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Chapter 1. Prospecting for Change
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Alison was bored. Not just 2:30 on a Wednesday afternoon kind of bored. The kind of bored she felt now, staring out her office window at the Sapphire Mountains, was on a whole different plane than any she had felt before. It was the kind of bored that asked, “What the hell am I doing in the middle of Montana, writing restaurant reviews for the local rag?” The kind of bored that said, “I’m nearly thirty and still living alone with my cat in a lonely apartment on a dreary street.” The kind of bored that said, “I hate my life, and I need a major change, like yesterday.”

Outside her door, Alison could hear the college interns in their cubicles prattling on about the latest viral videos or anime series they had been bingeing on. She left her office door open to avoid appearing standoffish, and she told the interns that she was always available for mentorship and professional guidance. But she hardly meant it, preferring to be left alone, which, in fact, she was; not a single intern sought her advice on so much as the location of the restrooms, much less on substantive issues of journalism. And with each passing day, she only regretted her “open door” policy more. Their idle chatter disrupted her concentration and made her feel more isolated than the water cooler chats among the new mothers in the office who seemed to share every minute detail about their nursing schedules.

She was also none too pleased about the way the interns referred to her as “Ms. Matthews,” as if she were someone’s aunt or, God forbid, mother. Yet, she chastised herself for these feelings. She couldn’t believe how intolerant she had become. It felt like just yesterday that she was the young, adventurous one, fearless in her pursuit of the most sensational stories—those even the most seasoned reporters hesitated to tackle. She hadn’t been much older than the interns when she penned her first significant feature: an exposé on the enigmatic world of exotic dancers at Tantalizers, located on the outskirts of Bozeman. This piece earned her the prestigious Rising Star Award from Writers’ Daily, a remarkable achievement for someone fresh out of college. That story was just the beginning of a career marked by a fearless willingness to embrace risk. She always saw herself as something of a gambler, a seeker consistently venturing beyond her comfort zone. Her insatiable curiosity had propelled her through a vast array of experiences, from the corridors of power to the dimly lit corners of strip clubs, all in pursuit of the most captivating stories. Her work unveiled deep-seated corruption, exposed hidden intolerance and hypocrisy, all while illuminating the darkest corners of society.

But overnight, it seemed, she had become jaded and staid, cautious and complacent, and just plain boring. It sickened her. The interns’ constant chatter only added to her growing frustration and disillusionment over the course her life had taken.

Suddenly, she heard a voice behind her, and she turned around. Her managing editor, Danielle, stood in her doorway. “Got a sec?” she said. Alison asked her to take a seat. “You’ll never guess who I just got off the phone with,” Danielle said as she closed Alison’s door and dropped into her guest chair.

“Well, from your smirk, I’m guessing either Katie Couric or Lisa Ling,” Alison quipped.

“Wrong and wrong,” Danielle said. “It was Sally Edmonds.”

“Wow! The Sally Edmonds?” Alison exclaimed, her wry tone implying that she had no clue who that was.

Danielle removed her shoes, shifted a stack of papers on Alison’s desk, and put her feet up. “Okay, Smarty, I know you don’t know who she is, so I’m going to tell you. She goes by the title The Mother of Truth. Ring any bells?”

Alison had a sudden flash of recognition. Months before, she had sent a letter to the Sanctuary of Truth, addressed to its spiritual leader, The Mother of Truth. Rumors about the secretive compound, nestled in the secluded valley north-west of Big Sky, had swirled around the community for years, and Alison had been fascinated by the place for as long as she could remember. Depending on who she asked, the Sanctuary was either some kind of new-age nudist colony or a sort of Shangri-La, where spiritualists from all over the world gathered to practice everything from tantric massage to levitation.

It seemed that everyone had a story about someone who knew someone who had been to the Sanctuary, but Alison had never known anyone who had actually set foot in the place. Yet, rumors about its mysterious practices were as diverse as the Montana landscape itself. From the deeply religious community surrounding the Sanctuary, whispers of outrage circulated, with some fervent individuals determined to shutter its operations, believing the Sanctuary’s residents embodied everything they considered wrong with society. Alison was nothing if not intrigued.

