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In this book there are three enigmas to solve. The first puzzle is below. 

 

 

1.1859/1.11/1.1861/1.17/1.1855/1.301/10.2280

1.946/6.24/1.69/1.801/2.1407

1.388/1.130/25.1147/7.500/29.966

1.301/2.993/1.286/1.11/1.1063

2.302/1.11/1.902/1.903/1.11/1.2151

1.11/1.927/1.17/1.1883/1.133/9.51/13.2526

1.69/2.821/7.499/9.1635/1.1866/5.434

1.1044/9.1426/1.88/1.11/1.902/1.903

1.11/7.1118/1.17/3.1665/2.875/3.1668

1.1866/5.1602/1.1179/2.457/1.1313/25.874

1.310/1.1056/4.2294/1.11/23.273 ?

1.310/2.935/1.1313/2.164/2.404/1.859/1.1652 ?

 

 

 

Stay tuned for information on www.soulferriers.com about where to enter your answers should you solve any of them. There may even be hints!


Dedicated to Margie, Mr. Dunkles, Puff, and the pets with pure souls we’ve loved and lost who all deserve to have nine lives.
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Prologue



 

The darkness belonged to Apophis. When the sun god Ra and his fellow Caretakers snatched everything away from the snake long ago, only the darkness kept Apophis company. He hated when the light came. Apart from a few flickering flames emanating from the ever-burning torches, darkness enshrouded the grotto. And Apophis liked it that way.

The familiar sense of loathing surged from head to scaly tail the moment Ra’s pompous, slender Sun Barge rounded the curve of the Gyoll River, illuminating the Underworld tunnel.

As Apophis’ captor approached silently, the snake closed his retinas to keep out any further humiliation. Apophis desperately longed to move his head to avert his eyes, but his prison wouldn’t allow such a luxury. The gnarled roots of the Tree of Life, a giant bald cypress, held Apophis immobile inside the tunnel wall with only his head sticking out, forcing the snake to watch Ra ride by in all his sun-like glory every night. Apophis knew Ra would smirk in arrogance. He waited for the boat to pass within a few feet but felt Ra’s presence longer than usual this time. Reluctantly letting some light into his green eyes, Apophis saw not a face full of pride, but one with a hint of fear.

“Go back to sleep, Apophis!” Ra commanded.

Ra held up his glowing emerald-green pendant shaped like an eye and directed it toward the snake’s immovable head. Apophis had learned to avoid staring directly at the piece of jewelry, as its eye imbued a trancelike state in all those unfortunate enough to marvel at its beauty. The snake quickly snapped his own retina shut. What he wouldn’t give to steal that pendant!

As the boat disappeared around the bend of the spiraling river, something strange happened. A tiny tremor shook the surrounding tunnel, loosening ever so slightly the grip it had on its prisoner’s throat. This little movement was just enough for Apophis to produce a nearly indiscernible sound. It was a sound so low in frequency it would be inaudible to most ears, but Apophis realized it could shake the ground. He concentrated what little energy he had into producing the low growl, and it resonated off the circular tunnel walls. A few small stones trickled from the knotted tree roots and click-clacked to the ground.

There was hope for him at last.

Apophis now could maneuver his head a bit. Too excited to concentrate further, he decided instead to use brute force to bust his way out. Over and over, he knocked his head from side to side until slivers of rock chipped away.

After a few hours, enough of the wall wore away for Apophis to maneuver downward to use his sizable fangs to loosen the Tree’s grasp on the rest of his body. Puncturing the last constricting branches with a crack of his giant dagger-like fangs, he finally broke loose from the newly carved hole. With almost too much fervor, he made one last strike against a sturdy tree root, inadvertently abandoning a yellow, dingy fang that was larger than a human hand.

The so-called great Tree would hold him no more.[image: ]

Apophis knew the Tree of Life spanned all eight Underworld realms of the Afterlife—not only here in the Tombs and down to the edge of Sibalba, but also to the snow-capped mountains of Ourea and to the thick Selvanic Forest. Its copious roots and tapered woody knees, resembling sharp knuckles, protruded along the Plains of Magmell and under the dusty desert floor of Zerzura. Branches of its stringy, hardened bark even extended along the scorched banks of the Sea of Fire. For the privileged ones to be admitted into the Field of Reeds, the triangular canopy of the Tree existed there too. Apophis suspected the bald cypress to be present in the Outerworld realm as well, although he was lucky to never cross its path.

Apophis, breathing in the musty air, flicked his tongue out to taste new freedom. But the Tree couldn’t physically be everywhere, and this knowledge made the snake smile, despite the taste of blood dripping from his missing fang.

For though the formidable Tree no longer physically held him captive, the proximity of its roots and knees affected the immediate area. They were the watchers that prevented Apophis from bending or ripping the fabric of space to create wormholes or portals. He needed to move far enough away from the power of the Tree for the portal to work.

Apophis slithered down the damp, winding tunnel along the bank of the Gyoll River until he could see the passageway open to a dense jungle below. He had spent years envisioning his repossession of Sibalba, a place he had once ruled over. He gazed toward the entrance and hesitated, not quite ready to deal with Xolo just yet. Apophis knew he’d have to either bribe or disable the Sibalba gate guard if he wanted free rein in the caves under the jungle.

Apophis vividly remembered the last time he had been free. Most of Earth (the Outerworld) teetered deliciously at the brink of war. Ripples of selfishness, fear, and hate on the earthly realm had manifested into shudders that physically shook the Underworld realms.

Back then, he had been free for almost four Outerworld revolutions of the sun, reveling in the warfare in Earth’s Europe region before Ra and the rest of the Caretakers decided it was time to bring him back to the Underworld. During those four years of freedom, however, Apophis found a couple of allies: Queen Nemertea off the coast of Sweden and Ashbu, the gate guard in the Underworld realm of Zerzura.

Now, at last, eighty years later, he would have help to carry out his plan. Perhaps his Swedish ally could persuade Xolo, the Sibalba gate guard, to join his army. With all the unrest and strife in the Outerworld, Apophis sensed the seismic sonata starting all over again. He had a few stops to make first, though, and there was no time to waste. So much to do before Ra’s next nightly visit.








