bedroom home herself a dozen years earlier, just after she and Skylar’s dad divorced. She had been a pioneer in the tiny home movement years before it was trendy. The few friends Skylar had ever brought home had called it the “tree house,” though it didn’t sit in the treetops, it snuggled next to their trunks.


The house sat on a two-acre parcel of land Cassie had bought with cash. Money had never been an issue for her, but she preferred to live the simple life. Her bedroom was a loft space above the only bedroom with walls, which she gave to Skylar. She decorated the place in rich-hued fabrics and trimmed every tabletop with crystals of every size and shape. Despite being the only kid in school that lived in such a tiny house, Skylar had always loved it; being there, she felt nestled in a warm hug.


The house looked well cared for despite having been unoccupied for over a month. Skylar noticed the flowers in the flower boxes were freshly watered and the miniature porch had no leaves to sweep. As she fumbled for the right key on her key ring, a stately feline jumped onto the porch railing and perched himself next to the post. Skylar looked up.


“You been keeping the place tidy for me?” she asked the orange-striped beauty.


The cat answered with a throaty yowl and jumped down to Skylar’s feet. He was larger than most house cats; his head was the size of a cantaloupe. He weaved in between her legs, purring loudly.


Skylar bent to pet him. “Look at that tail,” she said. His massive body was all muscle and thick fur, but his tail exploded in eighteen inches of glorious long hair. He had no collar but seemed to be very familiar with his surroundings. Skylar gave him a few pats and then stood to open the door. As soon as she pushed it open, the cat sprang up and raced inside.


Skylar’s first instinct was to shoo the cat out, but annoyance quickly turned to indifference when she stepped through the door and got wind of the familiar scent of home. Lavender incense pots still dotted the small living room. Everything looked the same as she had left it. This was home.


Her eyes darted between the familiar items in the house: the two denim overstuffed chairs that faced the small TV, the rich kilim-patterned pillows scattered about in every color, the stairs to the loft across from the stained-glass door to the library. Skylar took in a deep breath as she stared at the intricate portrait of Archangel Michael in the glass. He stared back at her, his massive wings welcoming her in.


The library was quiet and peaceful. Afternoon sun streamed in through the small window, giving the room a warm hue. Everything was the same. All the books were there, all the candles. Many of the crystal geodes dotting the room caught the sunlight and sparkled with energy. The beanbag chair sat in the middle of the floor. The Book of Akasha lay casually on top. Skylar gave it a wide birth, as if it would bite her if she got too close.


She went through a few of her mother’s other books. They were all similar. Finally, there was nothing left to do but look at the Book of Akasha. She took a deep breath and opened it.


The book’s text was dense. An occasional chart or picture appeared, but still there was nothing Skylar could understand. Then a searing pain shot between her eyebrows and she dropped the book to the floor. An image of herself as a young girl riding a white mare—Starlight, her favorite horse as a child—flashed before her. Starlight’s whinny pounded in Skylar’s ears. She caught her breath and sat on the floor.


Her mother had said this might happen—she had explained that the energy contained within the book was enormously powerful and would take Skylar some getting used to. It took her a few minutes to reacclimate to the library.


She checked the clock; she had only a few hours before moonrise. She started to prepare for the ceremony she and her mother had practiced so many times before. She dragged a small pedestal table to the middle of the room. It was draped in a purple satin sash, and a large jagged quartz crystal sat on top. Skylar placed the Book of Akasha next to the crystal. She added a large sphere of ocean jasper and a small, irregular-shaped piece of celestite. Cassie had every healing stone in creation among her collection. Candles were already placed around the room to create an eight-pointed star, the symbol of the Mesopotamian goddess Ishtar. A large gong hung from two velvet ropes in one corner. Cassie had shown Skylar how to bathe the room in the sounds of sacred vibration, a necessary part of the night’s unfolding.


Skylar went into the kitchen to get matches for the candles and came face-to-face with her houseguest.


“You can’t be on the counter, sir,” she said, picking up the cat and putting him on the floor. She grunted. “How much do you weigh? Geez!”


He stared at her from the floor. “You’re probably hungry, huh? Me too.” Skylar realized she hadn’t eaten all day and knew she had to keep up her energy. Cassie had warned that the ceremony would be taxing. But she hadn’t thought to get groceries, and when she opened the fridge she found nothing but condiments. She rummaged through the cabinets for any signs of something edible.


