
		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			
				Wild Roses

			

		

	
		
			
				Self-published by Berkanna Wicks

				Copyright, 2021

				Library of Congress Registration No: TXU 2-257-984

				Printed in The United States 

				Second Edition

			

		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			
				Table of Contents

				I. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

				II. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

				III. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27

				IV. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38

				V. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46

				VI. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

				VII.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

				VIII. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71

				IX.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

				X.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87

				XI. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 93

				XII.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 99

				XIII. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115

				XIV. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 123

				XV.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 132

				XVI. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 141

				EPILOGUE . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152

			

		

	
		
			
				to my beloved grandparents 

				and with the 

				hope 

				that all who are 

				lost 

				may find 

				their way back home 

			

		

	
		
			
				I.

				The beginning was black velvet - stretching infinitely in every direction like a sheet - soft and still. Two were born amongst the darkness and were cast to opposite ends of the void.

				One awoke, stood, and began forging his way through the silent plain - his ebony skin nearly blending into the darkness before. Navigated by invis-ible pull, he wandered endlessly without sight before he first caught a glimpse of a gentle glow. 

				He traveled until at last reaching the bluff of a high shore and knew upon first sight that he had found what he had been searching for.

				Over the void’s edge was an ocean below. Its black mercurial waters were bioluminescent and flowed smoothly like ripples of silk past an unmarked horizon. Despite its majesty, the waters could not hold his attention in the presence of a sleeping figure 

			

		

	
		
			
				resting a short distance away - a female who had, too, made her way to the sea.

				She slept near the edge - pearlescent and dripping in light.  He approached her and knelt by her side.

					She awoke and opened her eyes. Though they were but strangers, she fell instantly into his em-brace. They knelt together; two lost parts to a whole.

					

					“I believed I was alone,” she whispered.

					“You will never be alone again,” he said.

				Over time, they were known by many names, but he called her Norha, and she called him Ihn. It felt like they talked forever on the night they met alongside the cosmic shore. 

				In truth,

				they did.

				Upon the cliff, the water at their feet, they learned that the only similarity they shared were the ribbons between.

				Ihn was structured and composed, 

					Norha was free  

				He wondered from where they came,	

					but Norha knew. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Somewhere, they found balance 

				in between.  

				One day - or perhaps it was evening - they danced the dark halls - hand in hand. He held her close - there was no music, only his words as he spoke, 

				“When I look to you, I am reminded of something I dreamed.”

				He told her of the dream: 

				evergreens, 

				climaxing seas, 

				and sierra symphonies.

				He told her he had watched it 

				bloom in his sleep 

				and that he called it 

				June.  

				It was hung in a world beautiful, endless, and filled with the light of infinite stars. There were other bodies, but hers was a work of art 

				three positions away from its star. 

				it was a sanctuary, 

				a home 

				for light, 

				life, 

				and love 

			

		

	
		
			
				As he recounted, 

				matter began to glisten, 

				and he said,

				 “The thought of it 

				is the only that compares to you.”  

				Norha leaned towards him, closing the rest of the space, and, for the first time, touched her lips to his.

					

				Lost in the moment that created all mo-ments, neither noticed the flowering of the cosmos or the universe being set into motion. 

				Around them floated matter.  

				Swirling like wisps of smoke -

				whispers of the 

				elixir of God -

				 	and its place grew a garden. 

				Genesis sailed across the blue water in flowers, birds, and afternoon stories.  

				It was a meeting of fronts -

				warm and cold,

				positive and negative

				and in the magnetic space -

				a creation of their own -

				they brought forth the start of the world 

				shoulder to shoulder

			

		

	
		
			
				by speaking into the ocean air

				The whirlwind joined in song and honey rolled across the infertile plain - replenishing it like rain - filling the gorges of space with massed bodies and water from the great.

				When it came to an end, they were bewil-dered by the metamorphosed abyss as the sound of a faint song drifted through ethereal foliage. They peered over the cliff from where the melody arose to find the newborn universe - heaven’s first breath - cradled in the arms of the water below.

				Nestled deep within its ever-expanding reach was a milky explosion: a glittering, dou-ble-armed galaxy, swirling with early life - just as he had told:

				planets, 

				stars, 

				earth,

				and sun -

				it was the universe’s nursery 

				of cosmic nobility. 

					

				It was the first day of creation -

				the spark of life

				and the start of the world. 

				—

			

		

	
		
			
				Armas, a little girl of only seven, sat with her grandmother and grandfather on their open porch in the dusk of summer. She pleaded with her grandmother, nicknamed Nana, to continue her tale she had heard thousands of times before.  Her grandmother smiled and promised that they would continue as soon as they finished their evening chores.

					She bounced from her chair and followed her grandmother down the blue painted porch stairs into a yard surrounded by perfect gardens on all four sides.  Flowers of all variations, in the height of their bloom, filled the garden beds.  Her grandmother walked alongside their perimeter, leading a hose, and watered each with water that flowed from the well.  

					Armas skipped behind, her yellow sundress flowing with her motions. Without her notice, the moment drifted away with the sounds of late June. 

					After they had fed the animals and watered the flowers, the two returned to their seats on the porch where her grandfather remained. He sat and overlooked the idyllic, green meadows adorned with wild roses and the nearby mountain range that had been in his family for generations prior. 

				He had always said it was

				God’s Country.

				Armas’s grandmother resumed her story 

				by his side –

			

		

	
		
			
				 their love 30 years old on that night. 

				Amid the rolling hills and the setting sun, it proved to be the most beautiful phenomenon in sight. 

				—

				 	“Closed darkness and opened sky, exacted love deepened with time. 

				Norha and Ihn lived in the celestial garden and overlooked the great unfolding for thousands of years.   

				He was completely in love with her and she with him.  He thanked the heavens even though he didn’t know what heaven was, but in all his sunless days, Ihn still questioned from where he came.  

					“What if you cannot find your way back?”  Norha pleaded to him when he told her of his plans to leave the garden. 

				He smiled and replied, “I will always find my way back to you; this is the only thing of which I am sure.”

				He bid her farewell, kissed her forehead, and walked into the distance until he vanished from sight.

			

		

	
		
			
					Norha waited there for him in the garden as earth and its life continued to evolve, growing increasingly worried the more time went on.  

				Just when she feared she would never see him again, he finally resurfaced from the darkness with staggered pace.

				She ran to him and found he had returned a different man.  

				He recanted what he had seen, took her hand, and placed in it the bud of a rose - a flower she had never known. He told her, “we don’t belong here anymore.”

				She saw everything he said to be true as she watched its petals unfold. 

				“Would you like to go swimming?” He asked, to which she said she did. 

				Together, they stood at the edge, looking down - as they had many times before - to the glitter-ing water below.

				they were uncertain of what the future would hold 

				but cast the cord, 

				cut the rope, 

				and dove.