Escapades on a Plane

[image: ]

Tired, shuffling steps approached Margie’s dog crate nestled next to the couch in the TV room of her house on 40th Way. Rising temperatures in the Phoenix desert had necessitated drinking more water the day before, which had tested the limits of the Yorkshire Terrier’s bladder overnight. She uttered an impatient growl at her groggy person and clawed at the metal bars until finally, the latch jiggled open. But before she could escape, her oversized litter brother Mr. Dunkles bumped past her, bounding across the kitchen and through the flaps of the dog door. Margie scampered close behind, biting his heels, eager to do her business in the backyard. 

The bright Arizona sun cascaded over the six-foot block wall, warming her scruffy black-and-tan coat. She ran back inside, followed by Mr. Dunkles, who burst through the flaps with a bang. He rounded the corner into the living room, skidded on his backside, and slammed into the wall. Playtime had begun.

“Puff! Come join us!” Margie pleaded as her brother hopped back up on his paws.

Puff the cat, with fur as black as midnight and eyes like two bulging jade saucers, shook her head with disapproval. She ignored them both and licked her paw.

Margie noticed a tiny smile curl up on the corner of her feline mouth.

“Rascals,” Puff said.

Margie, a full-size Yorkshire Terrier at nine pounds, charged toward her unusually stout twenty-three-pound brother and nipped gently at his floppy left ear. Mr. Dunkles, melodramatic as always, groaned loudly in mock pain and escaped behind the legs of his forty-something person, Diana, whose black curly hair obscured her sleepy eyes. His grumbles received a comforting response of a belly rub and a biscuit from the treat closet.

“Tell me a story!” Margie said to Puff. “The one that I missed last night because this one over here is a loud sleeper.” Margie tossed her head toward Mr. Dunkles as he trotted toward them with a self-satisfied grin. Soggy biscuit crumbs dotted his unkempt beard.

Puff straightened her gaunt, stately frame and waited for Diana to leave the room. “No offense to our person, but the bedtime story she read to Athena last night wasn’t particularly interesting. Tonight, I’ll make sure she picks a better one,” Puff said with a wink and walked toward the bookcase.

Confined to their dog crate each night, the two Yorkies were just out of earshot from hearing the books that Diana read to her daughter. Sometimes Margie caught bits and pieces—and even character names—but usually Mr. Dunkles’ snoring drowned out all the good parts.

Ever since her person took on a companion, Margie’s adventures had diminished considerably: shorter hikes, fewer camping trips to the mountains, and less frequent outings to the dog park. And with the addition of little Athena six years ago, the family excursions were even more scarce. It didn’t matter too much though, as Margie carried out several adventures of her own. An expert in digging, she had escaped the yard numerous times to explore the school parking lot on the east, the neighbor’s garden on the north, and the cul-de-sac out front by squeezing under the side gate. It wasn’t her intent to leave permanently and had always come back the same way she escaped. 

The past few days, Margie had worked on digging a new hole under the block wall, and today she was determined to break through yet again to the other side. The cement holding the blocks together had crumbled in a few places enabling a view outside the yard. Catching that initial glimpse of what lay beyond always made her escapes more enticing. 

Margie didn’t understand why Mr. Dunkles had no such aspirations. He felt the overwhelming urge to stay and protect the house as well as all the people in it. For Margie, these brief escapes gave her something that no daily walk could compare to, which was off-leash freedom.

After gulping down a few mouthfuls of food, Margie bounded outside again toward the far corner where she had begun digging, eager to begin another escape. Today, the landscape had changed. The mulch that lined the entire perimeter of the block wall was now replaced with a considerable amount of river rock too large for Margie to move. Darting back and forth, she searched for any gap in the rock to work on her hole but couldn’t find any spots to dig.

With a click-clack of the plastic flaps, Puff came out the dog door and sat by her friend.

“What happened out here?” Margie said, her eyes flashing with wild irritation.

“Didn’t you notice all the workers here yesterday? And that the backyard was closed for several hours? Come back inside,” Puff said. “I’ve always known you to have a restless spirit. Did you know you could have adventures of your own without even leaving the backyard?”

Once Diana and her companion, Aaron, left for the day and Athena was off to school, Margie and Mr. Dunkles huddled up around Puff in the living room, curious to hear the story Puff would tell next.[image: ]

“It’s time you hear about my escapades,” Puff said. “Do you want to know the real reason I seem to be asleep all the time?”

“Because you’re tired?” Mr. Dunkles asked.

“No. Well, yes, I am rather tired these days. But, in fact, I go somewhere called the Astral Plane.”

“The Rascal Plane?” Mr. Dunkles asked, his mouth agape with confusion.

“No. Astral. It is the place between life and death, where the souls go,” Puff explained.

Margie cocked her head to one side. “But you never leave the house.”

“My physical body doesn’t leave. But my spiritual body does. Think of it as a projection. It looks like your physical form is on the Plane because your silver cord still attaches you.”

“Silver cord?” Margie asked.

“It’s a shimmery string that tethers you back to your physical body here,” Puff said.

“Sounds like a big leash,” Mr. Dunkles said.

Puff thought for a moment. “Well, yes. It is a life leash of sorts.”

“What’s so good about this Plane, anyway? Why even go there?” Mr. Dunkles asked, pouting.

Puff thought for a minute. “It’s vast, relaxing, peaceful, and completely safe. I’m able to see many souls begin their journey to the Afterlife. Our place here is called the Outerworld. The Plane is the space between the Outerworld and all the other realms. There’s this gate, you see, and I’ve heard it leads to eight more realms, I think.”

Margie stared hard at Puff, almost unable to speak. “You mean there are worlds beyond our Outerworld as you called it? I haven’t even fully explored this one, but I can’t wait to go there! What are these other places like?”