“Ahhh, it’s your lucky day, kitty,” she said, pulling out two cans of tuna. She got busy feeding the cat and making herself some tuna salad. A sleeve of butter crackers completed her dinner. But after scouring the kitchen, she turned up empty on the matches.


Skylar walked up the worn wood treads to her mother’s loft. The bed was perfectly made with her jewel-toned madras quilt. A scarf was draped over the petite lamp on her mirrored nightstand. A small closet was tucked in the corner. There wasn’t room for much else in the space.


She walked over to the bed and picked up her mother’s favorite picture from where it sat next to the lamp. It was of the two of them after they had just moved into their tiny house. Skylar was on Cassie’s lap, sitting on the floor leaning against the bed, made with the same madras quilt.


Skylar returned the picture to the nightstand and curled up on her mother’s bed—Just for a moment, she thought. She stared at the picture until her eyes started to cross.


Skylar woke to the sound of rain hitting the metal roof. She lifted her head off of the pillow. A purple-and-gold throw blanket was keeping her warm. She didn’t remember covering herself before she fell asleep.


The cat was nestled against her. Skylar ran her hand down his body to the tip of his luxurious tail. He lifted his head at the interruption of his slumber.


“You’re taking good care of me, my friend,” she said to the feline. She looked at the bedside clock. It read 11:00 p.m. She pulled open the bedside table drawer and finally found the book of matches she’d been looking for. As she started down the stairs, the cat followed.


“Do you have a name?” she asked him as she got to the bottom and came face to face with the library door. Archangel Michael stared back at her. She looked at the cat and smiled.


“Michael, nice to meet you. I’m Skylar.” She picked him up. “Any minute you will meet my mother.”


She took a deep breath and walked into the library, matches in hand.


It took Skylar at least a half hour to light the candles. She stopped counting at a hundred. But she had to admit, the light was exquisite.


The first part of her task done, she moved on to the next, tapping softly on the gong with a lambskin-covered mallet. The vibration built up slowly. She layered the sound upon itself, just as she had practiced with her mother. The rhythm had a calming effect on her nervous system; it reached the very core of her, igniting a power within her to create miracles. She took in a breath with rounded lips and began her sacred mantra, adding another layer of sound over the tone now encircling the room on its own.


“Om Skakti Hrim, Om Shakti Hrim. Hum, Hum, Hum.” Skylar sang the mantra three times, holding the sphere of ocean jasper in one hand, the angelic stone of celestite in the other. “As above, so below,” she said, raising the two stones above her head. She said a small silent prayer for the safe return of her mother. And she waited.


The sound of the gong continued to spin the room in a cyclone of energy. And then, as if the earth had paused its rotation and time itself had ceased, all the air left Skylar’s lungs.


She gasped in panic. There was no air in the room to be had. Drowning in the vacuum, she tried to swallow but choked on her own saliva and bent in half, coughing.


A whoosh of air charged the room and the candles extinguished at once. Skylar felt dizzy from the swirling energy and lack of oxygen. Before she had a moment to brace herself, she lost consciousness and fell to the floor.


Skylar woke to Michael patting her face with his enormous paw. She opened her eyes and sat up. The room was silent and dark. She had no idea how long she’d been unconscious. She groped at the wall for the light switch. The artificial light felt harsh and wrong. When her eyes adjusted, she saw her jasper and celestite smashed to pieces on the floor. She cleared her throat and took in a deep breath. Something was wrong in the silence.


She ran out of the library. “Mom?” she called. “Mom!” she repeated, her voice hoarse. She whirled around to face the library door. She waited again, her chest tight. No Cassie. Michael stared at her blankly. She dropped to her knees. “It didn’t work,” she said in disbelief.


No, it didn’t, a voice in her head replied.


“Now what?” Skylar whispered, allowing her pent-up tears to stream down her face.


Plan B, the voice said, this time coming from her heart.


She rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. She refused to believe her mother was truly gone. She glanced at the book strewn on the floor. Cassie had spent decades telling her about the book, and the plan.


I did everything right, she thought. It can’t end this way.


End? asked her heart. It is only the beginning.