So, she set out to see if she could get a peek inside. Based on her research, she had come to believe that antiquated correspondence was the only form of communication the Sanctuary residents allowed from the outside world. So she wrote a letter to the Sanctuary’s leader. After introducing herself, she mentioned that she was writing a feature story on spiritual communities. She gently broached the possibility of her paying the Sanctuary a visit to allow her to learn about the women who lived there. She invited The Mother of Truth to contact Danielle to confirm Alison’s credentials as a journalist, an effort to distinguish herself from curiosity seekers and busybodies from the community seeking a cheap thrill or trying to gather dirt on the Sanctuary’s lifestyle.

In fact, when she wrote the query, Alison wasn’t working on a feature on spiritual communities. It was just one of a half-dozen crazy story ideas that she had been exploring. She called it prospecting, and most of the time her queries yielded nothing but lumps of pyrite. After several weeks without a response, she assumed that the Sanctuary had ignored her letter, and she abandoned the effort. Danielle’s call from the Sanctuary’s leader suggested that her prospecting may have panned out after all.

“And what, pray tell, did the Holy One wish to chat about?” Alison said, her snide tone barely masking her genuine interest.

“Well,” Danielle said, her feet now resting comfortably on Alison’s desk, “she wanted to talk about you.” And with those words, Alison’s existential boredom abruptly came to an end.

The following week, as Alison prepared for her stay at the Sanctuary, her mind was preoccupied with what was typically a trivial decision, her choice of underwear. As a cloistered community, Alison reasoned that the Sanctuary residents would value modesty and simplicity, and she wanted her wardrobe to reflect those values during her stay. She believed that even such small details could show that she respected the Sanctuary residents’ values and beliefs. She contemplated whether La Perla bras and panties would convey the necessary degree of reverence and respect.

As Danielle had detailed her conversation with Sally Edmonds, Alison was her usual sarcastic self. But, deep down, she was actually excited about the opportunity to visit the Sanctuary. Danielle said that the Sanctuary residents were familiar with Alison’s work, and found her worthy of an extended stay. Alison wasn’t sure if she should feel honored or offended, but decided that it didn’t matter, as long as it earned her entry into the Sanctuary. She saw the visit as a chance to interact with people who cared deeply about something and were committed to pursuing it with passion, traits she recently found lacking in herself.

Lost in thought, Alison’s concentration was interrupted by the vibration of her phone on the dresser, next to an open container of Chinese takeout. She absentmindedly grabbed a plastic fork, taking a bite of ramen, before opening a dating app. A meet-up request from a young man named Derek, who enjoyed water skiing and electronic music, caught her attention. However, upon closely examining Derek’s profile photo, his pallid skin and jowly cheeks, she couldn’t help but pass judgment, muttering “mamma’s boy” aloud as she declined his request.

Just as she was about to set her phone aside, a notification popped up from a younger, more attractive man named Ryan. With a flicker of hesitation, Alison tapped on the screen. The photo that greeted her showed Ryan and an attractive brunette woman dressed in matching medical scrubs, posing side-by-side on a New York street corner with the words “I’m With Stupid” and an arrow pointing towards the other person. The caption read “A Pair O’ Docs.” Alison had tried to be mature after Ryan had broken off their long-distance relationship after meeting another woman in medical school in the East, agreeing that they could still be friends, but the sight of him with another woman, a medical resident no less, splashed across her social media feed making cutesy puns, made her stomach turn. Alison groaned with disgust, promptly dropping her phone back onto the dresser, and refocusing on the task at hand — her choice of underwear.

She hastily grabbed several plain white cotton bras and panties, tossing them into the open suitcase lying on her bed. Then she paused for a moment, staring at the slinkier lingerie neatly folded in her drawer and selected one set and stashed it beneath the rest, just in case. She then closed the suitcase and zipped it shut. As she did, an old calico cat slinked around the corner, purring as it brushed against Alison’s bare leg. She scooped up the cat, rubbing its soft fur against her cheek, and asked fondly, “Hey, Nellie. You ready for your big trip to Grandma’s?”

Later that night, Alison lay in bed, the sound of rain pelting her bedroom window adding to her growing sense of unease. She contemplated whether she should postpone her trip to the Sanctuary. In good weather, she could make the trip from Bozeman to Big Sky in about an hour. She figured the rain might double that leg of her journey, but it was doable, as long as the road wasn’t closed. Once she reached Big Sky, however, she was at the mercy of the ATV driver she had hired to take her the rest of the way to the secluded Sanctuary. She had no way of knowing if he would even attempt the trek after weather like this. Without an ATV and a driver who knew the roads well, she’d never make it.

