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Chapter I
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Debate in the Garden






The Lady was strolling in the garden, as she was wont to do, accompanied by her favorite animals. One was a pet lamb. 

“I’ve smelled him. He’s been skirting around the garden lately,” said the lamb. “I think he wants in.”

“Yes, I’ve noticed too. I wonder what he wants.”

Another voice answered—a tall angel bearing a flaming sword. 

“Yes, he just came to me and asked for entrance. I told him he’s banished. Shall I send him back to the Netherworld?”

“What did he want?” asked the Lady. “We haven’t spoken in some time—since the first fall.”

“He didn’t say his business. It can’t be good.”

“Maybe he’s had a change of heart. Any hint of that?”

“None. No chance of that.” The Angel discerned the Lady’s face. “It seems to me you’re going to meet with him anyway and let him into the garden. Don’t fall for his wiles.”

The Lady smiled. “Love overlooks wiles, but doesn’t fall for them.”

“Do you want me to stay in case you need something done...suddenly?”

“No, I’ll handle it myself. Thank you.”

The Archon was astonished that he was allowed in the garden—expecting he would be met at the gate—and that he could see its beauty. For a moment, he even wondered if he was on the wrong side of things. Then he saw the pet lamb looking at him with innocence and wariness. 

“You really ought to try having a dragon friend, My Lady. The fire-breathing sort—makes life more interesting.”

“And welcome to you,” replied the Lady, a hint of impatience crossing her face. “I know you haven’t come to convince me to have a dragon pet.”

“Yes, to business. Well, you know, Earth has been making quite some progress lately.” 

“Are you referring to the immense poverty, the continuing famine, wars, or the millions of refugees?”

“Well, you see the results of free will.”

“Yet, there is much love in the world. How else can it continue, given the darkness?”

The Archon swept his cape out in a grand gesture, then closed it upon himself. “But is love truly greater? My bet is that if you just let things be, Earth would destroy itself. You don’t have to send a flood and give false promises of rainbows. Just let it be, and we’ll see who wins. If left alone, Earth will do itself in. I see it happening already.”

“Hmm,” said the Lady. “You haven’t changed.”

“Changed?” asked the Archon. “I’ve caused a lot of change. Where would all the drama be if I weren’t out there doing some... bad stuff?”

“I don’t wish suffering on any of my children.”

“Children?” snickered the Archon. “True, there are so many of them these days. But they grow up and become––well, many of them beasts.”

“Ah, your evil seeds have done their work.”

“And you’ve let them choose freely. I give you credit for that. You don’t undo things.”

“But... if I allow you free rein, I can allow my Angels to do their work.”

The Archon frowned but held his peace, wondering what might be in store.

“I’m thinking of a plan—sending Tod and Zoe to help change the course of things.”

“What? Them again? They’re nothing but a nuisance. I’ve just lost a whole world to Toumai, their so-called son. And now you want to interfere in Earth’s history?”

“Time is hers to dispose of and enter,” said a voice. It was the Angel of Time.

“Oh, you again, meddling with the order of things. I thought those in heavenly realms stuck to rules, Time’s arrow and all that.”

“So we usually do,” said the Angel. “But the Lady who made all has a certain privilege. She can pause time and insert something new––quite easily, actually. It might be harder to make a bug. Hmm... rumor has it that she even sent her son once, and she might do it again.”

“I don’t believe that—don’t want to hear of it. Never happened, and never will.”

“I’m going to ask them,” decided the Lady.

––––––––
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The Archon’s face darkened. “Then go ahead—send the two. They may falter yet. This could be interesting. But one more thing.”

The Lady waited patiently.

“If they die, the experiment is over. And no whisking them away to a new land to save them when things collapse.”

The Lady looked to the Angel of Time, who nodded. 

“So it will be,” said the Lady of the Garden.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter II
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Faces






It seemed they walked a long time, for they had lost track of time. They did not tire, nor did they need to eat or sleep, and the way along the stream was delightful. There were others walking along. Just a wave or greeting was enough, and they felt content to walk on.

“Do you think we should decide?” said Zoe. “The Lady did request.”