After little sleep, Skylar forced herself to function the next morning. She needed more time at home to figure out “Plan B.” She had no idea where to start, but she knew Cornell wasn’t the place to do it.


She stepped out of her tiny house, Michael in tow.


“You have to go out for the day, my friend. Someone must be missing you, no?” She looked at the little lion. “I’ll tell you what,” she said, bending to give him a pat. “I’ll come back with some food and a litter box. If you’re still here, you can call this place home too, okay?”


Michael pushed his head into her hand and let out a purr.


Skylar noticed a bundle of mail in the rocking chair. In all the time she’d lived there, she never remembered the mailman driving down their long driveway just to deliver mail, only large packages. She shrugged, scooped up the mail, and tossed it inside as Michael jumped up to the porch railing.


“See you, Michael,” she said.


He sat on his perch and watched her drive away.


Less than a week later, Rachel came through on her offer to help and Skylar was registered at Rosen College. She would be spending the year interning at the barn for course credit, and her final thesis would be due early in the spring semester. Given the extenuating circumstances, Cornell agreed to honor her degree after the work was complete.


It was hard for Skylar to thank Rachel for anything, especially something so important, but she forced it out the next time she went to her dad’s house.


“Thanks for your help, Rain-gel,” Skylar said, forcing a smile. She always called her stepmother by the name she’d used for her when she was little when she was making an effort to bond with her.


Rachel smiled. “I’m happy to help,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything else.” Then she raced out the door as if she were late to wherever she was headed.
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As she drove onto campus, Skylar felt a comfortable sense of familiarity. Rosen hosted The Show in the Mountains horse show every year, and she’d competed there from the time she was ten until she was sixteen. Seeing some familiar sights helped calm her first day jitters just a bit.


The campus was the postcard picture she remembered. Regal, red brick buildings dotted the rolling hills only to be interrupted by the occasional glass structure or campus chapel. It wouldn’t be long before the rich colors of autumn would emblazon the landscape, but for now the days were still quite warm. The students ambling the campus were all sporting shorts and tank tops.


Skylar had stared hopelessly into her closet that morning. This internship was a job, and she knew shorts and a tank top wouldn’t cut it if she wanted to make a good first impression, so ultimately she’d chosen khaki pants and a white riding blouse. The ten-minute walk to the barn from her car in the midday, ninety-degree heat made her first impression a wilty one, however.


“Hi, I’m Skylar Southmartin.” She extended her moist hand to a striking redhead standing at the barn entrance. She withdrew it quickly and wiped it on her pants, leaving a dark handprint on her right thigh. She extended it again, embarrassed.


The woman smiled warmly. She was a stunning beauty in her early forties, with a mountain of fiery curls cascading from a loose ponytail. “Welcome, Skylar. Hot enough for ya?” She laughed. “Why aren’t you in shorts?”


“I wanted to make a good impression on my first day,” Skylar said sheepishly.


“Impression made! But you’ll never get through the day in that getup,” the woman said. She turned down the barn aisle. “Follow me,” she said over her shoulder.


Skylar followed the woman into a closet-sized office. There was enough room for a small desk, two chairs, and one narrow file cabinet. The walls were lined with framed photos of various horses, most of them crooked.


“I’m Veronica Treadwell. I should have said that earlier. Sorry.” Veronica’s eyes twinkled with life. She dug through the bottom drawer of the file cabinet and pulled out a wadded-up ball of material. She tossed it to Skylar. The ball morphed into a pair of wrinkled shorts and a white tank top.


Skylar chuckled. “Thank you, Ms. Treadwell.”


“Call me Ronnie,” she said. “Everyone does.” She got up and walked to the door. “Get changed and I’ll show you around,” she said and shut the office door behind her.


Skylar slipped into the wrinkled shorts and dusty tank top in record time. When she emerged from the office, Ronnie was waiting for her just outside.


Skylar looked down the aisle of the open barn but didn’t see anyone around. “Am I the only newbie today?” she asked.


“Yes!” Ronnie said with enthusiasm. “We stagger new people, so you get my full attention. Lucky you.”


The women walked slowly down the aisle. There was a faint scent of new wood and varnish. The barn had been completely rebuilt two years prior, after a fire that took the previous barn and the lives of all the horses in it. The story made national news. Arson was suspected but they never found the culprit. Skylar had cried about it for weeks.