				They leapt from the cliff’s height and plum-

			

		

	
		
			
				meted into the waters of creation where their brush with velvet was replaced with smooth cream.  

				They swam through it, closely, along the glistening continuum and through the system, swim-ming deeper and deeper, until the water’s biolumines-cent like glow was extinguished by the weight of its own hallowing depths. 

				The foundational lifelines dove toward tomorrow morning following ribbons and candlelight toward the alpine sunlight of the first Sunday. They continued forward without direction until the shad-ows returned to new shades of blue.

				Past bubbles and schools of fish, a light, at last, broke through.  

					

				Norha and Ihn swam to the surface and witnessed, amongst gentle, saltwater waves, silver rays of a full moon illuminating a flourishing landmass in the distance.

				Early men that inhabited the island were drawn to the shore in the night when they saw light emitting from the sea. The men fell to their knees before the couple - in fear, in awe, and in innocence - as they walked to them from across the beach.

				Norha and Ihn helped them back to their feet with smiles on their faces and instead directed their sight. Tears welled in the men’s eyes as they saw, for the first time, the star-dusted sky.  

			

		

	
		
			
				The island became known as the Isle of Roses as it was home to the first wild rose.

				  	It was a garden on earth: a daydream with overhanging trees, bird song euphoria, and warm, endless summer. There was King’s power in the land of man - as well as in their bodies and in their souls.

				All things were 

				gold, immortal, 

				and rich beyond end.

				Norha and Ihn lived on the island amongst their children as equals, guiding hand in hand. They were in love and they were love.

				They taught their children the knowledge of the heavens, gifted them numbers and written language, and told them the truth behind who they truly were. 

				Though everything was perfect, 

				in the middle of summer

				clouds were coming

				to bring the season to its end 

				For an ancient foe slithered around a with-ered leaf and crept close and cool 

				in the garden.  

				As autumn approached, on the breeze came the serpent and the seventh week of summer. He slipped from the darkness as he shined with the 

			

		

	
		
			
				brightness of night.  A mortal man stood in silence and, without knowing him, listened as he said, “So kind of a king to surrender his throne.”

				To the man he spoke - a man who had once been chief, “My liege, they challenge you, but you and I, we are friends, and I pray you shrink no more. Like a lion, take them to the shore and from the edge, sentence them to death’s caress and the tresses of their own prophet.” 

				He smiled and cast around the man a cloudless sulfur clothed in shadow and substance, furious and tame, and tied it to him like a chain. 

				He explained, “When you hath done your duty I promise to you new beauty: war cries, kingdoms, crusades, and you, my king, the crown of council - the buckler of Christendom - and all your kin sovereign to the world’s end.”   

				And on the night, the man agreed.  

			

		

	
		
			
				II.

				Multiple millenniums passed as the island reigned supreme. One evening, just hours before sunset, Ihn walked alongside a friend he had watched grow from a child to a man. 

					“It’s just this way,” The bearded man implored, leading the king around the shore, “I hope it is to your satisfaction.”

				Concealed just to the other side of the stone rested an extraordinary water vessel on the edge of the sea. It was unlike any that had ever been created, towering nearly five hundred feet.

				The man’s name was Nü, and he had lived to see many lifetimes come to pass and had spent them all in tireless search of knowledge and in aid. 

				It was for this reason Ihn had selected him to lead a voyage overseas.  

			

		

	
		
			
				Unbeknownst to Nü, 

				he had been selected long ago.

				The king approached him in the study one evening. Among the shelves of books and candlelight, Ihn told him in confidence the details of a voyage to be planned immediately. 

				He spoke of a mission to aid an area of the globe that had suffered a devastating natural disaster. 

				Ihn’s wish was to prepare for the imminent delivery of relief, supplies, care, and the return of what had been lost to its survivors.  

				On that day, Nü accepted the king’s offer to lead the voyage and build the ship itself and devoted himself tirelessly to the occasion he had been entrust-ed with. He assumed the task as personal obligation without cease.

				Nü led the king up the boarding ramp to the ship he created himself and introduced him to its interior. They continued through the vessel, allowing Ihn to inspect its structure before the final departure. 

				After he had viewed the boat in its entirety, he looked to Nü and shook his hand, “It’s more than I could have imagined. Thank you for all you’ve done.”

					“It was my greatest honor,” Nü responded, filled with pride to have been bestowed with such a task, “Everything is prepared and loaded onto the 

			

		

	
		
			
				ship. We are ready for departure in the early morning just as you’ve requested.”

				“Thank you, my friend,” Ihn placed a hand on his shoulder and looked directly in his eyes, “There is no one I trust more.” He paused and then asked, “Will you be attending the festivities tonight?”

				“No,” Nü responded, “The others and I have final preparations to make, but I’m sure it will be a marvelous occasion.”

				Ihn smiled before turning back to the city, “Goodbye, my friend.”  

					The island’s city was reminiscent of a fairy-tale. Rose and fruit trees lined the golden streets, and the laughter of children danced through the air. The streets were filled in preparation for the grand feast to be held the same evening to honor the departing voyagers.

					The celebration began just after sun fall and was the largest festivity thrown in the island’s history. 

				Hundreds of tables were set and with enough food for 

				 forty feasts.

				After hours of eating, dancing, and tribute to the voyagers, Norha and Ihn slipped away the 

			

		

	
		
			
				festivities.  

				They walked together on a bluff that overlooked the ocean under a sea of stars – much like they had in the primordial. The distant sounds of the continuing celebrations could be heard over the crashing waves as they strolled together in silence.

				Ihn stopped Norha as they walked to present her with a small, golden box. She took the box in her hands and observed the careful carvings of roses around its exterior. When she opened the lid, she found a delicate replication of her solar system moving in harmony with a sweet melody she had only heard once before.

					“Long ago, I told you,” He began as she peered at the music box in disbelief, a tear rolling down her cheek. “that I will always find my way back to you.” 

					“Please know it to be true,” he said, “no matter how long it takes.”

				Upon questioned matter 

				and unearthed answers, 

				he kissed her lips 

				and committed to memory 

				his way back home 

				knowing he’d journey every shade of dark 

				to find her even once more.

					As they met in their final embrace under 

			

		

	
		
			
				earth’s sky, Norha and Ihn were accosted from each side and were separated. They reached for each other as the cloaked assailants carried them away, the music box tumbling to the ground.

				They were brought to the very edge before the sea. People from the village began to congregate in silence - led like sheep. 

				Some wept, some cheered, some pointed, but not one intervened.

				Norha and Ihn did not care; all they saw was color reminiscent of That Night: chemistry and spirit that only they and heaven knew, creating a nebulous state and words for the poets.