“Well, I’ve never been on the other side of the big gate, but I’ve heard stories from other cats who have met Bastet. Bastet says there’s a forest, a desert, a sea filled with fire.”

“Wow!” Margie said. She looked at her brother to see if he shared the same enthusiasm but saw Mr. Dunkles fast asleep on the floor, his front and back legs splayed out to the sides. “So, who is Bastet?”

“She is one of the Caretakers of the Afterlife. I’ve only seen three Caretakers, but I know there are several more. Anubis is one of them. He has a dog’s head with a human body, and mainly ferries the souls to the gate and beyond. Shu is a large human and has arms with feathers so he can fly around. And then there’s Bastet—she looks like me, when she is in her cat form. She’s the one that granted cats nine lives a long time ago.”

“What? You have that many? I thought it was just a myth!” Margie said. “It’s so unfair!”

“Unfair or not, it’s just the way it is, and has been for a long time,” Puff said.

“But what if dogs get hurt or sick? We can’t just have a do-over?” Margie fretted.

Puff shook her head no.

Mr. Dunkles sat up, suddenly awake. “I once got hit by a car and lived!” he said, holding his head high with pride.

“Is that so?” Puff asked.

“You chased after a slow-moving car, and your eyesight is terrible,” Margie said. She turned to Puff. “He ended up jumping right into the side of the car.”

“Did not. The car hit me,” Mr. Dunkles said, tossing his head to the side, indignant.

“After the car stopped, you leaped up and tried to bite the tire,” Margie said with disdain.

Mr. Dunkles laid his head on the floor between his front paws, looking wounded.

Margie turned her attention back to the cat. It seemed too good to be true to go on adventures and never actually leave the house. “So, if I go to this Astral Plane, is there a chance I could get lost?”

“Remember, the projection of you up on the Plane ties back to your physical body with the most delicate of strings. When you are there, just look closely and you’ll see the silver cord which connects all the way back. There’s no way to get lost.”

“But what if I get hungry?”

“Just give the cord a mental tug, and you can ground yourself...just in time for dinner,” Puff said with a smile.

“What souls are on the Plane? Any rats? I don’t like rats much,” Margie said, giving Puff a sidelong glance.

Puff thought for a moment, and then said confidently, “Humans, cats, dogs, cows, chickens—many souls are there. But I don’t remember seeing any rats.”

“Who brings the rats through the gate, then? Don’t they die?” Margie prodded.

“Yes, of course they die, but just don’t worry about it. Honestly, the souls rather look like shapeless blobs. It’s hard to be sure what each soul is without asking what it used to be.” Puff sighed and changed the subject. “Bugs. Lots of bug souls up there, but Shu takes care of them. He oversees the wind and sweeps up all their souls, millions at a time. I heard that most go down the Regeneration Tunnel into new bugs.” Puff paused, thinking. “Birds are special and don’t need help to get past the gate. They take care of their own regeneration.”

Margie still had rats on her mind. “Did you know my ancestors hunted rats? I can feel it in my bones. I just know I must have inherited the skills of a great rat hunter! Maybe I’ll see some on the Astral Plane.”

“Let’s actually try it now,” Puff said. She looked over at Mr. Dunkles, who was lying on his side, fast asleep again and snoring softly.

“Let’s not wake him,” Margie whispered, and Puff agreed.

“In order to leave the physical body, one must settle the mind and place the focus on the space between the eyes,” Puff said. 

The black cat circled in place three times, then curled up on the floor. Her eyelids drooped, then closed. 

“Remember,” Puff said, “do not go to sleep, but just slip beneath the veil of sleep, and you will be transported. Wait for the body-mind separation. If the separation does not happen, just keep repeating those steps until it does. Take a slow, deep breath in and let it out gently.”

Margie lay on the floor, breathed in and out, but couldn’t quite get past the first step. Her mind, as she found, would not settle so easily. “This is much harder than I thought,” she said. “How fast were you able to do the separation?”

“Well, I was never actually taught this, and I didn’t try it...um, not until my third life,” Puff said.

“What? You are on your third life already?” Margie asked, wide-eyed.

“I’m actually on my eighth,” Puff whispered.

Margie always seemed to forget Puff was six years older than she was. And for the past year, Puff had slowed down considerably, choosing to sleep rather than to play. Although now that Margie had found out about the Astral Plane, maybe all this time Puff hadn’t been asleep after all.

Looking out into the backyard at all that heavy river rock, Margie realized that the Astral Plane could now be her way to explore new places. She was determined to quiet her racing mind. The Yorkie took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and marched in a circle. Once she settled down, however, she felt the moisture of dog breath close to her nose. She looked up to see her brother standing over her, panting impatiently.

“When are you coming back?” he asked.

“Jeez, Dunkles, I haven’t even left yet!”

Under the watchful eye of her brother, Margie tried for the next few hours to achieve the state of mind-body separation, but to no avail. Across the room, she spied Puff, whose perfect circle of black fur was tucked into a quiet corner, no doubt already on the Plane herself.





 



 




A Royal Descendant

[image: ]

One of Kabba’s earliest memories growing up in Phoenix, Arizona, was something he would never forget. He had been playing alone just outside a three-foot-tall circular steel culvert in the dry wash close to his home when a giant falcon had appeared out of nowhere out of the opening right in front of him. The falcon had flown so closely that Kabba could make out details of a huge pendant worn around its neck in the shape of a large human eye.

Being a rat, Kabba’s parents had warned him about dangerous birds of prey. And since he was an albino rat, the chances of being spotted were high. So, he’d hidden as best he could in the grass, fearing for his life. Kabba’s fascination with the pendant had lent him just enough bravery to stay put, and so he’d lingered, transfixed by the shiny green eye.

The falcon had landed in the grass, looked left and right, and somehow transformed into a dark, muscular man with closely cropped black hair and a black shadow of a beard. Taller than most people, the shirtless humanoid wore what looked like a white sheet around his waist, cinched with a turquoise-and-gold sash. Clearly not from around here.