“The two Palominos to the left are Valley and Chico. They are American Quarters. Across from them are Carmine and Laverne. They are our resident Morgans.” Ronnie stopped at each stall for Skylar to get a pat in. “Over here we have Benny and Bella; they came to us last year from the Midwest, and as you can see, they are Appaloosa.” Ronnie patted Benny’s speckled brown coat.


Ronnie stopped in front of the last four-stall area. “This is Jellybean, Banter, Nilla, and Shirl.” She pointed to each. “They are all Percherons, which is quite a high percentage of our total. We are in the process of exchanging two of them for two Arabians in Florida. They leave tomorrow. I hate to see any of our babies go, but we are limited to ten horses due to a max in staffing. That’s why you see quite a few empty stalls. We like to keep a variety of breeds here to promote learning on a wider basis.”


They kept walking until they came out into the sunlight near the paddock. “Much of the daily horse care is the responsibility of students in the program, but we have three people on staff. Suki De La Cruz is our vet tech. She’s around here somewhere. Kyle Andrews is a grad student. He’s here part-time, only fills in when we need him. And Argan is here for the night shift. After the fire we had a couple years ago we couldn’t bear to have the horses here alone, so we make the budget work for that.”


“Argan?” Skylar’s eyes widened.


“Yes, isn’t that the best name? I can never say his last name right so I gave up trying. Greek, with lots of p’s in it. He’s a sweetheart, speaks three languages.” Ronnie bent down to pick up a bucket, guided Skylar back to the first horse stalls, and filled the water trough for Valley and Chico.


Skylar was speechless. How many Argans could there be in the world? She felt her heart constrict down to the size of a golf ball. “Is he here . . . every night?”


“Interested already, sight unseen?” Ronnie chuckled. “Yeah, every night. We worked out a deal so he has residence in the apartment over the barn in exchange for being here seven nights a week. Right now he’s on the road. I’m staying in the apartment while he’s gone.”


“Great, can’t wait to meet him.” Skylar tried to keep her voice casual while a pang of something vaguely familiar shot through her body. She couldn’t tell if it was fear or excitement.


“You must be Skylar,” a voice called from down the aisle. Skylar looked up from a bucket of oats. A very tan Asian woman approached her and extended her hand in greeting. “I’m Suki.” She was dressed in the standard-issue khaki shorts and white tank top. Her dark straight hair was cut in a blunt bob that dusted her bare shoulders.


Skylar smiled and put down the bucket. “Hi, yes, I’m Skylar,” she said, shaking Suki’s hand.


“I know your deal,” Suki said, not returning the smile. “Strings were pulled to get you in here and we’re expected to help you get your fancy Cornell degree.”


“Oh, I don’t expect—”


“Save it,” Suki said. “I’ll do what’s asked of me. No more than that.”


Skylar felt her face turn bright red. “Thank you,” she said quietly.


Suki walked on toward the office.


“Her bark is worse than her bite,” Ronnie said, rolling her eyes. She had been standing in the empty stall. “She is also well aware that the day you get that degree, you will outrank her. Status is very important to her.”


Ronnie stepped over the bucket of oats and pressed on with her tasks.


Skylar spent the rest of her first day learning the routine of the barn and staying clear of Suki. She tried to appear fully focused all day, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Argan. It felt like an entire lifetime had passed since she’d last seen that boy. They hadn’t even known each other very long, but she still remembered everything about him. Would he remember her? Or care?
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When Skylar had a free moment, she spent it in the library, researching the Book of Akasha. Her whole life she’d blindly believed her mother’s version of its existence, but now she had to uncover the truth for herself. And maybe there’s still a way to bring her back, Skylar couldn’t help but think.


But she was getting nowhere with translation. The technology she knew how to use could convert English to Sanskrit, but she had no idea how to go about it in the other direction. After too many wasted hours, she left the library in frustration and headed for the barn to stow the book in her locker and get to work.


Standing in front of her locker, Skylar fanned the pages with the familiar scent of sage, mugwort, and cedar. An image of her mother as a young woman flashed before her eyes. She was leading a toddling Skylar toward an enormous tree. The canopy of the magnificent tree shimmered as if each leaf were wrapped in iridescent foil. Its roots were exposed and snaked the ground in every direction as far as Skylar could see. Her heart leapt with excitement, as if she remembered something buried lifetimes ago. But she was also confused by the memory. It was so familiar, yet she was so small in the vision she’d had, she would have been too young to ever recall this.