Alison tossed and turned, her thoughts consumed by haunting images of her white-knuckled hands clenching the wheel of her Honda Civic as she skidded through treacherous, rain-slickened turns on winding mountain roads.  As the night wore on, her unease turned into full-blown anxiety, making it impossible for her to sleep. She considered taking a sleeping pill, but quickly dismissed the idea, knowing that in the morning she would awaken groggy and unprepared for her journey. Seeking relief, she reached for the vibrator she kept in a drawer next to her bed. It had often helped her to relax and release tension, so she decided to give it a try.

Alison retrieved the smooth glass toy and pulled aside the fabric of her panties. She positioned the vibrator’s rounded edge onto her core, gliding it slowly up and down her moistening folds. Each stroke melted away the anxiety that had gripped her thoughts.

Her eyes closed, and her mind began to form the contours of a tantalizing fantasy about a man’s touch. At first his image was a hazy silhouette, but it soon morphed into Ryan’s, vivid memories of their heated college encounters igniting her desire. One encounter in particular stood out. It took place in the confines of a cramped college dorm room, as her roommate diligently studied across the hall. Concerned that her roommate might return at any moment, Alison and Ryan were hurried but desperate, heightening the passion of the moment.

Ryan pressed his body against Alison’s, clothes still on, their mouths entwined in fervent kisses. His clean-shaven cheek grazed her smooth jawline as his hand ventured under her denim miniskirt, rubbing the moist fabric of her lace panties. Alison’s hand deftly worked on the growing bulge in Ryan’s jeans, undoing his pants to release his eager shaft.

Rushed and ready, Ryan pushed the denim of Alison’s skirt up her thighs. His gentle fingers began to caress her folds through the dampening fabric of her panties, fueling her desire. Her movements along his length grew more fervent, and she reached the point where her passion could no longer be contained. With one hand, she pulled aside her panties, guiding his length toward her wet entrance with the other. She couldn’t resist the temptation to let the tip of his rigid shaft glide over her throbbing clitoris, using his length like a sensual wand to prime her velvety folds for his entry.

Suddenly, however, her fantasy faltered. The image of Ryan’s smooth cheek against hers was abruptly replaced by the sight of his smiling face, as she had seen it on her phone earlier that night, standing beside his new girlfriend. The unexpected intrusion of reality into her fantasy halted Alison’s arousal in its tracks. An overwhelming surge of emotion welled within her. A lump formed in Alison’s throat as a single tear traced a path down her cheek. What began as melancholy and longing, however, soon turned to frustration and anger. In a fit of exasperation, she withdrew the vibrator and hurled it against the wall, shattering it.

She chastised herself for her moment of self-pity and wiped away the tear. She then rolled onto her side, burying her face between two pillows in an attempt to drown out the wave of conflicting emotions that flooded her mind. Sometime before dawn, exhaustion finally took hold, and she drifted off into a restless sleep.
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Chapter 2. No Refunds Allowed
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Alison’s alarm rang at 6 a.m., waking her from a deep sleep. By then, the rain had stopped, and her doubts and fears over her trip faded. She was all business, going about her morning routine as though she were preparing for any other assignment. After a quick breakfast and a strong cup of coffee, she gathered her bags and headed out the door.

The drive from Bozeman to Big Sky was picturesque, the rain having nourished the green canopy of trees that lined the road. Alison found the fresh mountain air that flowed through her open window exhilarating. She could feel the pull of the majestic mountains, which seemed to beckon her forward. She was a woman on a mission. Yet, as she approached Big Sky, her excited anticipation was tempered by a wave of anxiety over the driver who she had hired to take her on the final leg of the journey. She had only spoken to the ATV driver, Seth, once, his voice scarred by the gravelly rasp of a chain smoker. He was gruff and not particularly pleasant. When she told him where she was headed, he said, “Unless you know someone there, you ain’t gettin’ in.” His tone reminded Alison of a park ranger turning away tourists in the off-season. Alison assured him that she was expected, yet she was careful not to tell him who she was, or why she was going there. Over the years, she had become cautious about telling people she was a journalist for fear that they would either rant about the scourge that was the media or become overly chatty about their own life stories, which they believed would warrant a full-page spread in whatever publication she was working for at the time. “That’s fine,” Seth said. “I just get a lot of crackpots coming out this way hoping to get a peek inside the Sanctuary and expecting me to give them refunds when they get turned away. I don’t do refunds.” Alison assured him she wouldn’t be seeking a refund, and that seemed to satisfy him.

