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      “Dawn Brunke takes us on a magical mystery tour of the infinite shapes of consciousness. Shapeshifting with Our Animal Companions 
gives fascinating, fresh outlooks exploring the vastness of life and death through the viewpoints of many animals and the author’s refined spirituality and clear expression. Prepare to swim in an ocean of multidimensional possibilities.”

      PENELOPE SMITH,
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WHEN ANIMALS SPEAK, 
AND ANIMALS IN SPIRIT

      
        “This insightful, wise, and visionary book contains a rich tapestry of practical advice for those of us who yearn to deepen our knowing that the animal kingdom is a place of ardent tutors and mentors who can offer us keys to the greater human journeys. A compelling, world-class treasure.”
      

      SIMON BUXTON,

      AUTHOR OF THE SHAMANIC 
WAY OF THE BEE

      
        “From the first pages of this book the author takes us into that place in human consciousness where we share a language with all beings, offering a renewal of inter-species wisdom that indigenous peoples have known for tens of thousands of years. This is essential reading for anyone who recognizes the common spiritual bond of all beings on our planet.”
      

      HAL ZINA BENNETT,

      AUTHOR OF SPIRIT ANIMALS
AND

      
        THE WHEEL OF LIFE: 
EARTH-CENTERED PRACTICES 
FOR DAILY LIVING
      

      
        “This book will stretch your vision of what is possible and who you are. The animals reach through the pages to teach us all, offering wisdom and guidance as they gently lead us through our fears and into a heightened awareness of who we really are and how we are all connected at the core of our beings.”
      

      TERA THOMAS,

      AUTHOR OF OPENING 
MY WINGS TO FLY:

      
        WHAT ANIMALS HAVE 
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      Lessons in Conscious Dying

      It was midsummer in Alaska and I hadn’t seen the star-filled night sky in several months. Sunlight blazed bright white off the snowy tip-tops of the mountains in the distance, and reflected a silvery sheen upon the tidal waters of the Knik Arm below. Closer to home, plump bumblebees buzzed in and out of the lilac tree, whose leafy green upper branches bulged against the railing of our second-story back porch.

      I was looking for my dog Barney in the backyard. He had asked to be let out early in the morning and hadn’t come in yet, even though it was nearing dinnertime.

      I walked down the porch stairs, around the lilac, toward the wild patch of fireweed growing higher against our back fence each day. Folk legend has it that when the brilliant purple blooms reach the top of their stalk, summer will soon be over.

      “Barney!” I called. “Barney!” Brushing past the chicken-wired garden, I entered the tangle of trees and shrubbery that provided wild space for the dogs. It was there—in a small clearing, behind the slate-roofed fish smoker we had built the year before—that I found him. Lying on his side, head tucked, legs curled, his body resting peacefully under the cool shadow of the smoker.

      “Get up, Barn,” I pleaded, nudging his front paw with the tip of my foot. He had grown so thin, so fragile. I knew he had gone there to die. It was just like him to choose a quiet way to release himself back into the earth. No big fuss, no big trauma. Simply breathe your last breath back into the soil and float yourself free into the sunshine.

      It’s easy to see this now—and to appreciate how peaceful such a death might have been—but back then I panicked. Despite all the talks we’d had, all the experiences we had shared, I wasn’t ready. I ran inside and got my husband, wheedling him to carry Barney back inside.

      As Bob hefted the limp body of my fine old buddy into his arms and headed toward the door, Barney rolled his head to look at me. His soulful brown eyes peeked through his overgrown white fur, fearlessly burrowing deep inside of me, connecting at that place where there is no room for lies. 
Ah, he remarked in passing, we’re going to do this your way, are we?

      
        IT BEGINS

        Barney had been with me for eleven years. I adopted him as a two-year-old cocker spaniel/poodle/terrier mix from a shelter in Maryland. He was just being put into a cage as I walked into the room. Barks and yips and yowls reverberated against stark gray walls and metal bars. It was not a peaceful place, but the medium-sized white dog with the floppy ears sat quietly waiting. I knew as soon as I saw him—even before I felt that force of energy flowing between us, pulling me closer. I crouched beside the cage and as he turned to look at me, it was clear. He was the one I was looking for.

        Barney was with me through a lot. He saw me through a variety of relationships and was my best friend on a month-long road trip exploring the ruggedly beautiful country of Nova Scotia. He hung out under the massage table I had in my home in Maryland, especially while I gave massages to clients. When I came home late after teaching evening classes in anatomy and kinesiology, I’d be greeted by his friendly face at the door, stub of a tail wagging wildly.