Kabba had blinked a few times to make sure what he’d seen was real. The strange man spent a few moments peering into his pendant, looking back and forth, then changed into the falcon again and flew back into the steel culvert. Kabba peeked through the left side of the circular opening from where he was hiding, but the falcon had disappeared! The length of the circular tunnel was only as wide as the small street that spanned over it. But the falcon was no longer in the tunnel and never came out the other side.

Upon further inspection, Kabba had noticed a dark, blurry hole in the right side of the circular opening outlined with a thin orange glow, whereas looking through the left side, he could see clear through to the other end. The round hole on the right was about as big as the falcon’s wingspan. At that young age, Kabba’s love for shiny things had outweighed his fear of birds, and he became obsessed with the shiny necklace.

Kabba had peered through the dark spot and crawled through to find an unexpected cool escape from the hot and dry climate of Phoenix. The space inside the dark hole didn’t make sense. It was wider than the whole culvert itself, but he figured this was a magical place. The mysterious land inside the hole was dimly lit by a few scattered torches on the walls and contained a stream that was wide enough for a slender boat to pass through.

Inside the hollow, several stone boxes had been strewn along the banks of the stream, left abandoned. Some contained shiny coins, while others held fresh flowers. Kabba didn’t know why these rectangular boxes were here, and he didn’t care. Each one contained treats just like a dumpster would, and each day brought a different selection of goodies as if someone had cleared out yesterday’s findings and brought in newer ones. But Kabba neither saw anyone bring in new items, nor take anything out. He had all these luxuries to himself, and he liked it that way.

Sometimes, Kabba would find an assortment of food filling the compartments, which was his favorite discovery. Other times he would find jewelry or fine bits of fabric, which was nice too, but as soon as he tried bringing anything back through the tunnel opening to his home in the wash, it would immediately disintegrate into dust. It was probably because of the hot Phoenix climate. Or maybe it was the bright sun that vaporized all his treasures? Whatever the case was, he knew he needed to enjoy all his riches right there. And since he didn’t have to share, Kabba grew to be the largest roof rat that would ever inhabit the 40th Way wash in Phoenix, Arizona.

Occasionally, a stone compartment would prove dangerous, such as the time when one contained a suffocating stench, which Kabba recognized as peppermint! But by then, Kabba had grown accustomed to the impermanence of the boxed items, and sure enough, the next day, the offending smell had disappeared.

Sometimes Kabba had ventured down the spiraling tunnel following the stream, but it eventually led to a jungle that was too humid for his tastes. And venturing upstream had led to nothing but a brightly lit, wide-open field, which could expose him to birds of prey. The dark, mysterious grotto was just right. Kabba’s sister Gulab was the only one who knew about his secret place in the culvert. Lucky for Kabba, his sister didn’t have quite the adventurous spirit he did, so he never had to share this place or his treasures with anyone. He came to the mysterious land every day after seeing the falcon-man and quite enjoyed all the unusual treasures.

* * *

Kabba’s tunnel-scavenging expeditions had hardly prepared him for that fateful night, when, while exploring new abandoned boxes, he saw something move in the shadows out of the corner of his eye across the stream. Who dared to infringe upon his territory full of riches? Curious, he followed the intruder around the stone rubble and through the water to get a closer look, anticipating its next move. He waited and waited for an extended period, just long enough to think his mind had been playing tricks on him. Maybe there wasn’t anyone there at all? Just then, a faint light emanated upstream, around the corner of the grotto tunnel. Kabba sighed with annoyance.

It was just the tall falcon-man yet again, passing by with his beautiful, glowing pendant, always shedding too bright of a light for Kabba’s liking.[image: ]

Typically, Kabba had made it a point to finish up his scavenging before the falcon-man with the pretty pendant floated in his boat as he always did once a day, but since the white rat had spent so much time waiting to see what lurked in the shadows, he had no time to finish up and return home. As the man passed by, standing tall and proud in the middle of his boat, Kabba hid behind a rock to shield his red eyes from the intense brightness. He instead followed the shadow of the boat as it rounded the curve, traveling downstream.

And then something strange happened.

What looked like a long pointy rope meandered upward from the water and wrapped around the back of the boat, then yanked the watery craft downward violently. The falcon-man in the boat lost his footing and pitched backward. Another larger rope shadow then leaped in the air and strung one bulbous end through the man’s necklace, effectively removing the pendant and chain from the falcon-man’s neck. Kabba heard a sickening thump, then a splash. The shadow of the rope with the triangular end rose again and again, each time coming down to strike the man in the water. With each thump, the bright light in the grotto dimmed until the glow was only twilight.

Kabba peeked out from behind the rock to see a now empty boat and the faint silhouette of a great snake hovering over a lifeless figure in the stream. The gold necklace with the eye-shaped pendant now dangled around the snake’s neck, the chain glinting in the flickering light of the grotto torches.

“You pompous idiot! With all your light and wisdom, you didn’t even see that coming?” The snake aimed the pendant down, presumably toward the man in the stream. “Now, you go to sleep, Ra.” The snake coiled itself around the dimmed, unresponsive body and dragged it out of the stream, where he came to a stop facing the wall.

Kabba didn’t understand why the snake stared so intently at the rocky wall, so he instinctively stood up to get a better look. Before long, a portion of the wall became fuzzy, outlined by a faint orange glow. Somehow, the snake slithered right through it, dragging the falcon-man halfway to the other side, then stopped.

“Don’t think I don’t see you, rat,” the snake said from the other side of the wall. “I was watching you well before you spotted me.” The snake waited for the rat to respond.

Kabba was speechless. The sizable snake tossed his tail about and lifted the limp body, so the man’s head hovered dangerously close to Kabba’s face.

“Do you know who this is?” the snake asked.

Kabba, the perpetual opportunist, finally found his words. Although he had heard tales passed down for generations about the Caretakers, he was not about to let on that he’d seen the fall of supposedly the most powerful being Earth had ever known.

“Looks like an incredibly pretentious guy to me.” Kabba gulped and mustered the courage to go on. “Unfortunate for him, but you know what? I’m trying to make a living here, gathering up what I can in this area, and he parades through every night like he owns the place, blasting his stupid light everywhere. Hurts my eyes, you know?”