				As the day came, magnificently staged, before the world, he reached for her hand. It was perpetual and a return, beautiful and abundant. The star-crossed lovers did not resist as they were pushed from the cliff and into the waters below. Before the altar, they lit the flame, and though their hands shook, they were not afraid.

				 	The crowd stood in silence amongst their newly inherited throne until an eruption of light exploded.

				On that night, a new star was born into the sky and altered it for the rest of time. The sun drifted into its orbit - with it earth - and together, they joined in a grand dance in the sky. As the pieces of the cos-

			

		

	
		
			
				mos shifted, so did the ground beneath. 

				The island trembled and shook until mountainous waves surged without restraint across the land to

				swallow The Isle of Roses whole.

					The catastrophe reached far beyond the shores and went on to take the entire globe.

				The birth of a new star had created a clock in the sky, and earth 

				synchronized itself to its time.  

					All suggestion of humanity was lost, spare distant far spread survivors and those who had es-caped the Isle of Roses aboard a boat.

				Nü and the other voyagers had barely boarded before being swept to sea, but they had been prepared to rebuild not just a civilization, but all of humanity - for the ship was more than a vessel but a life preserve.

				Aboard was all that was needed 

				to grow again 

				and the survivors had vowed 

				to plant the seeds. 

				Lost at sea for over a year, after a lifetime, the clouds finally dispersed.

			

		

	
		
			
				On the dawn of the first morning, the survivors, despite their fate, held their faith.

				Before a weathered lion with outstretched paws, they found the first land and built an extraordi-nary set of temples - not just in size, but in precision. Designed with sacred geometry and near-perfect mathematical proportions, the pyramids were made to stand in memoriam of the date that had shaped the course of the world and to serve as keepers at its feet.

				 	Below the structure, in a passage ending in a wall, they concealed an entrance to a system of underground halls that wind and weave in all direc-tions to hide the mouth of an underground stream - a stream leading to extraordinary structure concealed

					deep

				beneath

				West of the Nile, the gardeners erected buildings - elegance under the stars - rooms filled with flowers, terraces, and dreams at its heart 

				to guard knowledge 

				as old as time:

				knowledge of 

				a labyrinth 

				standing 

			

		

	
		
			
				two stories high.  

				Both floors adorned with twelve courts

				Within this labyrinth, they hid the most precious keys with foresight that mankind would suffer an inevitable involution spanning the dark side of time.

					Following its completion, the gardeners spread to far lands to continue sowing. They traveled far and wide to where remnants of humanity had survived and built additional grand temples at each location to perplex every race. They taught them of all they had learned and left clues that would lead back to

				the secret of all secrets.  

				Calmly and quietly, they anchored it in hope, and wild beasts were raised in praise before the gardeners 

				When their work was done, the gardeners disappeared.

					Man evolved from his infancy.  With him, so did the knowledge, tales, and riddles from the strangers that had visited their lands - allowing mythologies of the labyrinth and whispers of a lost, advanced civilization to survive in different cultures all over the world.

			

		

	
		
			
				Egypt went on to be known as the light of the world with the entirety of Western history linked to her womb, but as it slipped into darkness, a mergence of money and monarchy spread across the globe.  Religion was forged by its hand - rooted in truth but manipulated to confirm, protect, and justify its rule.  In its shadow, entire indigenous tribes fell to genocide, libraries were swept in flame, and the meaning of sacred was redefined until all personal relationships outside of the church were crucified.

				But the truth was protected in doctrine and brushstrokes of paint.  

				To this day, it lies in wait  

				for when the world 

				is ready to know

				 the secret of 

				the labyrinth 

				and of their fate,

				Someday it will be brought to light,” 

				Armas’s grandmother said,

				 

				“but only when it’s time.”

					“Will they ever be together again?” Armas asked, looking to the stars above as the story came to an end, wondering where Norha and Ihn had gone. 

				Her grandmother only smiled, kissed her head, and took her inside for bed.

			

		

	
		
			
				III.

				As they left like fleeting feelings, by the time she reached adulthood, Armas had put to rest her childhood dreams of labyrinths.

				 	Her grandparents both passed of cancer in the bruised shades of late fall just before the coldest winter on record

				and she was left to wonder

				if magic ever existed 

				at all.

				Made aware of mortality early in life, Arma’s childhood evenings were spent lying in bed, unable to sleep, and crying with the foresight of a day that she knew would inevitably come for her grand-parents, as it did everyone. 

				She imagined it to be the worst pain that could be - so terrible she, too, would die – 

			

		

	
		
			
				but it was worse than she could have imag-ined, for when it came, she survived.  

				Her mind had never wandered to the hallowing depth of months - even years that would follow. The first months were numb, and the follow-ing were agonizing. After time, it became her new way of life.

				There were occasions where she would stop and smile, remembering a memory of them that felt close until she remembered it had been nearly two years since either stepped through the door.

				The house they left was no longer a home but bones of something she’d once known. It looked the same but didn’t feel the same - it was a shadowed nightmare she couldn’t escape.

				It was still her grandfather’s mountain, 

				but it no longer grew wild roses. 

				The overhead loomed overhead, 

				and soon the gates to heaven had 

				brambled. 

				She worried she would be forever locked from the basin – 

				she called to god many times along the way but never received an answer.

			

		

	
		
			
				She thought to herself, 

				“there is no one here.”

				She was looking out but could not believe the rain as it came 

				and it became so natural – 

				the growing distance between herself 

				and who she wanted to be. 

				It seemed to be constantly evolving, 

				always readying her to run away.

				She wished she could, instead, fly away, but it wasn’t long before she found it all to be a different shade of the same. She searched high and low, with-out wings, for something she soon realized she may never find.

				She wanted to mix with the crowd but didn’t fit - it was foreign and familiar all in the same breath. Her friends were not friends, and she strug-gled with talking too much and stopping mid remark in realization no one was listening. 

				She would find herself drowning 

				as the air flooded back into the room. 

				She faded to the back, if you want to call it that, but she felt more like she was speaking to an empty, all-absorbing sea, knowing she was disappear-ing in front of their eyes and no one could even see.

			

		

	
		
			
				She could have filled depressions with lakes of her own and on her face was something they didn’t know and something she couldn’t explain. 

				She felt vain for hoping they 

				would 

				or could 

				or should 

				recognize the emptiness in her eyes.  

				 

				She wanted to leap the chasm 

				but it seemed to widen more with time.

				Transmitting frequency – 

				she tried again

				and again 

				and again, 

				the more it went on, the more she thought, “there’s no point in going ahead.”

				The rest slipped from her grasp and took her pretty laugh down a different track as fall relaxed into lilac smoke where she was met with a bludgeon-ing 

				in a deep well of nothing 

				at the far end of a star-filled pool.   

				It was after that evening that she 

				settled for living 

				with ghosts. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Her life fell to new normality - monoto-nous vocation, microwaved dinners, and streamed television 

				until the day, 

				out of the gray, 

				she received an unexpected call.