        Most everyone liked Barney, and the most frequent adjective used to describe him was 
cool. “That’s a cool dog,” people would say, even if they didn’t know him well. Indeed, Barney had a calm yet engaging presence. He knew things, and the way he expressed his knowing was undoubtedly cool. It was he who chose a particular someone to sidle up to at a party. Before long, that individual would be stroking his fur, quieting down, mellowing and centering in a way that visibly shifted something deep inside.

        Barney traveled with me from Maryland to Wisconsin when I moved back to my home state. A few years later, after I married, he moved with me to the far north of the state. He loved our woodsy cottage home and would often visit a nearby resort to “fish.” Patrolling the beach area for the perfect spot, Barney would stand tranquil as a seasoned fisherman; quiet and focused, paws planted firmly in the chilly, northern lake water, he watched small fish flutter by for hours at a time. Every so often he would suddenly plunge his whole head under the water to make a grab—mostly to no avail.

        The only time Barney and I ever had a falling out was the day he disowned me. Coming out of a grocery store one Saturday morning, Bob and I passed two young girls guarding a huge cardboard box in the parking lot. “Puppies!” I cried, instantly reverting to my six-year-old self as I grabbed for one of the pups. It was a tiny, wriggling, tawny brown male—part cocker spaniel, part golden retriever, part samoyed. As soon as I held him, we all knew it was over. There was no way the warm, wriggling pup was going to leave my arms. It happened so fast, without conscious thought, and yet it felt inexplicably right . . .

        Until we got into the truck, that is. Barney took one look and turned his head away from me. Moving over to Bob (whom he had never been especially close to), Barney refused to acknowledge me or the newcomer for the rest of the day. But the pup, whom we called Zak, had other plans. He tossed his toys in front of Barney like a little kid trying to cajole a grouchy grandpa into play. When that didn’t work, Zak jumped up and grabbed Barney’s collar, attempting to walk him around the yard. It wasn’t too long before Barney acquiesced, both to Zak and to me. Within a few days, we were good buds once again.

        
          [image: image]
        

        Barney

        Barney and Zak helped to welcome my daughter, Alyeska, into the world. They were both gentle and considerate of the new baby. They became her first best playmate and, two years later, were part of our family caravan as we packed up our Suburban and trudged northwestward across the country, to Alaska.

        Despite a lot of moving and uncertainty (no jobs, no house), Barney and Zak were dependable guardians and friends. Once we settled, they met the neighborhood dogs and established their own jobs in our home. Then, they set out to some deeper work with me.

        I became the editor of a health, wellness, and spirituality magazine. One day, I came across an article written by a woman in Anchorage who talked with animals. Sparked by the idea, I interviewed the woman and learned there were other such “communicators” who, by means of quieting the mind, were able to tune into the thoughts, emotions, and consciousness of other beings and communicate back and forth, as in a real conversation.

        I’ve always been interested in different ways of seeing the world and, in particular, how diverse cultures use language, the arts, and religion to talk about and understand spirit. So, the notion of seeing the world from an animal’s point of view was deliciously intriguing. I contacted other communicators and wrote some articles, all the while relentlessly asking questions: What sorts of things did animals think about? What special knowledge or wisdom did they hold? What did they think of humans? If they could tell us what they most wanted us to know, what would it be?

        Some of the communicators allowed me to interview animals through them. Thus, I asked questions of horses and llamas, dogs and cats, whales and dolphins. Even though I believed most all of the communicators were genuine and right-hearted in their talks, I still wondered how “real” this notion of talking to animals could be.

        As I began writing a book on the subject, I shifted from journalist to explorer, skeptic to fascinated voyager. I bounced from disbelief to awe to sudden enlightenment—and then bumped right back to uncertainty. I began having my own experiences in connecting with animals. I understood what the communicators were telling me: it was like an inner switch turning on, reminding me of another way of being. I found that by closing my eyes, letting go of superficial chatter and focusing softly with an open heart, I could meet animals in a way in which our feelings, thoughts, and ideas were shared.

        I was often surprised by how diverse and unusual their views were, especially in comparison to what I might have expected. It was all a process of relaxing and having fun, of being open enough to see the world in a new, different—and often much more vibrant—way.

        I also found a knack for translating into words the sensations, images, and sensory ideas that washed through my consciousness as I connected at deeper levels with animals. Now, don’t get me wrong—at times it was a bumpy ride. I doubted myself, told myself I had an overactive imagination or was guilty of projecting. While most communicators shared similar stories of self-doubt, especially in the early stages of remembering this ability we all have, I still found it difficult to accept some of the remarkable information that was shared in my conversations.

        Luckily, Barney and Zak were happy to help. They most often intervened when I least expected anything—a good plan to shake me from the confines of my old, limiting beliefs into the open fields of expanded awareness. Still the closet skeptic, I asked for proofs that what I heard from animals was “true.” Time and again, I was told things that I could not have known, things that were later verified by the animal’s person. It’s a funny game we humans play—not trusting our experiences until others confirm them for us.