Arriving in Big Sky, Alison found the spot where she had agreed to meet Seth, the nearly deserted parking lot of a restaurant that advertised the best barbecue in Big Sky. Seth’s lanky figure leaned against the ATV, finishing a cigarette, which he flicked onto the ground when he saw Alison’s Civic approaching. The ATV was a two-seater with enormous tires that looked like a space-age dune buggy. Seth’s long white hair was tied into a ponytail, which he had tucked into the collar of his flannel shirt. His weathered face sported a days-old grizzle. His dusty jeans were badly in need of a wash, if not a full-out fumigation. For a fleeting moment as she prepared to get out of the car, Alison contemplated whether it was too late to turn back. She briefly considered the restaurant review she had been writing the day before, for Ted’s Montana Grill in Bozeman, and thought to herself, “Was that really so soul-crushing? And wasn’t the bison burger just as wonderful as they had claimed?” The thought of her life back in the city seemed so comforting from up here as she prepared to leap into the unknown. But she wasn’t about to throw in the towel just yet. She reminded herself that Seth had dozens of glowing reviews online, and even if he did write many of them himself, which she had suspected, given the abundance of misspellings, she was sure that if he had been involved in some kind of calamity, someone would have found a way to make it known on social media by now. It was cold comfort, she knew, but it was all she had. She took a deep breath and got out of the car.

“Mornin’ Ma’am!” Seth greeted her with a friendly smile, immediately putting her at ease. “You Missus Matthews?” Alison started to correct him, but reconsidered, hoping that her faux marital status might act as a repellent against any romantic overtures Seth might have made if he thought she was unwed.

“That’s right,” she said before pausing to contemplate whether she should offer to shake his hand. But she thought better of it, not wanting her hand to smell of smoke for the rest of their journey. “Thanks for coming out, Seth. After last night’s rain, I wasn’t sure if we’d be able to make it. Do you think the roads will be all right?” she asked, seeking reassurance.

“Roads?” he said, as though considering the matter for the first time. “Roads should be fine. It’s the off-road parts I’m worried about.” Any hope Alison had of reassurance from Seth faded.

“Do you think it’s safe?” she asked, her concern evident.

“Awe, hell yeah. We should be fine,” he said, not entirely convincingly. Alison took a final longing look at the comfort of her Civic. She then took a deep breath and climbed aboard the ATV as Seth secured her bags in the back. She held on tightly as they set off. 

The journey into the valleys north and west of Big Sky was exhilarating. Seth skillfully navigated the muddy terrain through dense forests, across bubbling streams, and rocky trails that led deeper into the heart of the wilderness. With every bump and turn, Alison felt a mix of excitement and nervousness. The changing environment was a physical manifestation of the fact that she was entering a world far removed from her urban comfort zone. As they continued, she was captivated by the raw beauty of the landscape and the sense of isolation that enveloped her. Stretches of wilderness, adorned with spruces and pines, evoked a sense of wonder and reverence in her. It was both thrilling and humbling to be surrounded by nature’s grandeur. She felt like a tiny speck in the vast expanse, which was overwhelming yet awe-inspiring.

Seth attempted to make casual conversation, sharing well-worn, undoubtedly embellished stories about growing up in the area. She listened closely at first, hoping that he might offer some insight into the Sanctuary residents, but his stories drifted into asides and personal reflections about his life in Montana, and she soon lost track of the stories as her thoughts drifted to musing about what she would find when they arrived at the Sanctuary. Alison occasionally responded with a nod or an “uh huh,” to show that she was still listening, but for the most part, she just let her mind wander as she pushed back wayward strands of hair from her eyes and mouth. Suddenly, as they crossed a horse trail, Alison began to feel a deep sense of unease. Her chest tightened as a long-forgotten memory seeped into her thoughts. For a brief instant, she was an adolescent again, riding an ivory mare at summer camp as a sudden surge of embarrassment washed over her. Alison quickly suppressed the memory and refocused her thoughts on the increasingly treacherous terrain, and as quickly as the memory had come, it returned to the recesses of her mind.