An uncomfortable silence descended in the grotto, and while Kabba knew this snake could end his life right there, he pushed his fear to a place where he hoped it would not show on his face.

The snake curled his head back through the wormhole to look at Kabba square in the eyes. “What do I call you, rat?”

The rat stood as tall as he could to face the enormous snake. After all, if the snake inquired about his name, Kabba gambled he wasn’t about to be eaten. “I am Kabba. I come from a long line of royal rodents directly descended from the Karni Mata Temple in India.” Kabba had never been to India and didn’t know any of these royal rodents personally, but he felt it made him sound important.

The snake stared at him blankly. “How did you get here, to the Underworld?”

Kabba didn’t know what he was talking about. The Underworld? For all he knew, this was just a nice cool area inside a corrugated steel culvert in Phoenix.

“I grew up near here. I live close by,” Kabba said.

The snake tilted his head slightly and narrowed his eyes at the ghostly white rodent. “No one grows up in the realm of the Tombs.” He looked back and forth as if in a hurry, took a deep breath, and let out a prolonged hiss. The snake then broke into a smile, revealing one sizable, yellowed fang.

“Kabba, this is truly your lucky night. You and I did not meet simply by chance. No, we are destined to become...friends.” The snake paused just then as if the word “friends” was painful to say. “I can make sure you never have to lurk around in these dingy tombs scavenging for food ever again if you join me in an opportunity of a lifetime.”

Truthfully, Kabba didn’t mind scavenging at all. In fact, he enjoyed it, even after the snake mentioned the stone compartments full of treasure were actually tombs. But he was not about to rebuff the offer of a giant predator staring down at him. “I...would welcome the opportunity! This would be a dream come true for me.”

“Good answer.” The snake smiled again. He dragged the body of the falcon-man through the newly formed hole in the wall. “Come with me through the wormhole.”

Kabba followed in awe, scarcely believing it had been solid rock just a moment ago. On the other side was terrain completely opposite of the dank grotto. Dusty and dry, the only structure on the flat landscape was a gigantic, rectangular stone building, the same sandy color as the surrounding ground.

The giant snake disappeared back through the wormhole for a moment, giving Kabba time to investigate the outside of what looked to be a temple adorned with several pillars. Kabba wasn’t aware of any structures quite this size in the Phoenix desert. Not that he had seen every bit of Phoenix, but word would have certainly gotten around the rodent community if there were something this large made of stone. He couldn’t wait to tell his sister Gulab about this temple!

As he scurried around to the far side, a faint glow emanated from the ground, illuminating the rear pillars with an eerie red light. Twenty feet beyond the back exit of the temple, there was a tremendous crack in the ground which stretched far to the left and right and looked to be about ten feet in width. As Kabba approached the glowing ledge, he could feel intense heat radiating upward. Peering down over the cliff, he saw swirling lava some distance below.

Kabba pulled back quickly from the edge, fearing his white fur would catch fire. As Kabba raced back to the front of the temple, he spied the giant snake lugging Ra’s boat through the wormhole into the desert, which fell with a loud thud on the hard ground. The necklace chain was wound around the snake’s head with the glowing pendant affixed like a third eye. This was the closest Kabba had ever been to the shiny jewelry he had coveted most of his life. Over the eye was a brow, and just underneath was a slanted, curly line and the appearance of a teardrop as seen on the eye of a falcon. Without hesitation, the snake coiled its tail around the boat and dragged it to the far side of the gigantic building, toward the precipice. With one last heave, he moved the boat to the edge and simultaneously uncoiled his large tail, causing it to plummet into the fiery sea. Kabba followed the great snake back to where the falcon-man lay crumpled on the ground, his inner light dimmer than before. As the snake dragged the man past Kabba, however, Ra’s eyes opened and looked directly at the rat, as if to plead for help. His half-trapped arm outstretched ever so slightly toward the rat, but Kabba stood motionless, unable to help.

The injured Caretaker whispered desperately to the white rat, “My eye...”

Kabba weighed his options and chose a side—what appeared to be the winning side. The serpent lugged Ra to the edge, and with a loud roar, vehemently flung him into the abyss. Kabba could swear he felt the ground shake around him. The snake tumbled to the ground, its body struggling to edge closer to the crevice to witness the fall of the Caretaker. Before he reached the edge, Kabba got the snake’s attention.

“And what may I call you, oh mighty snake?”

The serpent rose slowly and roared across the dusty desert expanse. “I am Apophis, your new master!”

 




Crazy Bird
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Margie trotted out through the dog door to get some fresh air. There was no way to ascend to the Plane with Mr. Dunkles constantly bothering her. Figuring she might have better luck outside, she retreated to a quiet corner of the yard to work on her mind-body separation.

“Relax, you can do this. Let’s get to the Astral Plane,” she muttered. Margie closed her eyes, circled three times, and lay on the ground.

A bird flapping its wings overhead caused Margie to glance up.

“Coo, coo, coo,” said the bird. 

Margie closed her eyes to focus.

“So, you want to travel to Barzakh?” a voice called out from a tree branch just over Margie’s head.

“Excuse me, to where?” Margie called out to the voice.

“The Celestial Sphere. Purgatory. Limbo. Bhuvarloka. Barzakh,” the bird said.

“Those aren’t even actual places.” Margie sighed. There was no way she’d be able to concentrate out here, either.

A mourning dove fluttered noisily off the branch above and landed with a thud right next to the Yorkie. “Are too actual places. Far away from 40th Way. Different words, same thing. You want to go to the Astral Plane?”

He finally had Margie’s attention.

“You are in luck. Nice to meet you. I’m David.” He extended a crumpled wing toward the Yorkie. “Since I’m a dove this go-around, I can help you with your hopes and wishes. You know about mourning doves, right? We grant wishes.”

Margie took a step back from the strange bird. “What do you mean you’re a ‘dove this go-around’?”