        Gradually, though, I came to accept the process. It was Barney who became my main teacher and guide, my encouraging friend and supportive confidant. He often pushed me—gently, as only a caring, clever, unassuming dog can do—to go beyond my self-imposed belief systems and the social paradigms enforced by language, culture, education, family, and peers. Barney asked me to dig deep and search for knots that held or blinded me to certain areas. And he instructed me, time and again, to “open to experience—the Grand Teacher,” as he was so fond of saying.

        Barney also called me on my fears, asking me to be present and consider the deeper roots of why I was so eager to turn away from a particular idea or experience. I never knew Barney to be a coy or evasive being. Rather, he put his cards on the table and encouraged others to meet themselves in the same way—eyes clear, mind alert, heart open—boldly, lovingly, in the mirror of self.

      

      
        THIS MOST AMAZING JOURNEY

        Let us begin with a short introduction to the topic of death, said Barney early one morning as he plopped below my desk, pushing my foot with his muzzle. Barney and I had a deal. If he lay under my desk, it was a sign that we were to have a chat.

        It would be best to think of this subject as a transition or journey 
rather than as a finality or ending, he continued. The journey is like a 
shaking off, just as a dog shakes water easily and naturally from its fur when 
wet.

        
          There are many avenues by which we could proceed. I would like to point out from the beginning that there is one major road to death, or transformation of bodily form, though there are numerous side paths that one can take along the way.
        

        
          I am now preparing for my ending in this body of Barney the dog. It is like turning a page, closing a book, moving from one room to another, momentarily turning attention away from Barney the dog so as to focus on another aspect of being.
        

        
          Ah, there is so much to discuss! That is why I would like to leave you now with the image of a road toward death. It is the major path to one’s end in this particular space/time/being configuration. But, while on that road, we will take numerous side treks in order to more fully discuss and appreciate this most amazing journey.
        

        This is where we stopped that first morning, a mere six weeks before I found him preparing to die behind the fish smoker, and his death a few days later. Although Barney and I had enjoyed many profound conversations over several years (during which time I came to realize that animals are not only sentient but wise, humorous, and talented beings with unique purposes for being upon this planet), these conversations—what I would come to think of as the Death Talks—were special. Nearly every morning in the days that followed, we would speak about a good many subjects: the transition from life to death, reincarnation, karmic projections and illusions, and—one of Barney’s favorite topics—the value and wonder of shapeshifting.

        It seemed hard to confront so much so deeply when there was such precious little time left. Barney’s eyesight was failing, he was growing thinner, and he had a disturbing way of occasionally staring off into space and shaking for several seconds at a time. Yet, in other ways, he seemed perfectly happy and healthy. He still ran like a puppy when I took him to the mountains, and never did turn away from a bowl of food.

        Our first task, then, was to plunge in deeply just exactly where we were. And this, Barney told me, was facing death, square in the eyes.

      

      
        WHAT’S WRONG WITH DEATH?

        The word death comes to us from the Old English, though its roots go back much further than that. As far back as the most ancient parts of us can remember, we have known death. Most often, the word is associated with the permanent cessation of all bodily functions. Our heart stops, our lungs cease, our brain withers away: we die. In short, death is the end of life as we know it. Scary stuff for us humans, who want to plan and know and be in control of every last little detail.

        Some people don’t like to use the word death. They may say things like 
passed away, crossed over, departed. Although these phrases hold their own truths, it seems a funny human-thing to create euphemisms, as if that will somehow help us to sidestep the process. Yet, the very act of creating and using euphemisms reveals how deeply taboo—and thus fear inducing—this subject is for so many people.

        Some may argue that death sounds so final, as if we absolutely cease to exist when we die. What about the soul? What about our vital essence? We don’t really end with death, do we?

        Parts of us—the very cells of our blood and skin and entire body—are continually in the process of dying, just as other cells are continually being created. In this sense, death is a natural part of the process of living. Even if after death we do go on to another world—an alternate universe, a heaven, a hell, an ever-present continuum of consciousness—bodily death is still part of our life cycle on this earth. We may call it other things, but death is as integral to our current version of life as is birth. What’s wrong with death?

        I wish to talk about my own death, a personal path, for now, Barney began the following morning.

        
          Others have seen this coming and have reflected it to you, yet you still do not wish to see. I understand. This is how it is for many, many beings. The shrouding of death from consciousness is a built-in defense mechanism, one that comes with a certain degree of grace or consciousness comfort. It is for this reason that it remains a mystery for many beings. Death is here, and yet it is not seen, hidden away deep within the being’s knowingness.
        

        
          My own death is not too far away, though I still have some time. I accepted my death many lifetimes ago and it is no longer a trauma for me. I am spending time with you on this subject since it interests you, and I am willing to share these teachings with others, since it may interest and help them as well.
        