“Whatcha got?” Suki asked from down the aisle.


Skylar’s head shot up as if she’d been caught red-handed. “Oh, nothing,” she said quickly as she put the book in her backpack and placed it in her locker.


“It didn’t look like nothing,” Suki said, her demeanor rigid. She ran her hands through her hair.


“It’s just a book of my mother’s,” Skylar said. “But it’s in a foreign language I can’t read.”


“Well, that isn’t nothing,” Suki said. She paused and her body language softened slightly. “Can’t she help you read it?”


Skylar held her breath. “She died over the summer,” she said, still not breathing. This was the first time she’d had to say the words out loud. It didn’t sound real, or possible.


The rest of Suki’s hard exterior melted. “Oh Skylar, I didn’t know. I’m . . .” She paused with genuine sadness on her face. “Sorry,” she finally said.


“Thank you,” Skylar said quietly. Tears welled in her eyes. Not here, not now, she thought to herself. Not at work.


Suki sat down on the dusty asphalt in front of the row of lockers. “I lost my parents when I was a toddler,” she said with a distant look in her eyes. “Car crash.”


Skylar knelt beside her.


“I don’t remember much about them but losing them still left that hole,” Suki continued. “You know, that hole? You better get used to it, because it doesn’t get filled with anything else in your entire life. Trust me, I’ve tried.” Suki kept winding her thick black hair into a ponytail, then letting it fall. “At some point, you learn to accept it and become the person you’re supposed to be, holes and all.” She gave Skylar a weak smile. “My grandmother took me in after it happened. She’s done her best and I’m grateful, but it hasn’t been without its challenges.”


“Wow, Suki, now I’m the sorry one. I thought I had lost my mom early, but you . . . I’m really sorry.”


The two girls sat in the barn aisle for a few more minutes in silence.


“Is this where we’re working today, ladies?” Ronnie asked from the office doorway.


Skylar and Suki sprang up. “Sorry, Ronnie,” they said in unison.


“The Arabians are due in a few hours. Let’s make stalls seven and eight presentable for them, please,” Ronnie said.


A bolt of nervous energy shot through Skylar’s stomach. Argan was back.


“We’re on it,” Suki said.


The two girls made their way to the end of the aisle and started prepping the stalls. Skylar was grateful for the mindless tasks of raking and hosing. It helped clear the storm of spiraling thoughts in her head about her mom, the book, and especially Argan. After he’d moved back to Greece, she’d clung to the idea that she hadn’t lost him. She’d often fantasized that it was all a mistake and he was coming back to put color in her vanilla world all over again. But now the possibility of seeing him again was not just a child’s daydream. She wondered how he’d changed. Right now he was preserved in the perfection of her memories. If this Argan was her friend from so long ago, she would be forced to replace her memories and accept whatever man he had become. She wasn’t sure she wanted to do that. The thoughts swirling in her head made her stomach tighten. If this Argan the night caretaker wasn’t her Argan, at least it would put an end to her angst and she could get on with life.


Waiting for the Arabians to arrive, Skylar took Shirl out for some exercise. Riding the horses was one of the perks of her job. The facilities at Rosen were top-notch, with acres of pasture at their disposal. Today, Skylar led Shirl out of the paddock and gave her a good run among the turning maples and birch trees that dotted the hills of Rosen.


When they returned, Ronnie greeted them at the paddock gate. “The trailer’s been delayed,” she announced. “They won’t be here until tonight.”


“Okay,” Skylar said, relieved that she would have time to freshen up before seeing Argan. She had to get the smell of horse out of her hair. But her house was too far away to make the round-trip in decent time. She had another idea but hesitated. If you really want to impress Argan, she told herself, you’ll suck it up and do it.


Suki came around the corner, and Skylar took a deep breath. Now or never.


“Suki, can I ask an enormous favor?” she said nervously.


“What’s up?” Suki asked.


“Can I get cleaned up at your place?” Skylar asked. “I’ve got somewhere to go tonight, and my place is too far away to make it back in time.” She didn’t have the energy to explain the situation to Suki, and if this turned out not to be her Argan, she would never have to.
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