As they approached the Sanctuary, the landscape seemed to change, becoming even more serene and secluded. The scent of wildflowers permeated the air, and colorful blooms adorned the meadows they passed. The mountains rose majestically in the distance, their snow-capped peaks reaching for the sky. The tranquil beauty of the surroundings filled Alison with a sense of peace and curiosity about the Sanctuary residents who had chosen to live in such an idyllic setting. As she inhaled the thinning air, Alison felt a sense of tranquility wash over her.

With one final turn of the ATV, Alison caught her first glimpse of the Sanctuary, a smattering of wooden structures a few hundred yards in the distance. The sight of the Sanctuary made her heart swell with anticipation as she contemplated stepping into a world unlike any she had experienced before.

Seth halted the ATV several yards before the large wooden gate to the Sanctuary entrance, which reminded Alison of an old military fort. He took her bags from the ATV and offered to carry them the rest of the way, but she politely declined, eager to walk the final stretch on her own. They agreed to meet in six weeks in the same spot for her trip home. She then thanked him, and he got back in the ATV and headed back to Big Sky, leaving her alone with nothing but her bags and a sense of trepidation that she had gotten herself in over her head. She wasn’t sure what she would find inside, but she was certain that if she wanted to leave early, there would be no refund.
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Chapter 3. Mother Knows Best
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Taking a deep breath, Alison approached the gate, which loomed before her like a portal to a new world. Suddenly, the portal opened, and a young woman stepped out to greet her.

Alison couldn’t say who or what she had expected to walk through the gate, but it certainly wasn’t someone like this woman, someone so...ordinary. She was a petite woman in her early twenties, with light brown hair, dressed in a teal tank top, denim skirt, and sandals. Her high cheekbones highlighted her most striking feature: sparkling emerald eyes, which gave her face an almost otherworldly beauty.

“Good morning,” she said. “Are you Ms. Matthews?”

“That’s me. But you have to call me Alison,” she said. “Otherwise, I’ll feel old.”

“I’ll do that. I’m Sarah. Mother asked me to look after you. I can’t believe how young you are. When I heard Mother talk about all you’ve done, I figured you’d be old enough to be my mother. But we could be sisters,” she said, nudging Alison’s bare arm with her own. The suddenness of her touch sent goosebumps across Alison’s skin. “I’ve got so much fun stuff for us to do. I can’t wait to get started.” And with that, they headed into the compound.

Alison was stunned by the beauty of the compound. It was as though someone had dismantled a small college campus and transported it to a national park. A cobblestone street wound through the compound. It was lined with a diverse array of buildings, each of which borrowed architectural elements from a different part of the world. One building resembled a pagoda and had a large koi pond in front. Another resembled a Hindu temple with soaring towers, and elaborate sculptures of gods, animals, and scenes of men and women engaged in intimate connections. A third was a facsimile of an Aztec temple, complete with bas-reliefs of sacred creatures and deities etched into the adobe and limestone. As they walked, each rolling one of Alison’s bags, Sarah explained the cultural origin of each structure and its significance to life at the Sanctuary. Each in its own way symbolized connection and generative power.

As they strolled along the cobblestone street, they passed a communal dining hall with large windows that faced the surrounding mountains. Two young women sat on a colorful quilt laid out on a patch of grass and chatted as a small group of children ran around, playing a game of tag.

Alison thought she detected the scent of freshly baked bread, which made her mouth water. “You hungry?” Sarah asked. “We make great muffins.”

Alison would have loved a muffin and she wanted to see who made them and how, but she sensed that Sarah was taking her to a particular destination, so she demurred. “They smell so good,” Alison said. “I’m afraid if I stopped now, I’d never want to leave.” Sarah nodded, and at the end of the block, she veered toward a small brick cottage. As they approached the door, a man exited. He was tall and lean with dark hair and deep blue eyes. He appeared to be in his early thirties, but his furrowed brow showed signs of distress, a stark contrast to the otherwise tranquil mood that Alison had felt since she arrived at the Sanctuary. He walked past Sarah and Alison, without so much as a glance, and said to himself, “I don’t understand that woman. I just don’t understand her.”