        
          One of the first things to observe is your relationship with death. How do you think about death and feel it in your body? Is it with a gasp of fear or a laugh of defense? Is it held with tension or lovingly, hand in hand?
        

        
          The way you think-feel about death greatly influences the way death occurs, though I do not mean this to be a hard-and-fast rule. That is the trouble with some humans—your intellect can be developed to overpower your emotions. Sometimes this works in your favor; at other times it does not. I will say from the outset that as I give information in the following pages, it is important to note that this is from my perspective and my many lifetimes of learning, experiencing, and teaching about death. I do not wish for any one sentence to be taken as a hard-and-fast rule. It is better for your inner ear to listen, to grasp the wholeness of what I say, and use what fits best for you at this particular time.
        

        
          You might ask me, What do you see or feel when you confront death? For myself, it is simply a passing into another mode of being. Many have said this before. Perhaps it would do well to take this into your consciousness at a very deep level: it is simply a movement to another mode of being—much like moving from one room to another within your house, or from one state to another. It is really nothing more than that: a moving.
        

        
          I have a heaviness in my heart around all the fear that is associated with death. I have worked with death and with those beings making the transition for many lifetimes, and so I am familiar with this ‘ heavy door’ syndrome. Do you feel it in your heart, Dawn?
        

        “Yes,” I admitted. “I can feel that heaviness. And I also sense how I want to keep the door closed. I don’t even know why anymore.”

        
          It is because you fear the unknown. That is not so out of the ordinary. It is normal—and even encouraged in your society—to fear the unknown. At some level, this is a healthy thing. It prevents you from trespassing in places you ought not to go. At other times, however, it is much more of an obstacle. You know that Zak often talks about doors—his preferred metaphor is the sliding glass door. That is because he operates from a much more expanded viewpoint of always seeing the next room. For him, there is no mystery associated with moving and that is why his personality is rather fearless, don’t you think?
        

        Yes, sharp-witted Zak was indeed an intrepid explorer. “He is funny that way,” I agreed, grateful for a small laugh and mild reverie.

      

      
        WHAT HAPPENS?

        So, how shall we proceed? asked Barney after a pause.

        “Why don’t we start with what you most want us to know.”

        
          Hmmm. Sometimes you use that question as a shield. Do you know that?
        

        I felt my face flush. How was it that this dog could see through me so easily? “Yes, I know what you are getting at,” I admitted at last. “Sometimes I feel it is easier to be given information rather than searching for it myself.”

        
          And so, let us begin with you. What is it that you would most like to know about death?
        

        “Oh, good question!” My curiosity jumbled forward. “I guess my biggest emotional fear is leaving the people I love. I wonder if the ‘beyond’ is going to be more fun than this world or if I will really miss it. But mostly the emotional ties I have to my family are what pulls at my heart and makes me not want to leave.”

        
          And your question is?
        

        I laughed. Barney had a way of pulling me out of reveries just as skillfully as he nudged me into pondering the deeper questions of life, and death.

        “What happens? I guess that is everyone’s question, isn’t it? Where do we go when we leave this world? Do we still have consciousness? Do we forget those on Earth or are we still connected with them? What happens?”

        
          Most everyone knows in their heart and deep within their being the answers to these questions. Most beings have journeyed into death many, many times before.
        

        
          Let us return to the metaphor of moving from room to room. Just because you leave one room does not mean you forget it. You simply are engaged in whatever you are now seeing and feeling, though the reality and memory of that other room still survives. This is how it is with death to some degree, at least at certain stages.
        

        
          There are those who do not want to leave the room of the living. The emotional ties are too strong and they feel—mostly based on mistaken beliefs—that they cannot or should not leave. This leads to a slow transition and is not often very productive. Most beings, however, are fairly quick in leaving their bodies and moving on.
        

        
          There are many wonders out-of-body, many different dimensional levels to explore. You might compare it to moving to another country—once there, you are excited by the newness and the different ways of the people and their land, their marketplaces, their art and language and culture. Death is a passage to another country—and there is very much to explore!
        

        
          There are ‘schools’ one can attend. Some beings learn about healing emotional ties and releasing old personalities. Some choose to have personal guides, almost like taking a tour. In truth, there are as many versions to this experience as there are beings—which is to say, an infinite variety. That is why I remind you that your relationship to death is Paramount. It is your movie, after all!
        

        I smiled as I wrote down Barney’s words, his thoughts flowing through me like wild birds gliding across a calm, blue sky.

        Does this help answer your question some? Barney asked.

        “Yes, it goes along with what I have felt, too.”