“Well, a few weeks ago, I was a cactus wren. Before that, a pigeon.” He paraded in a circle and announced, “I am a serial regenner.” David bowed low to the ground, tipped over, and landed on his beak. He recovered quickly, stepping closer to the Yorkie.[image: ]

Seeing Margie’s confusion, he explained, “I enjoy regenerating into new bodies to try them out,” David said.

“Interesting,” Margie said. She found it bizarre a bird would perch so close to a dog who had sharp teeth. Margie didn’t particularly like the taste of feathers, but this bird didn’t know that.

David dramatically spread out his wings and teetered on one foot, then the other. “As soon as the bird spirit departs from the body, I just choose a different one about to be born and hop into it. We birds don’t need to be ferried to the Regen Tunnel. We fly through it ourselves.”

“I think I knew that already.” Margie was curious now and sat upright. “But how do birds just magically know how to do all this?”

“Simple. We carry all information from one life to the next. While some beings remember only a few things from the past, birds can recall everything. Our imprints are permanent.” He gestured toward his small bird head with a deformed wing.

“Wow. That’s a lot of memories to keep straight in your head. How do you separate your past lives from your current one?” Margie asked.

“My own thoughts and memories are here.” He raised his left wing and pointed to one side of his head. “And my imprints are here.” David lifted his right wing and pointed to the other side. He leaped closer. “I’m just kidding. It’s all a big, jumbled mess in here!” he laughed. The bird’s beak was almost touching Margie’s nose now. “Come on, what are you waiting for? Attack me.”

“What? No! Why would you say that?” Margie exclaimed, stepping backward. “You want me to kill you?”

“Tsk, tsk. Killing is such a harsh term. Death for birds isn’t as final as you may think. It’s so hot in the Phoenix desert here, I’ve already regenned four times this spring.” David pointed his beak toward a small nest in a nearby acacia tree. “Mom up there isn’t too crazy about me hopping into a fresh egg every couple of days. Anyway, you want to get up to the Plane, don’t you? If you help me regen, my spirit will rise, and you can follow it there.”

Margie hesitated.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know how to attack birds. Come at me!” He hopped unsteadily back and forth in front of Margie as if to taunt her, but she wasn’t buying it.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Margie said.

Just then, David got serious. “Listen, this bird body has a bad wing, as you can see, and my left foot hurts all the time. You’d be doing me a favor. Once I’m gone, calm your mind and focus your eyes on my body. You’ll see my spirit lift out. Just follow it with your eyes and don’t look away. It will take you to the Plane,” David said.

Margie reached her paw up and brought it down on David’s head, rather gently.

“Don’t toy with me now... End it,” the mourning dove commanded.

Margie leaned in and encircled the bird’s neck in her mouth.

“Quickly now! Because I think you have an audience,” David said, straining. As Margie clamped her jaws down tight, she looked toward the sliding glass door of the house to see Diana run out with a pained look on her face.

“Margie, no! Leave that bird alone!” Diana waved wildly and clapped her hands loud enough to make Margie drop the bird from her mouth.

Margie looked at David’s lifeless body and instantly regretted what she had done. The feathers tickled the inside of her mouth, and she sneezed. What if David wasn’t quite right in the head and had made up the entire story about being able to regenerate? And now Margie had upset her person, whom she liked very much.

“Oh, Margie! Bad puppy,” Diana said. She picked up David’s body and walked away.

“Wait, come back! I need that body. Don’t take it!” Margie followed her person, who either didn’t understand or was completely ignoring her. Diana opened the garbage bin and carefully disposed of the mourning dove, leaving the lid open. She went back to the scene of the crime with a broom in her hand to sweep the feathers.

Margie climbed up on a nearby flowerpot, just high enough so she could peek down into the bin. She could hear a faint, wispy voice at the bottom.

“What happened? Where am I? Margie, are you there?” 

For a couple of seconds, Margie spied David’s spirit lift out of his limp bird body and hover in the bottom of the trash bin. He floated up and looked around. “A garbage can? Really? Savages!”

“Margie, get out of there!” Diana came running over and slammed the lid shut. She lectured Margie about the importance of life and how she mustn’t pick trash. The embarrassed Yorkie avoided eye contact with Diana completely.

Margie sensed David’s spirit was around somewhere but knew she wouldn’t be traveling to the Plane today.

A faint voice above her head sang out, “Coo, coo! It’s no use. See you in another life!”

As Diana resumed cleaning up feathers on the far side of the yard, Puff sidled up to Margie and gave her an affectionate headbutt.

“Now that’s an interesting way to teach others how to travel to the Plane. Crazy bird. I wish I thought of that,” Puff said.

* * *

Twilight came earlier than usual that day. Margie couldn’t tell exactly where the sun was because of the clouds gathering on the horizon. One thing she knew was that it was time for the daily walk. She scampered into the house to see Mr. Dunkles whining and following Diana from room to room.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Dunkles, but there’s no walk today. You’ll just have to go potty in the backyard. What time is it? It’s dark already!” she said. “Athena, time for bed.”

Margie looked on in confusion. What? No walk?

Later, from the confines of her dog crate, Margie spied Puff traipsing back and forth in front of the bookcase across the living room. The cat affixed her eyes on something in the middle and stood up straight, stretching her paws as far as they could go. After a few unsuccessful scratches, her claws finally caught the top edge of a book and with one last flick, the book came crashing to the floor. 

Diana came running out of her daughter’s bedroom to see what the noise was.

“Puffy, what are you doing? Did you knock this over? Hey, I’ve been looking for this!” Diana picked up the book, flipped through a few pages, and brought it into the bedroom.

Margie strained her floppy ears through the bars, hoping to hear the bedtime story that was being read in the next room. “Dunkles, stop snoring. I won’t be able to hear the story!” she said.

Mr. Dunkles stretched his stubby limbs and rolled over, knocking Margie against the metal bars. His scruffy, stout body clearly covered more than half of his allotted space in the shared crate.

“Huh?”

“Never mind. Go back to sleep,” Margie said as she nudged his body back on his own side.