Sarah grimaced and said, “That’s Dr. Wheeler. He can be a little excitable at times. I hope he didn’t put Mother in a foul mood.” Alison was confused about Sarah’s references to Mother, assuming initially that she was talking about her own mother, but then she remembered that Sally Edmonds went by the title, The Mother of Truth, and the destination became clear. Sarah knocked on the cottage door, but no one answered. After a moment, she opened the door and she and Alison went inside, leaving Alison’s bags on the front porch.

As they entered the cottage, Alison felt as though she had walked into a spiritual haven. The scent of incense filled the air, and soft music played from hidden speakers. The walls were adorned with colorful tapestries that depicted deities, many of which were intertwined in intimate positions. One wall of the room was dominated by a small sculpture of a female deity on a pedestal. Below the pedestal was an ornate scroll that read:


Woman is the creator of the universe, the universe is her form; woman is the foundation of the world, she is the true form of the body. In woman is the form of all things, of all that lives and moves in the world. There is no jewel rarer than woman, no condition superior to that of a woman.

—Shaktisangama Tantra


Sarah called out, “Mother? It’s Sarah. I have a visitor.” A woman’s voice from somewhere in the cottage replied, “Then by all means, bring her in.”

Sarah led Alison down a narrow hallway and entered a doorway into a large room with floor-to-ceiling windows that looked onto a vista of snow-capped mountains. Alison was captivated by the stunning view. In the foreground, as though it were a dot on the landscape, Alison noticed a lone figure who sat in a large chair, looking out onto the majestic expanse of nature. The woman’s long white ponytail, draped over the back of her chair, nearly touched the floor. “Isn’t it magical?” the woman said to no one in particular. “I see it every day, and I never tire of it. It’s always changing, always new,” and her words trailed off into an awkward silence.

The three women stood for a moment in the disconcerting stillness. Alison could see a look of concern on Sarah’s face as she said, “Is now a bad time Mother? We could come back.”

“Nonsense, child,” the woman said as her chair slowly swiveled around. Alison was taken aback by the sight of her; she looked to be well over ninety years old and her face, framed by white hair pulled back at her temples, was pale and gaunt. Her sunken blue eyes were glassy with tears. Danielle, Alison’s managing editor, had described her as a feisty firebrand, but to Alison, she looked decrepit and withered. But then she spoke again, and although her voice was not forceful, in that solemn space it resonated with authority and quiet confidence as she said, “Hello Alison. I’m so glad you could join us.”

Alison looked to Sarah for guidance. Sarah gently nudged her, directing her to approach the old woman. Alison walked forward with a mix of curiosity and reverence. Suddenly, she could feel a magnetic pull drawing her toward the old woman. Then, as though sensing her own magnetism, the woman reached out and clasped Alison’s hand. With her arthritic knuckles locked around Alison’s fingers, she said, “I’ve read your work Alison, and I found it profound.” Alison was genuinely honored by the unexpected praise. She tried to immerse herself in her work and felt that it contained an important part of her. Alison started to thank her, but the old woman continued, “But lately you seem to have strayed off course. Your recent work lacks depth and balance. It has no sense of purpose. And I read a lot of pain in it, Alison.”

The eerie critique, which betrayed Alison’s deepest insecurities and fears, momentarily left her speechless. She felt as though the old woman had gazed directly into her soul, laying bare her vulnerabilities and unmasking her weaknesses. Alison was overcome with emotion, struggling to suppress a wave of tears that seemed to force its way up from deep within her chest. And with a lump in her throat, Alison finally mustered the strength to respond, “That’s why I’m here, Mother. I hope you can help me.”

“I know we can. But we need your help too.”

Mother then called for Sarah. As Sarah stood beside her, Mother said to Alison, “Isn’t she enchanting?” Alison nodded, taking care not to embarrass Sarah. “She embodies everything that we’ve built here. And she’s our future. But I think you know that there are many on the outside who would just as soon that we didn’t exist. They’re afraid of who we are and what we believe, even though they don’t understand what that is. But their ignorance could destroy us. So we have to fight back. And the most powerful weapon we have is the truth. That’s why we need you, Alison.”

“I don’t understand,” Alison said.