        
          Well, you needn’t fear that this is your ‘projection.’ You have had many lifetimes in which you also have assisted with the death process, so it is fairly easy to transmit this information through you. We will discuss projections again, however, and how they figure not only in this life but also in the death experience.
        

        As we wrapped up our conversation that morning, Barney and I went on to discuss his physical form, which was showing further signs of wear. His eyesight was growing dimmer and his joints were getting creaky, though Barney assured me he could still see and appreciated the massage and herbal formulas I used to supplement his food.

        Beneath the surface, I sensed we were moving into a sacred space of learning. I could feel it. There was a deeper quality to our exchange, a keen sensing that this was the culmination of why Barney and I had come together in this life—for me to hear these words, feel these feelings, open to these experiences. And thus I asked myself once again: Who was this amazing being who lived inside the white furry body of my dog Barney?
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      Facing Fear

      When I first opened to the idea of talking to animals, I wasn’t afraid. Other people did this—I was simply an observer, a reporter. But, as I continued to ask questions, pondering how this communication thing worked, I felt my inner world responding. Part of me was stirring, and I grew nervous and excited at the same time. Deep down, something had been triggered—an ancient memory? a dormant skill?—and that something called to me, quietly, yet persistent and tempting. Well, this is not surprising; this is often how deeper awakenings begin. For as we recognize—and gradually come to accept—that our thoughts and feelings, dreams and awareness are engaged at deeper levels, our surface consciousness begins to wake up to something we always knew but couldn’t quite recall.

      The very first time I heard an animal speak within my mind, a thrill ran through my body. I felt myself tingling—energy quickening, thoughts evaporating—in a strange, still moment out of time. There, on the other side of my window: a gathering of birds upon a bush. Window, bird, bush—it is not so much the surface thing that calls to us, but the deeper energy of life force, the deeper call of relationship. It is as if you finally realize that an invitation has been extended to you all along. And, one day, you accept.

      I felt the deeper presence of the birds open to me that day.1 And I to them. It was simple and surprisingly obvious: a coming together of worlds that had never truly been apart—a sudden clarity that we were not just woman and birds, but deeply connected beings. My body gave a little shiver as a too-long silenced self swooped up to consciousness. A part of me came home.

      It wasn’t until I thought about the experience that fear set in. My brain began objecting, raising doubts, worries, and all sorts of suspicions. My thoughts wanted to squelch down that initial feeling of communion, of heart-opening connection. Part of me wanted to make it unreal. But why? 
(Safer that way.) And who was in charge of thinking the worried thoughts? 
(Clever ego!)

      As time went on, I began to notice that one of my favorite ways to avoid 
opening—both to new ideas or deeper levels of understanding—was to stay busy on 
the surface. For many of us, it seems easier this way; much less hassle to 
explain away events and encounters that don’t fit with reality-as-we-know-it. We 
almost can’t help it, for we’re trained to rely on logic, linear thought, and 
explanation rather than fully experience the rich mystery of life beyond the 
ordinary. Society helps to reinforce this notion, pushing us to “do” (and do it 
quickly!) rather than allowing ourselves time to “be.” Through conversations 
with animals (who tend to be experts in being), I began seeing ever more clearly that the social push to rush-rush-rush was simply a huge admonition to keep us from looking deep, into ourselves. 
(What are we so scared of, anyway?)

      As Barney once noted, that desire to hurry up and go onto something else is a defense, an anxious way of avoiding the deeper nature of self by clinging to the surface. Or, as he put it, 
it is as if you are swimming in deep water, but constantly grabbing for more life preservers, when the answer to your situation is to dive deep and behold the majesty of the undersea world. You busy yourself with ‘to do’ lists, when all you need really do is let go, sink down into yourself, into the greater reality; trust the workings of the universe, the beauty and humor of interconnections, and allow yourself the luxury of meeting all in a deeper flow of time.

      Sounds easy, doesn’t it? But putting this into practice means first facing what we fear the most: all those shadowy layers of self.

      
        FEAR OF RABBITS

        When Barney and I began talking the following morning, he began with a short summary:

        
          A simple metaphor used by humans is that the world of the living is like one part of a house, closed off from the rest of the house by a door. That door is death. You fear the door because very few who go through that door come back to tell others what is beyond it. So, what is beyond the door is surely to be feared. Conjectures abound. Myths and stories and tales of all sorts surround the door and what lies beyond the door.
        

        
          Humans sometimes say this is natural. Perhaps it is natural for the way your species has developed to this point in time, but it is not the only possibility with which you could view the door and that which lies beyond. There are many ways besides stories and conjectures to discern what the door actually is and what lies beyond it.
        

        
          In my experience, I find the door is really about your own projection. Many civilizations, cultures, and societies have chosen not to see that particular gateway as a door, but as a bridge or tunnel or pathway. With these views, there is the possibility of moving to and fro. The passageway is open and seen and clear, with no need for a door. So, this is the first projection. Do you understand?
        