“I suppose. You know I’m ready to finish the journey. History wasn’t my strong suit in school. I might feel lost.”

“I’d like to go on the journey. I wonder what ancient times would have been like. But we both have to be in agreement, Tod. We’re not separating. I’ll go with you.”

“I think she’ll be disappointed,” said Tod.

“Maybe, but we’ve done a lot already. And there will be others to pick up the torch.”

“Okay, then let’s ask for her.”

“How do we do that?” asked Zoe.

“Look,” answered Tod. “There, I see her up ahead.”

“She came herself. I thought she’d be too busy.” 

“Well, maybe she wants to have some last words with us.”

“You know it will be hard to refuse if she asks us again.”

“I know,” said Zoe. “But I have a feeling she won’t ask a third time. This is it for us.”

“I’m feeling sad,” said Tod. “But she said the choice was ours.”

They walked closer, and the Lady didn’t look up. Then they were almost upon her when she suddenly turned, and they saw her face radiant and surprised, shining with such beauty and intensity that they raised their hands in awe.

“Is it you?” whispered Tod.

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t shield myself. My flowers love to see my face, and I was honoring a request. There was a praying mantis that asked.”

The light dimmed, and her face took on its normal look. 

Zoe then turned to Tod with questions written all over her face. “We can’t say no,” she whispered. “And don’t you know who this is?”

“I know,” said Tod. “If I wasn’t sure before...”

“So you have decided,” said the Lady. 

Zoe and Tod turned together and said, “We have.”

“Are you coming with me?”

“Um, no,” said Tod. “Ah... we’re going to do as you requested.”

“You are?” said the Lady, seemingly stunned. Then she looked at them and read all that had transpired. “I normally shield myself from a person’s choices until after they're made,” she explained, “but you must have just changed your minds.”

“We did,” they both replied.
“You saw my face?”
“We did,” said Zoe.

“Oh well, if the Daffodil and Praying Mantis hadn’t asked, then things might have turned differently.”

“Well, it is what it is now,” said Tod. 

“Yes, I see you’re decided. Well, that pleases me. There are so few who will make the journey these days.”

“Oh, we’ll be safe, though?” asked Zoe.

“No surprises?” added Tod.

“Safe? You’ve already died, so no major worries there. As for surprises...sorry, those you will have.” 

“Deal,” said Tod.

The Lady smiled, and by her side appeared the Angel of Time.

“So, you have decided,” said the Angel with no hint of surprise. “Do you have a preference? There’s the short, mid-level, or really long journey.”

“Umm, how about a middle journey?” said Zoe.

“Good choice. And I have just the place in mind to start.”

“City living? People in ancient robes?” asked Tod.

“Well, not quite yet,” said the Angel. “Ready?”

“Yes, what do we do?” asked Tod.

“It’s best not to be awake and suddenly arrive in a New World. Better to adjust slowly. Let me put you to sleep. Sit down and lean your heads on each other’s shoulders.”

They did so, and the Angel of Time waved her hand over them, and they slept.
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Chapter III
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Auroch & Bird 






They woke up side by side, looking into each other's faces. A faint light glowed as if their faces had been brushed with oil. Their lower bodies were clothed in fabric while their upper bodies were painted in pale reds and whites. Zoe sat up, fingering a necklace of pierced and polished white shells, which draped her neck like a halo.

The room around them glowed too, with three walls whitened by lime, and one bathed in red with rows of roseate designs and a series of handprints below. Beneath the designs and atop a platform, a plastered-over skull was surrounded by the long horns of an auroch. A circular oven glowed from the other side of the house, and the fresh smell of bread filled the air. 

Tod got up and walked over to feel the points of the auroch horns. “Hmm, definitely prehistoric... before writing.” Tod noticed a niche that held a few horn cores. “More male religion. I’m feeling right at home here.”   

“And I’ve yet to mention my necklace,” he said, holding up a cream-colored tusk of a boar. “I’m a hunter for sure.”

“It’s not all male here,” Zoe rejoined. Look—here, in this niche by the oven.” She pulled a limestone figurine that looked like a chess piece. “She must be guardian of the hearth.”