“Puff will tell you all about it tomorrow anyway,” Mr. Dunkles said mid-yawn.

Margie could see the velvety black cat through the ajar bedroom door, curled up at the foot of her little person’s bed like a small loaf of bread. Puff’s long black tail flicked back and forth every so often, as if she enjoyed what was being read by her mother.

“Anubis was an Egyptian god of the dead who had the head of a jackal and the body of a man.”

“What’s a jackal?” Athena asked.

“It’s like a dog, except wild.” Diana continued, “Anubis had an important role in helping souls pass smoothly into the Afterlife. The Egyptians believed that the heart contained all the things that a person did in life, both good and bad. Every bad thing made the heart heavier. Doing good things made it lighter. Anubis was the one who measured hearts on a scale against the feather of truth. If the heart weighed the same as the feather, the deceased could pass through the underworld and into the Afterlife.”

“And what if the heart is heavier?” Athena’s eyes grew wide with anticipation.

“Hm, it’s probably not a good thing.”

“Do the dead people get to try again?”

“Hm, maybe.”

“What feather is it?”

Diana flipped through a few pages. “Um, it’s an ostrich feather.”

“Mom, are these Egyptian gods real?” the little girl asked.

“No, honey. They’re just myths.”

“What are myths?”

Her mother thought for a moment. “Well, they’re a bunch of made-up stories that were told a long time ago, sometimes to explain natural events or help people understand how the world works.”

“So, Anubis isn’t real, then?” Athena’s face twisted into a frown.

Before her mother could answer, Puff arched her back and walked slowly across the bed toward the book. She looked Diana straight in the eyes, touched noses, and placed a paw on the page.

“Puff says Anubis is real!” The girl giggled.

“I guess he is!” Diana laughed.

Margie smiled. Puff will set them straight.

Diana continued with the story, but unfortunately the buzzing sound of Mr. Dunkles’ snores drowned out Diana’s voice, and soon Margie’s eyelids drooped. She finally fell asleep, longing for the day she could travel to the Plane too.



 

 




Eradication of Anubis[image: ]

“We’re going on a trip, you and me,” Apophis said after turning his back on the crevice that exposed the fiery lava. 

Kabba followed as they retreated from the cliff and moved to the front of the massive temple. The white rat stood up and sniffed the air, hoping to catch a whiff of the grotto from which they’d come. Even in the dimness, Kabba could see there was no longer an orange glowing outline in the spot where the wormhole used to be. 

“Oh, you know what? I was just noting it had gotten dark, and I must be getting back to my family. They are waiting just outside the Tombs for me to bring them dinner,” Kabba lied. He simply had his sister Gulab, who was the only member of his family left who tolerated him. And she knew better than to wait for Kabba to have her own dinner.

“It is dark because I killed the sun god, once and for all,” Apophis bellowed. “And you will accompany me to Sweden. We’re meeting with Queen Nemertea.”

Kabba felt his red eyes grow wide. “Queen who? Uh, in Sweden? Isn’t that really far away?”

“Nothing is more than a portal away,” Apophis said as he turned now to face the large door of the temple and bowed his head to concentrate.

Kabba darted his eyes back and forth, searching for an exit that simply was not there. “What is this place?”

Apophis broke his concentration for a moment and motioned toward the building. “This? It’s the Hall of Truths,” he sneered. “Not for long, though. I am redefining Truth.”

“And...Sweden is in...there?” Kabba always thought Sweden was a much larger place, too big to fit inside a building.

“Stop talking and let me concentrate! I’m creating a portal,” the snake hissed.

The large rectangular opening to the Hall of Truths changed slightly. The entrance between the two stone pillars now had a thick orange outline from the floor all the way to the roof. Anyone entering this temple couldn’t help but walk right into the portal.

“Let’s go,” Apophis said.

“To Sweden?” Kabba asked as he followed the snake through the hazy opening.

Kabba emerged on the other side of the portal onto a bleak, rocky shoreline. Gloomy, gray clouds hung like elephants, and the salty taste of a chilly wind filled the air. Small pools of ocean dotted the rocky ground around him in the low-lying areas. Some contained small piles of gooey, dark mud. Despite the strong ocean breeze, a foul stench permeated the air. There wasn’t a being for as far as Kabba could see, which wasn’t saying much since the rat had poor eyesight. He sniffed the mud on a nearby rock and immediately wished he hadn’t. The smell gave him an instant headache. This place differed completely from the wash he lived in back in the suburbs of Phoenix. He didn’t like it one bit.

“Does the Queen...live in the ocean?” Kabba asked.

“More or less,” Apophis said, and coiled himself up on a rock, waiting patiently.

“And you are expecting her soon?” Kabba turned around in a circle, looking for any sign of the queen’s entrance. Kabba also monitored the sky for birds of prey. He didn’t feel very comfortable being so out in the open. When he turned back around, he instinctively stepped back to recoil from what he saw, and in doing so, his foot skidded on something slippery. Kabba fell back into the slimy mud with a squish and looked up to see a black mass of mucousy goo hovering above him. A small tubular head emerged from the goo containing two small eyes.

“Get off my back,” a female voice hissed.

Kabba sensed the mass of mud underneath his body was moving. As he looked down, he could make out that the mass consisted of a conglomerate of thin, mucousy tubes all lumped together. Jumping off the slimy mobile mound, he realized it was all a part of her worm-like body. All around him, the muddy mass of goo stirred. 

As her head inched closer to Kabba, it somehow turned inside out and extended toward him. Her slimy trunk-like proboscis waved subtly in the air as if to sniff him.

“I smell a rat,” she said. Countless yards of her wormlike body rose and surrounded him now, like a thick, dark spiderweb.

“And I smell something far worse! Uh, a little help here?” Kabba shot a frantic look over at a recumbent Apophis, who sported a snide, one-fanged grin.

Apophis finally rose high above the rat and the worm, looking down on them. “Queen Nemertea, it’s good to see you again, finally!”