				A man spoke on the other end with an accent from the old world. He introduced himself as a lawyer designated to oversee the fulfillment of her grandparents’ wills.

					“I am sorry to trouble you so long after their passing, but you were to receive an item that was quite difficult to find,” The man said. He proceeded to ask for her mailing address and assured her that the package would arrive by the end of the week, said goodbye, and then the line disconnected.

				The phone call and the promised package drifted to the back of her mind shortly after the call’s end. She didn’t think of it again until the package arrived outside her door only three days later, 

				on a Sunday.  

				Armas had left to run errands and returned to find the parcel sitting before her door, carefully centered on her doormat. It was a small, square box otherwise bare besides her name, Armas Blair, in thin handwriting. She unlocked her door and took it with 

			

		

	
		
			
				her inside.  

				She placed it upon her countertop and paced her apartment to contemplate what it could be and if it should be opened. It wasn’t long before her curiosity had her running a blade along its taped edges.

				She opened it to find the delivery of a for-gotten wish. It was wrapped in ivory silk that flowed like spilled milk against her skin. Beneath the silk, she felt cold metal - the mottled gold of something long since lost to the world.

					

				She held in her hands a small music box of intricate design. When she gently lifted its clasp and hinge, it released the soft sounds of bliss. 

				The hypnotizing melody drifted through the air, and out the window, in song sweeter than any she ever heard.

				Eight, tiny planets orbited their central sun - each somehow moving to its song.

					The envelope contained a folded slip with a single phrase in her grandmother’s distinct penman-ship, 

				“seek and find your way, 

				but take no delay -

				there is no time left to waste.” 

			

		

	
		
			
					

				—

					It was a hot day in mid-October, and the streets of the Mother of the World were alive. Traffic-free of stoplights, crosswalks, and road signs - swelled through the streets. Amongst the vehicles trav-eled a young man by bicycle. He carried a large tray of bread on his head, using one hand to stabilize the tray and the other to steer the bike. He curved in and out of the lanes of traffic effortlessly and gracefully as if it was his second nature.

				And, really, it was.

					When he arrived at his location, he leaned his bicycle against a building and proceeded to carry the bread through the densely packed marketplace. He made his way through a sea of friendly people, handing off a few loaves to children as he made his way to restaurants and carts that had purchased his family’s bread. 

					Ezran Basara’s family tree was deeply root-ed in Cairo. His family owned the same bakery for generations and worked side by side to make a living and to feed a society hungry for bread. The simple, whole wheat flatbread that they produced day in and day out was called Aish Baladi; “bread of life.”

					Each member worked in the desert heat 

			

		

	
		
			
				from early morning to late evening to produce thou-sands of loaves a day. Despite their impressive pro-duction, low market prices only allowed the Basara family enough income to keep their business alive. This fact did not concern Ezran’s parents who simply felt grateful to provide.  

					Ezran returned to the bakery and was greeted by the familiar smell of freshly baked bread and the light natured correspondence of his mother, father, and older brother. They greeted him warmly, each dusted in flour, but could take no delay in refill-ing his empty tray and returning him to Cairo. There were six runs to be completed that day, and each member would work well past sunset.  

					After the bakery closed and after his final delivery, Ezran boarded his bicycle and steered it with light shoulders in his own direction. 

				He found daily solace in a small bookshop nestled in the heart of the city. The bookshop had late hours, internet, and a comfortable atmosphere amongst walls of books.  

					Like most nights, the store was nearly emp-ty. Ezran assumed his seat at his favorite station that positioned him, alone, in a small nook between the wall and a bookshelf. He pulled a thick laptop from his messenger bag and booted the system.

					The laptop was old and needed to be plugged into the wall but was mysteriously gifted to 

			

		

	
		
			
				Ezran and soon became his gateway to the outside world.  

				After only a short while of owning it, he learned its language and harnessed it to start a small business, concealed under plain sight in the bookshop.

				 Ezran utilized his fluency in English – a skill he had worked to develop – and unique knowl-edge of the area to offer a private service by placing anonymous posts on an encrypted service board. He received infrequent inquiries, but the ones he did receive were often from independent archaeologists and teams willing to pay handsomely for private tours of Giza’s underground tunnel complex. 

					Ezran had grown up before the world’s first wonders – hearing stories and legends of the secrets they kept – but it was the passageways beneath that piqued his interest.

					The known passageways in the complex had been barred from tourism for decades, but Ez-ran’s uncle, his mother’s only brother, was a traveler of the world that softly spoke of entrances that the government had failed to detect. He told of a network of tunnels that were just as ancient as the pyramids themselves and of passages that extended miles in length while others came to an end. It was in one of these tunnels, just on the edge of Cairo, where Ezran and his older brother played as children.  

					While they were still young enough to enjoy the freedom of childhood, Ezran and his 

			

		

	
		
			
				brother spent their days enacting adventure within the passage. The passage walls were reinforced with sandstone and met its end after approximately half a mile. 

				The hatch to the forgotten corridor, con-cealed by sand to those unaware, lead downwards using an imposed ladder to the time capsule beneath the earth. The boys were easily overlooked as they dusted the sand from the hatch to slip beneath the lid to their underground escape.

					It wasn’t long before the family bakery’s ob-ligations forced both boys to shelve their childhood to help make ends meet. Ezran’s brother would own the family bakery, someday, when his parents no longer could. 

				The weight of the responsibility prevented him from ever returning to the underground passage, 

				but Ezran would 

				time and time again.  

					In the very passage he and his brother played as boys, Ezran began hosting the occasional secret tour beneath the sand and gave his earnings to his family, offering no explanation. His mother expressed concern for him each time he presented money of mysterious origin, but he always assured her he was being safe and merely doing his part. However, the truth was that he was fortunate each time he returned. Every tour risked not only his im-

			

		

	
		
			
				prisonment by the Egyptian government but his very life as well.  

					After the system had booted, Ezran checked his encrypted email to find a single, unread message. His eyes narrowed, and he drew in closer to the screen in reaction to the strange inquiry that it relayed. The email was short in length but would captivate his mind over the next several days. He endlessly weighed the risk and benefit until, finally, six days later, he gave an affirmative response that would change his life forever.  

			

		

	
		
			
				IV.

				It was like any other day for Armas when she arrived to work: desk work with lunch at noon. With nothing to indicate it would be any different, she rested her head on her palm as she briefly glanced at the screen of her phone. 

				It had been ages since her message was sent. She expected another to pass and to begin a search for another way, but, to her surprise, found a single unread message when she opened her inbox.  

				She leaned in closer to read the message before its contents lifted her to her feet.

				 She left her job without so much as a goodbye - her absence unnoticed and her position filled by the end of the week.   

				Spending all of her savings, she boarded a plane that same evening with nothing more than a backpack and blind faith.