“Not the full-figured type; it looks pretty abstract,” said Tod.

“Remember, Tod, we’re in civilization. They make their own walls and design things that are naturalistic and abstract.”

Tod took a closer look. “Highly stylized... is that a bird-like head? How do you know it’s female? Don’t tell me you’re feeling this feminine energy.”

Zoe frowned. “You see what you want to see. The oven is the female domain, and this niche with the figurine was right above it.”

“So, a bird is associated with the female?”

“Tod, you have your wild bulls, snorting and stamping on the ground. I’ll take the delicate, feathered creatures who wade in water and fly. I mean, give me half of the domains at least.”

“Granted, but horned aurochs claim more territory.”

Zoe refrained from arguing. “Thirsty?” she asked.

She picked up a cup and drew water from a large, polished-white vessel, swollen in the middle and tapering at its top. Tod startled slightly—for a moment he thought it was a person seated beside them.

He nodded, drank, then pleasantly asked, “So what’s cooking?”

Zoe looked inside the oven. A loaf had turned brown. She pulled it out with a wooden paddle and placed it on a shallow ceramic platter. The bread had an abstract geometric design on top.

“More abstraction—even the bread. What does it mean?” asked Tod.

“Oh, you’re trusting my feminine intuition now?” 

“Well, bread is your domain, right?”

“I’ll have to be a detective to figure this out,” admitted Zoe, studying the loaf. “No, not really. It’s obvious, isn’t it?”

Tod’s puzzled face said, “Show me.”

Zoe pointed. “At the bottom, an inverted arch—a bull’s horns. Above, a rhombus—female, radiant, surrounded by energy lines. The male supports, the female completes.”

“I suppose you could say that—pretty speculative though. But the two do fit into one another.”  

“Yes, but the female form is central. She completes things—it’s luminous and glowing, right?”

“I’m seeing all sorts of radiating light. It’s hurting my eyes.”

“Speaking of light...” Zoe looked upward. “We’ll let the bread cool.”

She put one hand on the ladder and turned. “Tod, I have a feeling we are in history—not just prehistory—it’s civilization that we’re used to. This room is highly organized. Look at all the art on the walls, on the bread, and the fine woven mats on the floor and walls. And it’s time to take a look above,” she said, stepping upward.

The ladder led to a rectangular opening from which light came through, leaving shadow slats across the house’s walls. 

“I hope they’re friendlies,” said Tod, who followed. 

“Tod, this is the mother of civilization—it should be alright.” 

They emerged into daylight, blinking at the brightness, and immediately saw people on the roof. They noticed a couple nearby opening their arms in a gesture of greeting, which Tod and Zoe returned. They seemed to keep staring at them, causing Zoe to wonder.

“Tod, I didn’t think we’d be so noticeable. We look the fashion, I think.” Zoe glanced down at herself. “Oh—our upper bodies are only covered with paint, and we have necklaces. I didn’t think much of it before. I suppose you’ve noticed.”

“It looks natural,” said Tod. “There were some reed garments back below. We could—”

“No... I’ll just take it as equality of the sexes here. They were ahead of their time.”

Tod assessed the neighboring houses, clustered in a group. “I don’t see a large house or castle, nor soldiers. It feels safe enough.” 

“That’s because we’re in a peaceable kingdom, Tod. The Goddess reigns here.”

“If you say, Zoe. But things, I’ve learned, are not always what they seem. I think we’ll have to dig a little deeper to find out what really goes on here.”

“Doubting Tod,” teased Zoe.

The surroundings surprised them as they took it in. They were atop a tell, with houses abutting and rooftops joining. A vast plain opened before them, with a river and marsh in clear view. A flock of gray geese was rising.

“See, Tod, a marsh! That’s the abundance of Mother Earth right before our eyes.”

“I’m sure there's a herd of wild auroch farther on. Aren’t those clouds of dust...?” Tod pretended to strain his eyes. “They’ll be passing by here anytime. Let’s say I’ll give you half again.”

Zoe wrapped her arm around Tod. “This journey is going to be wonderful. I’ve got that feeling.”