        “You are saying that it is a Western human projection to view death as a one-way deal; that, metaphorically speaking, it is we who ‘shut the door’ on communication and relationship with those who have died. Is that it?”

        
          Yes, that is closer. You are fairly open, Dawn, but you all too easily buy into the idea that death is something separate from life. And it is not.
        

        
          Can you remember our life together as people who lived close to the land? There was a small white rabbit you were once fond of—do you recall? Do you remember what I taught you then about speaking with the spirits of the dead? You still carry the fear of death, and one of the ways it shows now is through fear of rabbits.
        

        It is times like these when I am shaken to the core. I gave a little gasp at the computer, followed by a shudder of astonishment. What Barney said was true, though it was a truth I had never been so conscious of until this moment. It was an odd fear, too, one that didn’t make sense to me and, because it seemed so silly, I would often push the feeling away. Although on the surface I didn’t recognize a fear about rabbits, I was often squeamish when someone offered one for me to hold.

        
          That comes from a ‘past life’ in which you as a young girl had become very close to a white rabbit, Barney pressed on. It was killed, and when you saw this you could not bring yourself to touch this rabbit. (Do you see the pattern beginning here?) You felt the rabbit had changed, was completely different because its body had been killed in a violent way. So you began to believe that death is something that changes one irreversibly. That event held a pulling away for you—an emotional outpouring of grief that led you to focus on the body rather than spirit. Even when you reconnected with your rabbit in spirit, you questioned whether it was ‘real.’ This is another pattern that affects you in the now. You still retain a persistent questioning of whether your connection and communications are real. On the mental level, you may understand the game plan. But at the emotional level, there is still the hold. You are aware of this in your body?
        

        “Yes,” I admitted, knowing full well this was a prime example of Barney’s persuasive ability to get me to face fear. To do this successfully, honesty to self is required. Why bother trekking after shadow material if you aren’t going to be honest with yourself, after all?*1

        “I can feel it high in my stomach,” I acknowledged. “It is a tightening, like I am trying to hold something in. And as I feel into it, I sense a lot of sorrow and rage and bitterness and anger.”

        
          So we will breathe this out and give voice and expression to your grief.
        

        Barney paused, allowing me a small reprieve.

        
          Let us open to transformation. Let us return ourselves to that moment in time and re-vision it—that is, turn our vision to see again and shape again this moment that holds so much.
        

        
          Begin by describing the scene, by remembering that personality and the essence of the feelings you held. The idea will be to re-vision the ending in such a way that your connection with the spirit world is left intact. Think of this as a repair mission—and I mean that in every sense of the word. It is to repair what was broken, and also to re-pair you with other aspects of yourself. Let us begin.
        

        As I closed my eyes and felt for this forgotten self, I saw myself in another time: me, but not me. It is a curious mixture of consciousness, for I am both me, observing the memory, and she—a young girl, alone in a forest. As the girl, I am looking for my rabbit and I find her pinned to a tree. She is hanging there, loose and limp, tacked to the tree by a knife in her throat. Dark red blood seeps from her neck, down her fur. I don’t want to believe it’s her, but I know it is. Who would have done this? I feel so betrayed.

        
          Let’s talk to the rabbit. Sit down and calm yourself and ask her what happened.
        

        As I watch the girl drop to the ground, knees folded neatly beneath her body, I hear her voice mix with my own, “Bun, what happened? What happened to you, sweet rabbit?” There is a pause and then—through the girl’s mind, into my own—we see the rabbit eating grasses in the woods. It is a tranquil scene, the rabbit feeding quietly under sun-dappled trees, when out of nowhere—a strike to her neck. A man with dark boots, marching through the forest; he not looking, she not hearing until it is too late. The thud of his boot coming down—sharp, hard, breaking her neck. And, a few moments later, a carriage running over her, reinforcing the break. They are a group of people coming through the forest. First, the man, then the carriage, and then, following behind, another man walking. He sees that rabbit body, picks it up, pins her to a tree with his knife, then walks on. The rabbit says she is not sure why he did that, though he was acting compassionately.

        
          Maybe he was doing it so you would find her?
        

        “That could be true. I suppose,” the girl and I answer together, still joined in consciousness, as we consider the possibility.

        
          Ask her if it was a painful death. Was she ready to go?
        

        “It was like a crack from out of the sky,” says the rabbit. “One moment here and the next out of the body . . . hopping across the sky.” No pain and, besides, she had nothing much left to do. She tells us she is going back to her home, which isn’t so much heaven as another planet. She says she came to give us a connection, a reminder, for we knew each other before. She says she was “just a little visitor” and now she is reminding us of that, showing herself as who she really is: a silvery span of light leaping across the night sky. Like a rabbit!