			

		

	
		
			
				Through the gate, 

				she felt afraid as the plane lifted from the tarmac, but as the city lights faded to black, Armas viewed the message a final time that asked to meet at 

				159 26 

				July Street

				and decided to never turn back.  

				She remained in flight for nearly a day’s length. The plane dipped through ethereal, cotton wisps and soared without fear over the North Atlantic Ocean. Hours later, a voice announced the plane’s landing on the other side of the world.  

				Armas collected her bag and emerged from the airport into the great city of Cairo. She opened the doors to dense, desert heat to meet her ordered ride nearby.

				 	After climbing into the backseat of a small, dusty car, a middle-aged driver acknowledged her with a quick greeting and then embarked into the fast-paced streets.

					She had never left the northern portion of her own country but now found herself holding her breath on one of the most dangerous road systems in the world. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Cairo’s traffic was nearly lawless, and the vehicles actively competed. Her driver, evidently experienced, appeared completely at ease as he ma-neuvered through the streets. 

				As she was taken to her provided address, Armas watched the menagerie of lights and won-dered what exactly she would find when she arrived.

				  	The car stopped along a stretch of build-ings just on time. Armas exited the car midway in the street, gripped the straps of her backpack, and crossed to the entrance. She walked into the book-store - a soft ding infiltrating the coffee-scented air - and looked for the person she was scheduled to meet as her heart violently beat.  

					

				The sound immediately alerted her pres-ence to a young man seated alone at a table between two rows of shelves. When their eyes met, Armas knew she had found who she had been searching for. 

				The first time she saw him, it caused her blood pressure to rise as if it were common practice. Rose color spread and diminished from her cheeks as she made her way to the table where he was seated. 

				She was able to tell that she was not who or what he had been expecting.

				 “Ezran?” She asked with a small smile and a degree of hesitation when she reached him.

			

		

	
		
			
				 “Hello, yes,” he stood, greeting her with an extended hand and smooth English decorated with an Arabic accent. He was handsome with dark hair and eyes, and a look of surprise written on his face, “A. Blair?” 

				 “Armas,” She nodded, shaking his hand. 

				 

				 “Ezran Basara,” He introduced himself. “Can I get you something?” he asked, gesturing to his cup resting on the table. 

				 “No, thank you,” she replied as she pulled out the chair opposite him and slipped her backpack to the ground. 

				 Little did they know that two worlds had just collided. 

				 After each had assumed their seats, Armas wasted no time. She looked about the room before asking in a hushed voice, “Is there a way?”

					Ezran sighed, shifted in his seat.

				 “There are, first, a few things I would like to discuss -” he began.

				 “Please,” She interrupted anxiously, “I’ve come all this way,”

				 Ezran fixed his eyes on hers to find them filled with urgency.  

			

		

	
		
			
				 “I have searched the surrounding area,” He finally answered in an exhaled breath, “but I’m afraid it won’t be simple and, as I warned in our previous correspondence, I have never attempted anything like this.”

				 “What did you find?” She asked, paying no mind to his warnings. 

				 He turned and looked around, but no attention was being paid. He recalled the results of his search in brief.

				 “So,” She smiled when he finished speaking, “You believe it is possible?”

				 “Yes,” he said, “but, may I ask why?”  

				 “Why?” Armas asked. 

				 “Why you have come all this way to take such a great risk?” 

				 Armas shook her head and looked to the floor, “It’s hard to explain.” 

				 

				 “What are your plans once you get inside?” 

				 “To search for an entrance,” She said, telling him the truth.  

				 

				“An entrance?” Ezran asked in surprise, to which she 

			

		

	
		
			
				nodded and slid the backpack towards him with her foot.

				 “Your fee,” Armas said, offering no further expla-nation. She then asked, “When’s the soonest we can leave?”  

					He paused, considering what she said. 

				  “Tonight,” he answered, changing his original plan, “But I want to come with.”  

				 “Come with?” She asked, shaking her head.   

				 “Yes.” He said. 

				 She considered his motive, but with no desire to negotiate, she asked, “I suspect you understand the risk?”  

				 “I do.”

				 After a long pause and without option, she looked to him and agreed.

				 He glanced at his watch and accepted the bag, “I just have a few more loose ends to tie.”    

				 They arranged a time and a place for a second meeting later that same evening and said their good-byes. 

					He watched her drive away 

			

		

	
		
			
				in the back of a taxi cab, 

				struck by an 

				accident 

				with no collision.

				He left the coffee shop 

				and coasted on his bicycle, 

				taking the long way home, 

				a feeling in his bones 

				about a call he’d received

				with no telephone.

				When Ezran was a child, his uncle had told him stories of another underground passage that he had never personally explored. Unlike the other, it had been said that the second lead to a series of more intricate passages.  

				After receiving Armas’s initial request, Ezran searched for and soon discovered the passage concealed beneath the sand and began an exploration of it and its further extending routes. 

				One particular evening, he journeyed a long, winding stretch until he finally approached a barred entry that showed slivers of the star-speckled sky. He raised himself to peer through the slats to find - before his very eyes - the Great Pyramid of Giza. 

				Upon discovering the access, Ezran ar-ranged a meeting with his inquirer. He had assumed it to be a man due to his regular clientele and because of the androgynously signed emails with only initials 

			

		

	
		
			
				but knew he had been mistaken when he saw a bru-nette standing in the threshold. 

				Ezran wondered about her and the en-trance to which she had eluded the entire way home. 

				When he arrived, Ezran entered quietly. His family was asleep allowing him to place the full bag on the table unnoticed. He left his childhood home before leaving without farewell 

				hoping they would understand. 

					and that he would not leave 

				his family 

				broken.

			

		

	
		
			
				V.

				Ezran and Armas met in the late hours of the night near a park at the far edge of Giza City’s ju-risdiction. When they saw each other, she approached him and greeted him.

				“Did you find your way alright?” Ezran asked, taking no time to start on their journey.  

				“Yes,” She replied, looking briefly over her shoulder as, together, they traveled to the edge to-wards a barren area with only sand and wind-blown garbage. Armas did not mention that she feared she had been followed. 

				It was an isolated patch of desert on the skirt. When he believed no one was looking, Ezran began brushing away the sand with his shoe until he revealed a small, square hatch.  

				“When I open it, lower yourself down,” 

			

		

	
		
			
				He whispered as he looked in each direction. Armas nodded and waited for his cue. 

				Once the entryway had been lifted, Armas lowered herself into the opening as Ezran kept guard. He quickly dropped down behind her and resealed the hatch. They stood together in the pitch before he pulled a flashlight from his pocket and illuminated the darkness before. 

				With the only semblance of life being insect casings on the sand floor, the halls concealed beneath the earth were silent and appeared as if they had been long since forgotten.