The old woman then looked up at Alison, a steely blue determination in her gaze. Drawing Alison’s and Sarah’s hands together, Mother said, “We’ve opened our home to you. We welcomed you into our hearts and we want you to do the same for us. See what we see. Feel what we feel. Live with us. Love with us. And if you do, the answers will become clear.”

Suddenly, a male voice boomed from the front of the cottage, “Sally, I’m back!” Alison could feel the old woman’s shoulders slump as she released their hands, the enchanted bond between the three women abruptly severed.

“Doesn’t anyone knock anymore?” Mother said.

“We did knock,” Sarah said, “but you didn’t hear us.”

“Remind me to get a chime, Dear. That way when I don’t answer, people will know that I just don’t wish to see them.” Dr. Wheeler entered the room with the same level of intensity that he had when he left the cottage.

“Time for your vitamins, Sally,” he said, without acknowledging the other women present.

Sally sighed and said, “Nicholas, where are your manners? Can’t you see that I have a guest?”

“Of course you do,” he said and reached out his hand to Alison. She took it, and he said, “Wheeler.”

“Alison Matthews,” she said, “I’m with the...”

“I know who you are,” he interrupted, and withdrew his hand as soon as it made contact with hers. “Now, if you ladies would be so kind, it’s time for Sally’s shots. So I’m afraid visitation hours are over.”

It had been some time since Alison had encountered someone so rude and she fought the urge to tell him so, but she held her tongue, not wanting to make a scene in front of Mother and Sarah, who had already turned to leave. Alison joined Sarah at the doorway, and Sarah called back to Mother, “Will you be joining us for the maypole ceremony?”

“I wouldn’t miss it, Dear.” And as Dr. Wheeler dabbed her arm with cotton to prepare her for her shot, the old woman added, “God willing, it will be my last.”

When they walked out into the brilliant morning air, Alison saw that her bags were gone.

“Someone took my bags,” she said.

“Oh yes,” Sarah replied. “We had them brought to your quarters. I’ll take you there right after breakfast.”

Alison had so many questions that she didn’t know where to begin. What had Mother meant when she said she hoped the maypole ceremony would be her last? Dr. Wheeler said that he knew who she was. What exactly did he know about her? And why was he so rude? Did it have anything to do with Alison’s visit, or was that just his demeanor?

The dining hall at the compound was a large, airy room bathed in sunlight. A wall of windows overlooked the breathtaking mountain vista. The room buzzed with life, dotted with circular tables where residents dined and chatted, creating a warm and inviting atmosphere. At the front of the hall was a row of tables with decanters of coffee and juices, fresh fruits, and a spread of freshly baked muffins, pancakes, waffles, eggs, and bacon. The mix of aromas was intoxicating. Alison and Sarah each took a mug of coffee and loaded their plates with mouthwatering food before finding an empty table near the windows.

“The muffins are heavenly,” Alison said. “Who makes them?”

“We all do,” Sarah said. “Each of us has duties, but everyone must spend at least some of their time preparing food for everyone else. We don’t have many rules, but that’s one of them. It keeps everyone humbled and grounded.”

Sarah’s explanation of the harmonious communal allocation of duties seemed at odds with the tense interaction they had just had with Dr. Wheeler, which was still fresh in her mind. “When you say everyone, do you mean Dr. Wheeler works in the kitchen?”

“Every month, just like the rest of us. He’s actually a very good cook. He learned a lot about Asian cuisine when he practiced medicine in California. We’ve all learned a lot from him.”

“Is he any nicer in the kitchen than he was at Mother’s cottage?”

“Nicer? No, I wouldn’t say he changes much. But you shouldn’t judge him too harshly. He’s a very good doctor and he cares deeply about all of us. Many young residents leave when they’re old enough, but not many return. Dr. Wheeler was very successful outside the Sanctuary, at least by the ways that success is measured there. But he came back because we needed him. And he needs us too.” Sarah then paused for a moment to reflect on what she had said, before adding, “Please don’t tell him I said that.”

Alison felt a twinge of guilt for hastily dismissing Dr. Wheeler as rude after one brief encounter. There was obviously more to him than she had initially assumed. Still, something he had said lingered in her mind. She decided to ask, “When I tried to introduce myself, he said he knew who I was. What exactly did he mean?”