        I felt a small remembering playing around the edges of my mind, though it stayed vague and out of focus. “I’m still a bit lost here, Barney,” I said at last.

        
          Such stories hold an energetic key for those who require emotional release. That is, you are drawn to—or pulled into—the stories that still ‘hold’ for you. You have not completely released that which holds you to this ‘past’ story; you have not fully discovered the treasure that is stored within your story.
        

        Before I wondered too much about what release—or discovery—might entail, Barney continued, 
Hold the images of the slain rabbit and the star rabbit together. That is part of the re-pairing also. Can you do that?

        The two images came together: the small white rabbit in the sun-speckled forest, the vision like a tiny bubble of beauty; and the night sky rabbit—a huge expanse of silvery essence leaping upward from Earth, into the sky, spanning the stars. Although the spirit rabbit revealed a much larger energy than the tiny body below, they were no different; the two really were connected. “Ahh!” I said aloud.

        
          So, why did you lose sight of that connection? If you really knew that, then why would the slain rabbit upset you so?
        

        “Something about how it was done, I guess. The man?”

        
          Yes. The outside force. That is another one of your threads, and this, too, is tied to the incident in this past-scenario story. Who is the man? What does he represent, and why are you angry with him rather than the first man who accidentally stepped on the rabbit?
        

        Good question, I thought. Why would the man who picked up the rabbit be an issue when he had nothing to do with her death? But, as soon as I asked the question, I knew.

        “I am mad at him for the way he pinned her to the tree. It seems crude and strange and . . . Oh!”—and as is so often the case when we shift from that logical, linear view of the world we most often inhabit to a deeper, richer expanse of synchronous connections and multileveled meanings—a sudden stream of knowing flowed through me. “That man was also of another place! And even though he barely remembered it, he felt a need to honor that rabbit, which is to offer it up to Spirit, and that is how they did it in his place, his home. Not usually with a knife in the throat, but that was all he had. And I knew this man from before!”

        And then there was more: another avalanche of associations, bits of vision, pieces of memory, fragments of feeling—a second immersion into that vast universe of elegant, unexpected connections.

        Like a story within a story within a story, I saw the man was part of a warrior society, a people with rigid ideas of right and wrong, yet great passion as well. I saw yet another version of us (the girl, myself) tied to a pole: a woman next to two others similarly tied, the three of us surrounded by a circle of angry warriors. “They are throwing spears at us; that is how they kill their own, those who have betrayed this society. In that life, I was the wife of that man—the one who nailed the rabbit to the tree. I see him there; he is not throwing a spear and there is still love, but he does not prevent my death.”

        The vision was so multilayered that my words seemed like jagged rocks, not even close to expressing the fullness of what I was feeling.

        “So the rabbit was a reminder of that?” I asked at last. “The man nailed the rabbit to the tree because it would also remind me of that life?” Although I marveled at how the connections interplayed—fitting so exactly, exquisitely, one atop another—another part of me balked. “I don’t think he knew that consciously,” I said to Barney.

        
          Interesting how it is all interrelated, isn’t it?
        

        Before I could object, another surge quickened through me, drawing me back into the story. “There is something about the throat: the knife in the throat of the rabbit—not in the heart or in the body but in the throat—why did the man do it that way? It’s about ‘speaking one’s truth.’ I voiced my truth in the warrior society and that was why I was killed. And even at death, I wasn’t so much afraid as angry, because I would have liked to live longer with that man. I had certain ideas about how we might live, but he was very into the ways of the tribe. And I sense that warrior life was just one, among many, about speaking my truth.”

        Hmm. I sat with that and wondered aloud. “So, all this is about hidden signs? About secret memories linking one being to another, one self to another, and back again? We’re sending each other coded messages across time, between lives? Is that what you’re saying? That we store pieces of ourselves in the stories of our lives? That our life events hold a kind of secret, hidden language? We are coding each other, telling stories within stories, in order to remember ourselves?”

        But Barney didn’t answer. Do you still have the fear about the rabbit? he asked.

        “I can take the body down and clean it off now. I can hold it. I have the idea to offer its meat to the animals of the forest and use the skin as a memory, to wear the rabbit’s skin as a tribute. Maybe it will help me remember the rabbit being of the night sky—like a talisman, a potent gateway to that memory.”

        
          What about the man?
        

        “I can thank him for calling my attention to the rabbit, for leading me to my memory. And I can see how the rabbit was right, how maybe it was an act of love.”

        
          Will you have the love to leave him signs as well? asked Barney. Many have left you signs, just as you have left signs for others. Now is the time to become more conscious of this—to see more clearly these coded memories left by and for other aspects of self, other relationships of the ‘past’ and ‘ future.’ It is truly a time to ‘re-member’ on a more conscious level.
        