“Alright,” said Tod. “But I don’t think this is the whole picture of humanity. You know, there was slavery, wars, and all that.”

“Don’t ruin the mood.” 

More people noticed them and were gathering around them, looking as if they recognized that Tod and Zoe were different.

A woman in a patterned dress came up to them and bowed. “Matea,” she said, holding her arms out in greeting. “Sumoh,” she then added, gesturing to a man who appeared by her side.

Tod and Zoe exchanged their names.

“Come with us to our Shrine. You who shine—tell us what has been revealed to you.”
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Chapter IV
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From the Pattern, Emerging 






“Tod, are our faces shining?” 

Tod peered at Zoe’s face. “It looks like you have a normal, healthy glow to me. But we’re from the afterlife, so maybe there are some special effects which others can see.”

“Tod, we just saw the Lady, remember?”

“How can I forget? Well, I don’t think she intended us to see her... glowing.”

“Tod, do you really think she just happened to let us see her?”

“Well, we saw her, and we’re here––going to church or to the shrine. The die is cast.”
“And they’re looking for us to tell them something.”
“I don’t know what we can tell them. It’s their shrine, their religion, and we are newcomers, almost observers.”

“Tod, they’ve asked us. We can’t disappoint them.”

“Let’s hope we see something then,” said Tod. 

The group that processed with them consisted of a couple dozen people, an equal mix of men, women, and children. They stopped before an opening to a building below that looked a bit larger than the rest. 

“We’re here,” said Tod. 

Matea, who had been leading them, turned. Her attire was more ornamented, with dozens of beads of all colors; her upper body painted white with a floral vine-like design in red. Sumoh had turned as well, his upper body red with white rosettes in a checkerboard pattern.

“You have come to help us, we know,” said Matea. “Our society is fragile. We don’t know if we can hold together.”
“Please... if you can, help us,” said Sumoh. Then, without waiting for a reply, they went to the entrance.   
“What could be the crisis?” Zoe whispered to Tod.

It was then that they looked closely at the people and saw bodies worn from work. Then they heard coughing, a deep cough that spoke of illness.

“They need healing?” asked Tod. 

Matea descended first, then Tod and Zoe, and finally Sumoh.

The light was dim, as a slanting late afternoon light entered, yet the whitened walls were luminous, amplifying the slightest light. Following Matea, the four sat on a woven fabric set before the west wall. It was covered in a bold red, web-like design. The two from the tell had their legs drawn under them, and Tod and Zoe followed suit. They bowed their heads, then raised them––Zoe and Tod doing the same. Shortly after, the figure emerged. 

As their eyes adjusted, the design had shifted—shadows forming a half-modeled figure, arms and legs stretched wide as if to embrace the wider world.

“Do you feel its power?” asked Zoe.

Tod fell silent, only nodding. The center of the figure held two concentric red rings, which seemed to be a portal, focusing their eyes. 

Matea and Sumoh had prostrated their heads, but Zoe and Tod kept their heads erect—for the face of the figure was coming into view and their attention suddenly shifted.

The face gradually took form—a half-bear, half-human visage. Then, an overlaying vision emerged, the Lady with flaming red hair appeared for a moment, and a rosy light blossomed in the chamber. 

Matea and Sumoh raised their heads, revealing tears in their eyes. “She has come,” they said, and they raised their hands.

The whole room, it felt, was filled with a subtle light and warmth, and a message was sent. Zoe and Tod strained to hear, but the Lady spoke in a language they did not understand.

Zoe and Tod turned to the two of the tell and saw that they understood. 

Silence followed, and the painted form on the wall disappeared. Night had descended. The four emerged into the starlit night, with the moon rising. 

“Thank you,” said Matea as they gazed out.

“But... we didn’t do anything,” said Zoe.

“Yes, you came, and the Crimson Lady came,” said Matea. 

Sumoh hesitated a moment before adding, “She gave us a word that we may live.”

Zoe and Tod waited, wondering what the word was, but the woman and man kept silent.

“What do we do now?” Zoe asked no one in particular.

“Sleep,” said Matea. “Rest and wake at the next dawn.”
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