				“The passage is a few kilometers,” Ezran whispered, leading the way as Armas tailed behind. 

				She felt fear in her chest 

				but pressed ahead.

				They walked in silence until the passage eventually ended in a crass dirt wall. Ezran raised himself at the opening, looked briefly in both direc-tions, and then dropped back to the ground. 

				“We will be exiting this tunnel to connect to another further ahead,” he said before taking a knee to assist her. “You first.” 

				He boosted her through the hatch, tossed up her bag, before he, too, made his ascent. He rose from the desert’s remote opening to find Armas 

			

		

	
		
			
				standing in stillness before the megalithic pyramids poised in the distance.

				They stood like kings against the night, 

				as they had since Egypt’s mourning - 

				silent

				and in wait.  

				As he crossed the sand to hand her the bag, she, at first, did not notice his presence.

				“Have you seen them before?” Ezran asked after a moment of silence. Upon hearing him speak, Armas quickly composed herself.

				“Never in person,” She said.

				The pair resumed their trek and slipped beneath a hatch only a short distance away from the last. Ezran led them through the winding passages he had since assigned to memory until they reached barred slats with moonbeams leaking onto the sand. 

				Armas walked beneath, looking to the sky above.  

				“Is this it?” She asked.  

				Ezran nodded, “it is. This opens into the complex itself.”

				He reached into his pocket and pulled out a single key that he had acquired from a friend that 

			

		

	
		
			
				worked in security.

				“This is a master and will unlock any door in the complex, including The Great Pyramid’s main entrance,” Ezran said, “It’s about 350 meters to the Great Pyramid. We have a chance, but only if we stay low and avoid detection from the night watch.

				He said no more, took a deep breath, and unlocked the gate above their heads.  

				—

				A middle-aged man in uniform raced down a long, industrial hallway, slowing as he reached the end of its length. He gulped in fear as he raised a shaking fist to knock timidly on the only mahogany door present in the entire establishment. A booming, male voice sounded from the other side, calling him in. 

				He twisted the doorknob and stepped inside. 

				Seated behind a desk wearing a finely tailored suit and gripping a glass of dark liquor was a man by the name of Anthony Soltero. His employ-

			

		

	
		
			
				ee approached cautiously, still slightly winded from rushing to Soltero’s office, and spoke when the man’s eyes met his.  

				“Sir, I’m sorry to disturb you, but there’s been activity detected within the complex.” The man reported.

				Soltero merely swirled his drink and took a sip, letting a painful moment pass to allow the man time to wonder if he had made a mistake by alerting the highest authority. 

				“The same from The States?” He asked, finally, unaware of her name.

				The employee nodded, “Yes, sir, it’s the same, but she has another accompanying her.” 

				A small smile tugged at the corner of his lips, “Allow it. For now.” 

				Surprised, the employee agreed and quickly left the room.

			

		

	
		
			
				VI.

				The sleeping giants rested in the same posi-tion they had assumed thousands of years ago as four figures made their way towards the crown.  

				Ezran led a mad sprint across the desert plain towards the great pyramid’s northern face. Armas followed behind. 

				The barred hatch had opened into an isolated patch of desert near the eastern cemetery. From there, the pair followed a straight path, dipping into shadows and staying low to the ground to avoid detection.  

				The modern entrance was positioned a few levels above the base and required a short climb over the supporting limestone blocks. With each block being the height of an average adult, the megalith towered nearly five hundred humbling feet into the air.  

			

		

	
		
			
				Armas knew she was in the wake of time itself.  

				Ezran hoisted himself without detection to the first ascending block and reached back to assist his companion. They continued the climb to the entrance, taking special care towards discretion, knowing the northern face was heavily patrolled. When they rose over the last block, the pyramid’s entry - fixed in a small hollowing behind locked gate - could be seen. 

				They approached the entrance and Ezran quickly handed Armas the key. She accepted it and unlocked the gate before they continued inside, 

				leaving the world outside behind.

				The opening curved to a cavernous tunnel that the pair followed into darkness until Ezran turned on his light once more. The pyramid’s innards were like the halls of a cave with walls of stone and low bearings.  

				When they reached a point far enough from the gate, Ezran stopped and whispered, “Where from here?”  

					The Great Pyramid of Giza contained a select number of rooms, but Armas’s interests lied in one. 

					“The descending passage,” she responded, 

			

		

	
		
			
				her voice echoing through the limestone halls.  

					The descending passage - the pyramid’s oldest limb - was a path that had been closed to the public for over fifty years. Its steep decline led directly to a subterranean chamber deep beneath the ground. Much like the other chambers, its contents were shrouded in mystery.  

					Having previously memorized the mega-lith’s layout, Armas assumed the lead and guided them the short distance remaining. When they reached its mouth, Ezran shined his light into the square cavity to reveal only a small portion of the 300-foot descent ahead.    

					He looked to her, “Are you sure?”

					“No,” She responded, tying back her hair, “but I hope so.” With that, she asked for his flashlight and continued inside.

					The stone passage was steep and narrow, forcing its explorers into hunched positions and slowed pace as they carefully maneuvered down. Af-ter an impressive stretch, the subterranean chamber finally became visible at the end of the passage.  

					When they entered, Armas marveled at the peculiar and ancient space carved from the natural bedrock of the earth but continued forward. 

					Her hope lay within the southern passage 

			

		

	
		
			
				at the room’s far end in a small cavity at ground level with an opening less than three feet in height. When she found it, Armas removed her backpack and pushed it into the space.  She, herself, then began to crawl through the narrow space, all the while moving the bag ahead. 

				Though uncertain, Ezran followed behind. 

				The sound of their breathing resonated off the surrounding stone as they followed the passage on their stomachs for a little over fifty feet in length before it ended abruptly in a stone wall.  

					Armas pulled her backpack close and began unzipping one of the compartments to retrieve a bundle of white silk. As she unwrapped it, Ezran’s eyes widened in witness of its shape. 

				She paid no notice and lifted the box’s clasp and allowed the melody to resonate within the chamber. Like a spell, the sound moved through the ancient air, and the pair witnessed 

				the dividing 

				wall 

				fall 

				as the seal 

				was lifted 

				to another world. 

				There was 

				no wind 

			

		

	
		
			
				nor sound – 

				only black, 

				thick like paint, 

				that led straight down.  

				Suddenly a voice said from behind, “Well, all be damned.” 

				They turned and saw two men turning the sharp corner of the passage and realized they had been followed.

				Before he had a chance to react, Armas placed a hand on Ezran’s arm, and his vision black-ened as she pulled him down below.  

				They fell for a short distance and were greeted by hollow darkness, cool air, hard ground, and an expanse of chambers carved from the bedrock that spread in every direction. 

				“Hurry, we need that box!” They heard the men shout to each other from above.  