        As in so many of our experiences together, my mind was confused, yet my being was expanded.

        
          And so, said Barney with a satisfied enthusiasm, Let us begin with death. Let us clear the pathways, sweep the gateways, lower the bridges, and—open up those doors!
        

        A smile snuck up my face and I laughed with wonder.

        
          That is all for now, said Barney. A long session, but you needed the experiential piece to see how it works. We are still clearing your vision, in a manner of speaking. As we clear more, it will be easier for you to transform into other beings and experience other ways of seeing. And as you continue to do this on all levels, we will be ready to do some more interesting voyaging.
        

      

      
        SHAPESHIFTING FEAR

        The more I pondered the rabbit story and the interrelated pieces of that puzzle, the more rabbits came to mind. I saw images of rabbits on television, in magazines, as floating cloud formations in the sky. Rabbit energy was playing with me while my thoughts scrambled to make sense of things.

        The idea of sending signs to other selves resonated within me. Perhaps we do play memory games of hide-and-seek with our many selves, storing our stories across a continuum of lives, leaving reminders to ourselves and others in different times, stashing clues in the framework of different lands and cultures.

        And could it be our old friend Fear who acts as guardian to these treasures? Steadily he tests us, making sure we are ready to become our own locksmiths of consciousness, challenging us to “re-pair” ourselves with all those forgotten selves we haven’t yet fully re-membered into our greater being.

        One night I had a dream of walking through a very large, unusual house. I was having fun exploring the many rooms when I heard a party in a kitchen on the second floor. As the partygoers called to me and I walked across the threshold, I felt a crunch. There, below my feet: a life-sized ice sculpture of a rabbit, broken at its neck.

        On waking, I squirmed at the deeper implications of the dream and rabbit. Even though I didn’t know what it meant, I felt a second wave of resistance.

        It was Zak who proposed another way of meeting fear. Rather than look to what I supposed I feared, he suggested I describe the feeling of fear itself.

        “Right now I can feel it in my mouth, almost like I have to gag or throw up,” I told him. “Like I am keeping something in and not wanting to give it up.”

        Could it be your old hold on reality? he asked in such a way that I began laughing—not only with pleasure at being with Zak, but at the obvious answer to the question.

        “Laughing out loud helps,” I observed after a moment, and Zak laughed with me, as good dog buddies so often do.

        Yes, he agreed. It is a movement outward and onward—that rush of 
expansive energy! Laughter is a key way for you to release. For others, tears or 
talking or physical movement may be easier. There are many different ways to 
release and open. For you, however, it is often laughter and humor, especially 
when it is a simultaneous laughing at yourself and the situation. Do you feel 
how that old fear—or, that old you—becomes transformed?

        
          [image: image]
        

        Dawn and Zak

        “I really do!” I exclaimed. “It’s like that inner heaviness is changing into something light—as if the fear is a big brick wall and laughter transforms it into something light and thin and fluffy-flowing, like a sheet airing out in a breeze. It’s like holding in rotten eggs and then laughing out an airy meringue!”

        I sat with the image for awhile. And then a thought occurred: “So, maybe the quality of fear—or whatever belief or opinion is being held like the brick wall—actually changes as well?”

        A good question, said Zak. Has the quality itself changed, or has your perception?

        “Actually, it feels like both have shifted.”

        
          Yes, and this is important to see. On an intellectual level, you might have answered that it is ‘all a matter of perspective.’ And from one point of view that is true: it is merely perspective which changes how we view reality. But in reality—this reality we are playing with at this particular time and space—it was both that changed. What you were holding was heavy and old and probably bad-smelling. What you released was changed by virtue of ‘you’ shifting the form of ‘you.’ And here we come to another teaching of shapeshifting.
        

        
          This is difficult for some to comprehend, because at one level shape-shifting is about changing form in a certain reality. But the very act of changing form also alters one’s reality. So, not only is form shifting, but reality is shifting as this occurs.
        

        Let us say you continued to hold the old reality—the fear and heaviness of nervous energy. At that moment, you hold both form and reality in a certain way. However, by the act of shifting your form—which you accomplished by laughing—you also shifted reality itself. It is as if you walked beyond a doorway. For you, the key was a certain frequency of laughter. It is what unlocked the door for you. And thus you walk into a new version of reality at a different level of being. A new you.

        New me or not, part of me was still perplexed. “I don’t know where this is taking us, Zak,” I said after a bit.

        
          Only that each shift in form is also a shift of reality. This is a core teaching, though you may not understand it until you have experienced it several times. Many animals are ready to journey with you into an ever-deepening experience of shifting form. From there, you may desire to encounter other realities. But let us begin with what you know. Just be open. Breathe. And remember to keep your center. Do that and you will be fine.
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