“We get a lot of requests to visit from the outside world, but we rarely allow anyone in. Mother says that most of the requests come from people who want to exploit or ridicule us, assuming we’re just freaks. But, as you can see, we’re not. We just live in a way that many people wouldn’t understand or approve of. Still, Mother said our story needs to be told by someone who could truly understand us. She placed her trust in you and she asked all of us to do the same. So, we all know who you are and why you’re here and we want you to feel welcome.”

“And Dr. Wheeler agreed with her?”

“Dr. Wheeler learned many valuable skills on the outside. Placing his trust in others wasn’t one of them. So, no, I wouldn’t say that he agreed with her. But he has faith in her, just as we all do, that she knows what’s right for us.”

Sarah paused for a moment, her eyes welling with tears. After composing herself, she continued, “As you could probably tell, Mother’s dying, Alison. Dr. Wheeler wants her to get help from the outside, but she doesn’t want to leave us because she’s worried about what will happen to us when she’s gone. That’s why she wants someone we can trust to tell our story before it gets told by others who only want to hurt us.” Sarah reached across the table to clasp Alison’s hand and said, “I’m sure you won’t let us down.”

After breakfast, Sarah led Alison to her modest quarters. It reminded Alison of the efficiency apartment she had when she first moved back to Montana from Salt Lake City after college. The room had a bed and a water closet with a toilet and small sink, but no shower. “Where do you bathe?” Alison asked.

“In the colder months, we have an enclosed bathhouse, but when it’s warmer, we prefer outdoor showers. It’s one of the ways we stay connected to the natural environment. I find it to be very freeing to wash first thing in the morning under a clear blue sky,” Sarah explained. “I think you’re going to love it. Oh, and we do have a hot spring pool, but that’s more of a spiritual retreat.” Alison smiled and nodded. However, beneath her composed demeanor, memories of showering outdoors at a summer camp, with its musty wooden stalls, cobwebs, and spiders, resurfaced. Yet, she knew it was something she’d have to endure, determined not to betray herself as a city girl in front of Sarah.

Once Sarah left, promising to return for the maypole ceremony, Alison lay down on the bed to reflect on her first morning at the Sanctuary. As she adjusted her pillow, she heard the crinkling of paper beneath it. She pulled out a parchment scroll tied with a red ribbon. She unrolled it and saw that it bore ornate script that read:


To our dearest Alison:

We are so honored to have you in our home. We will open our hearts and souls to you and ask that you do the same for us. Some of our rituals and rites may confuse you. Our mysteries are sure to confound you. Yet, we ask only that you keep an open mind as you accompany us on our spiritual journey. If you do, the experience will change you profoundly.

With the greatest of love and respect,

Mother.


Alison was touched by the note, feeling a great sense of honor for having been chosen to experience life within the Sanctuary walls. But she was also curious and slightly anxious about Mother’s cautious tone regarding the rites and rituals that might confuse her. She rested her head on the pillow, pondering what Mother could have meant. Before long, however, she felt drained from the morning’s excitement, and drifted off to sleep.
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Chapter 4. The Maypole Ceremony
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Alison was awoken by a gentle knock at her door. Her head was still groggy from sleep, and she mumbled, “Just a minute.” Trying to shake off the drowsiness, she quickly splashed water onto her face, checked her hair in her cosmetic mirror, and opened the door. To her surprise, instead of Sarah, whom she was expecting, she was greeted by twin sisters who looked no more than eighteen years old. They were dressed in flowery skirts and tops, and had long curly brown hair adorned with intricately woven flowers and ribbons. “Good afternoon,” one said, “I’m Leah, and this is my sister Emily. We came to escort you to the maypole ceremony.”

“Oh,” Alison said, “I was expecting Sarah. Is everything okay?”

“Of course,” Emily said. “But Sarah is quite busy today, helping with last-minute preparations for the ceremony. So, she asked us to escort you.”

“Wonderful,” Alison said, “Well, in that case, please lead on.” The twins each took one of Alison’s arms, and they walked. As the twins interlocked their fingers with Alison’s, she could feel their weightlessness, and it made her feel exhilarated and buoyant. For the first time in a long while, she felt like she was a part of something important, and the feeling warmed her.

As they strolled through the Sanctuary, Alison was captivated by the natural beauty surrounding her. The well-tended gardens were a vibrant tapestry of color, bursting with an array of flowers in every hue imaginable. The
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