				As their pursuers, too, dropped down and began to search for the pair, Armas and Ezran hid and held their position behind a wall to divert their enemy’s attention. After their footsteps faded in false direction, Armas pulled a compass from her bag and handed it to Ezran.

			

		

	
		
			
				“We are to travel south,” she whispered, “to

				a stream. Can you find it?”   

				He cleared his mind with no more time to question and began forging through the passages as if their lives depended on it. 

				And in truth, they did. 

				They weaved the southern bound shafts, and with a chance that felt only slim, he led them down a branch in which held a clearing and an underground river. 

				At its end was a single boat and a single oar waiting at the edge. They raced ahead and had just begun lowering it into the waters as the men, too, came within range.  

				They fired at the pair to no avail

				for they had already escaped.

				Ezran rowed with the single oar until they were far from the mouth. Out of breath, neither spoke as the men’s shouting faded away.  

				Soon, the water became deeper, and the boat began to coast with ease. They maneuvered the underground stream following its direction several miles south with only the gentle resonance of flowing water echoing from the stone walls. 

			

		

	
		
			
				After a while, Ezran broke the silence between them by asking Armas about the item in her possession.  

				 	“That music box from up there... how did you find it?”  

				She hesitated before responding transpar-ently - telling him of her grandparents, of the story, of what she lost, and what she hoped to find. 

				As she told him, a wave swept over him in reaction. Something about her belief gave him hope; he couldn’t have described it even if he tried.  

				He began to see, 

				and he began to believe –

				he knew he’d do 

				whatever he could to

				return her 

				home.  

				“The box was given to me mysteriously after they passed,” She said in conclusion, “I never knew they had it, but I was always told it was the key to the labyrinth.”  

				He listened until she finished speaking before he revealed why he’d asked to come. 

				“Long ago, my uncle believed the same 

			

		

	
		
			
				as you - that there was an entrance hidden in the pyramid. He was an archaeologist who traveled the world until his death. When you mentioned it, I knew I owed it to him to come with.”  

				He continued, “But he told stories of other things - one being of an ancient music box that men have given their lives for and that some have even killed for -”  

				He paused, “A music box thought to be like the holy grail.”

				Armas didn’t speak.  

				“My uncle was searching for it when he died,” Ezran explained, “But was never able to find it.”  

				“Why did he search for it?” She asked.  

				Their eyes met, and he answered, “He also believed it led to a labyrinth.”

				They continued traveling along the length of the stream for hours, talking all the while, compar-ing their lives and dreams. Neither had any true idea of what they had talked about, and any attempt at paraphrasal would have served as an injustice. By its end, it felt as though they were friends.

				and it had fallen upon them by chance.  

			

		

	
		
			
				As they made their way down the stream through an unseen and open gate, the hours they spent beneath grew wings and advanced their travels. 

				Dark spots became visible within the pre-viously tan stone surroundings, and the numbers and placements increased the further they traveled. 

				Armas directed the beam of artificial light towards one as they passed to reveal crystals burrow-ing in sparkling complacence.   

				As they weaved along the stream’s walls en-cased in natural crystal formations, blooming through the ages,

				neither could explain 

				the phenomenon of witnessing 

				a honeybee 

				as it flew 

				soundlessly 

				before disappearing 

				again. 

				But the otherworldly sight 

				didn’t compare 

				to the staircase 

				just at the water’s edge.

				A sloped patch of stone composing a new passage floor rested at the end of the stream and at the staircase’s feet.  

			

		

	
		
			
				They unboarded, Ezran assisting Armas over the edge before he pulled the boat onto the slope. They stood side by side before they began to climb.  

				—

				After the ship had escaped from their clutches, the men remained trapped beneath the pyr-amid just below the southern passage’s opening. They placed a call to their supervisor above and waited in the hallows until he arrived to aid them from the depths.  

				Accompanied by four other men with tools and supplies, Anthony Soltero dropped to the tunnel system below to greet the men he had sent to follow the pair. 

					Still dressed in a suit, Soltero stood and looked around the unfamiliar space before approach-ing them authoritatively, “What happened?”  

					One man answered, “They opened the passage with the box. We lost them at a river leading south.” 

					“The box,” he asked, “Was it retrieved?” 

					The man apologized, shaking his head,

					“I’m sorry, sir.”  

			

		

	
		
			
					Soltero began to loosen his tie from around his neck and removed his overcoat before throwing them both to the ground. He rolled up his sleeves, looked at his men, and said, “Then I suppose we will need a boat.”  

				“Yes, sir,” said the man, “We will not rest until the box has been retrieved.”  

				“I will be retrieving it myself,” Soltero said, “And not a word of this to anyone until I return.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				VII. 

				The steps and its corridor, carved directly from the stone, spiraled several flights upwards and led to a large, twin door at its height.  

					Armas and Ezran opened the doors together to darkness and a soft, cool breeze as their flashlight, no match for the expanse, was only able to cast far enough to illuminate a stretch of marble floor.  

				Their footsteps echoed as they continued forward to find that they stood upon a raised platform with staircases leading down on either side. Without time to spare, Armas and Ezran quickly followed the balcony’s steep, right-hand path slowly, unsure of what awaited in the darkness below.  

				They saw nothing in the pitch until the flashlight was able to feebly grasp the mouth of two rows of towering courts – 

				six rows to each: 

				one facing south 

				and one facing north. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The Twelve towered hundreds of feet into the air, each guarded by their own colonnades.

				Along the passage of great houses, Armas kept close - the light a mere trace in the darkness. The two continued to a grand house at the end with features beyond their comprehension: ivory from which they followed down further 

				ever  

				more   

				to the same platform 

				but mirrored 

				and in the light of day.  

				As if by magic, a strange glow caught spark in the distance upon their entrance. It leapt and held in various positions throughout the space. When it had finished evenly dispersing, the graceful leaps came to a stop as the room swelled with light. 

				Armas’s hands began to shake as she stood 

				before the

				bewildering system, 

				“a work beyond wonder.” 

				With height that could only be measured in years,

			

		

	
		
			
				it was a grand labyrinth 

				beneath an opaline firmament,

				large and wild, 

				seemingly built in a mountains dream 

				where no dust had collected in its sleep.

				It was the second floor composed 

				on a scale 

				of ages – 

				it had survived the length 

				of every summer 

				and the course 

				of every freeze.  

				The labyrinth was built entirely of white marble with a simple network of halls connecting each court, including one main hall running in between.  

				Silent 

				with light in every room,

				it was a marbled, 

				martyred monastery 

				left in humble expanse.  

				Under the lights that lit the hall, Armas and Ezran walked spellbound beneath the artistry of a ceiling carved from a single stone. The pale depic-tions, with gold-lined accents, bled with rich color like paint in water and drifted as if they were in motion.  

				They continued between the illuminated courts to find all entrances remained sealed, spare one.  