Queen Nemertea retracted her inverted nose and whirled her small worm head around. “Apophis! You did it! Escaped at last. When I felt all those tremors, I just knew something big was happening in the Underworld!”

“I want you to meet Kabba. He is a new member of my army. Queen Nemertea here is a bootlace worm.”

Nemertea’s body dropped back onto the rocks with a smack. “Oh. I thought you brought me a test subject. A rather insignificant one at that,” she said, looking at the rat with disdain. “I’ve perfected the toxin. It can now paralyze living beings indefinitely, including humans. All that’s needed is constant contact at low doses.”

“But can it paralyze a Caretaker?” Apophis asked.

Queen Nemertea hesitated. “I thought we were using this on humans?”

Apophis remained silent, staring at the queen expectantly. 

Kabba hopped from one foot to another, wondering what side to choose if a fight were to break out.

The giant worm raised her head up high. “A Caretaker, you say? Of course. I have designed it to be incredibly potent. Since the time when the Outerworld was last at war, I’ve had several years to improve its strength. Though, a Caretaker will require a massive amount of toxin.” 

Kabba observed with horror the myriad heaps of her bodily black mass surrounding them.

“Don’t worry. I have something that will help.” Apophis produced the necklace he’d stolen from Ra with his tail.

Queen Nemertea brought her head down close to it and turned her face inside out. 

Apophis pulled the jewel back before she could touch it.

“Ah! You have the Eye of Ra! The sun was supposed to come up some time ago. Did you have anything to do with that?”

“I had everything to do with that,” he said with pride. “And with your help, we can strike down another Caretaker shortly.” 

Kabba recalled what Ra uttered just before Apophis flung him off the cliff: My Eye. Ra must have been referring to his pendant! Who knew the piece of jewelry was important enough to have a name? “Excuse me, when you talk about Caretakers, are you talking about the gods?” Kabba interjected.

“Gods! Ha!” Apophis said with scorn. “They barely keep the Earth and the rest of the realms functioning! And only in a manner to how they see fit. They like to think of themselves as Caretakers, but they’re actually oppressors. One by one, we will squash them all. And then I will run things differently.”

Apophis straightened up as he looked at the Eye of Ra as if he saw something. “He is coming.”

Kabba’s dizzy head ached. Everywhere around him seemed to be covered with the putrid black mass, all writhing in horrifying unison. He staggered from rock to rock, plopped into tide pools, and tripped over more glistening worm bodies until he could find a small crevice in which to hide. Who was coming? What was about to happen? And was this pile of goo right here a part of Queen Nemertea?

“Are you ready?” Apophis hissed to Nemertea. “Once Anubis comes through, I’ll bite him, and then you apply the toxin.”

Nemertea nodded in assent. “Aren’t you missing a fang?” she asked.

Before the snake could answer, an iridescent form, vaguely the shape of a human, appeared on the rock outcropping just outside the portal. Slowly, the figure rose off his feet and ascended. 

“Quick, get that soul!” Apophis said.

Nemertea extended a section of her lengthy body upward, wrapped herself around where the soul’s feet would be, and pulled it to the ground. The shimmery shape folded its nebulous appendages around itself and hunched over as if it could sense a difference in the air and feel the icy wind.

“Sir, this doesn’t seem like the Hall of Truths,” the iridescent shape said.

Just then, a towering, muscular figure with a giant human body and a black dog’s head emerged from the portal. An ornate blue-and-gold metal plate protected his shoulders and neck, exposing black, leathery abs and sinewy arms. Loose blue fabric covered his lower half, held up by a chunky gold belt.

“What is this?” the giant dog-man said with suspicion.[image: ]

Immediately, Apophis leaped up and struck the dog-man just above the belt with his lone fang. As the Caretaker doubled over in pain, Nemertea lunged at his back, chest, and arms, covering every inch with her slimy black body. Dog-man clawed at the black slime and ripped some off, sending pieces flying into neighboring tidepools of water.

Kabba wedged himself inside the crevice to escape the flinging carnage but couldn’t tear his gaze away from the scene that unfolded.

As if by magic, the broken worm pieces crawled up from the rocks and out of the water, inching toward the dog-man’s feet and then up his ankles. The venom appeared to take effect as he dropped to his knees. 

Apophis circled around the dog-man’s body and sunk a yellowed fang into his back, causing him to arch in pain. Once the giant dog-man fell on his back, Queen Nemertea with thousands of her different wormy body parts inched over to cover the rest of his flailing body underneath the armor, except the dog head. Apophis slithered around and shined the Eye of Ra directly into the fallen man’s eyes. The thrashing slowed down, then stopped. 

Once all the activity seemed to subside, Kabba crawled out of the crevice to get a closer look. Incredulously, Queen Nemertea broke off her own head and slithered down off the dog-man. She grew her tubular body back right before Kabba’s eyes.

“I don’t understand. When did you apply the toxin?” Kabba asked.

“She is the toxin.” Apophis beamed.

“Oh, that makes sense,” Kabba said, now realizing he was suffering the effects of the toxin by being in contact with the mucus. The rat immediately washed his hands, back paws, and fur in a nearby tidepool.

“Anubis won’t be conscious for a while,” the Queen said.

“That worked beautifully. This soul is all yours, Nemertea.” Apophis motioned toward the iridescent form on the ground. “Now I’m off to get my share of them!”

Kabba peered at the crumpled human form tethered by only a small segment of the Queen’s body and tried to imagine the effects of the toxin emanating from her slimy epidermis.

Apophis coiled his tail around Anubis’ head and dragged him back through the portal that led back to the desert. 

Kabba followed suit but the pained, slurring speech of the soul gave him pause. 

“Anubis, sir? Is anyone there? Can you weigh my heart now?”

Kabba dashed a hasty look at the section of Queen Nemertea that contained her head and tried not to show any fear. Still growing bigger, she rose and glared down at Kabba, then slithered toward the abandoned soul, who floated listlessly in the breeze like a doomed balloon. Sections of her body that kept the soul from ascending were now inching their way to cover the entirety of its lustrous form
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