			

		

	
		
			
				It was the second nearest in the northern row and stood marked with two torches on either side of the steps leading through its colonnade. 

				Just beyond the columns 

				laid the open entrance. 

				With no maps or landmarks, they crossed into a corridor and into a rainy season that froze upon the floor. 

				Its inward leading hall was tall and branched in each direction, taking them through passages that ended in empty rooms and upper floors with every element. Beautiful paintings covered the walls in addition to statues and temples, but after only a small distance, a distant glimmer caught Ezran’s eye. 

				He led the way through the winding pas-sages, following it as it beckoned him to the center of the court’s maze with its glow - 

				a light like he’d never known. 

				It winded them through the maze without end to a room draped in aqua stone glimmering its entirety with treasure. Gold, jewels, and coins covered the floor, acting as a shore to a shallow pool that nearly filled the second half of the room. 

				A narrow walkway ran down its center leading to a tall door on the far wall.  

			

		

	
		
			
				Armas and Ezran continued towards it but were stopped in place in witness of the ripples that began to appear in the water. 

				A pair of amber eyes broke the surface just before a large reptile slithered toward the couple standing upon the beach of its shore. 

				It was the most amazing creature either had ever seen - it was a crocodile with emerald scales: gems encrusted between the proceeding years on its back, a thick tail, and rows of keen teeth. 

				Characteristic of folklore and myth, it crawled from the water upon a nearby mound of gold, the pieces sliding like silt. 

				Protector and guardian of the barrier, 

				he relaxed his gaze, 

				and a lazy, mischievous smile 

				spread across its face.  

				“It has been a great while since any have passed this way,” the crocodile finally said with a voice like a silken lull, “but never have there been two.” 

				When neither spoke, the crocodile asked, 	“Seek you to continue through?”  

				Armas stepped forward, 

				uninhibited but afraid, “We do.”  

			

		

	
		
			
				 “Tell me,” it said, changing the conversation’s course, “what is your greatest desire?”  

				 “My greatest desire?” She returned, confused.  

				 “It isn’t riches and it isn’t gold as you walked past without so much as thinking of taking a single coin. Is it,” the crocodile considered for a moment, “Power? Fame? Perhaps love? A family?” Its eyes blinked, a translucent membrane flicking from the side, to look briefly to her companion. 

				 “It is different for everyone, and yet, it rarely ever truly satisfies.”

				 The crocodile continued, “You see, I have held many exquisite treasures, from all epochs of time, but have grown weary of the offers of men.

				 Kings have offered their crowns and even the royalty in their blood, wealthy men have relinquished every drop of their riches, but nothing could satisfy.  

				 If you can offer what it is I so desperately seek - a present - I will grant your passage,” It said.  

					Both knew he did not mean a gift.  

				 “We’ll find another way,” Armas quickly said.

				 “There is no other way,” the crocodile mused.

			

		

	
		
			
				 She questioned if he lied through his ivory teeth but knew in her soul that he spoke the truth.   

				 Ezran considered the crocodile’s request and won-dered if he could ever tempt the insatiable creature. He possessed little at all.  

				Neither of them did.  

				Ezran stepped to the crocodile.  

				He faced it, looked it in the eyes and said, “Satisfied, I gladly give my life for the reposed rose.”  

				“Why?” Asked the crocodile. 

				“Because I believe in light.”  

					Armas didn’t understand and attempted to intercede. It, however, was too late. The crocodile had already had his way.

				He smiled, “Very well, she may pass, and you will stay.”  

				When the crocodile finished speaking, the large door began to open, and he stepped aside.   

				Armas turned to Ezran and spoke with a soft voice, “I can’t leave without you. I won’t.”  

			

		

	
		
			
				“We came here for this,” Ezran said, “You can’t turn back now.”  

				“But, if I had known,” She began to say as the newly opened door began to close.  

				“It will only be a small cost,” He said, “Do it for the both of us. Go now. Find the truth.”  

				For a moment she hesitated, 

				before saying goodbye. 

				She wondered if 

				she would ever 

				see him again, 

				but she was given no sign 

				Armas made her way across the walkway, 

				leaving Ezran on the other side.   

				The door stood tall and wide. 

				She stood before its threshold 

				as she felt a chill that came from within.

				Armas looked to Ezran 

				a final time 

				before she stepped 

				inside. 

			

		

	
		
			
				VIII.

				She found it a strange sight to see, on the other side - wintry carried on the back of what had been the dog days of summer. 

				With the night dark and cold and moon-light dim like a blindfold, she could faintly see a path amongst a barren field dusted in snow. 

				It was winter in the seven heavens amongst a land of frozen myth, and in the ethereal cut of night, it drew out the last note of a long song. 

				Above the desert of white dusted darkness, she saw the moon - or lack thereof - through enor-mous eyes. 

				Armas stepped out timidly to follow and was swept into a windstorm. 

				With gusts made of glass, 

				the winds pushed against her 

				as she walked along the path – 

			

		

	
		
			
				suggesting with its force that, 

				perhaps, 

				she was not welcome.  

				Armas stumbled in the darkness – 

				barely able to see – 

				holding her bare arms 

				as she staggered in fright: 

				every sound 

				foreign 

				and of the night.  

				The snow continued to fall, 

				and the storm grew fierce 

				with no sign of 

				refuge 

				in sight 

				until a silhouette of a house 

				appeared 

				in the black desolace.  

				She could barely see its form 

				in the distance but ran to it – 

				hoping for shelter from the storm. 

				The closer she came, 

				the more 

				she recognized 

				its shape -   

					

				her hopes 

				sank 

				in its wake.  

			

		

	
		
			
				It was a Victorian-style home painted in a light shade of blue with a sun porch and a fenced backyard. 

				Not a single light escaped through. 

				It had been abandoned long ago. 

				It stood before a submissed, windthrown forest that whipped and bent; however, the last time she had seen it, the home had been positioned some-where that was lamp lit. 

				Had she known it waited for her at the end of the path, she would have gone through any effort to take a different direction - even in the dead of night - but, nonetheless, the wind pushed her towards the door.  

				Armas reached for its knob with shaky hands and turned it to find it was not locked. She stepped inside before the gusts slammed it behind. 

				Her childhood home -

				the one she had lived in long before - 

				was decorated in strange familiarity 

				and was as cold 

				as she remembered. 

				Past the porch and to the right of the door-way was a staircase leading to an upper level, and to the left, a living room with its furniture still in place.  

			

		

	
		
			
				She dared not venture up the stairs.

				Instead, she flipped the nearest switch to find the house was without light. Alone and still in darkness, she crept through the living room to the connected kitchen as the wind rocked the house’s frame.   

				It was a traditional kitchen with a sink, refrigerator, table, and chairs. A baby’s highchair sat against the wall with a missing tray. 

				She touched it as she passed 

				to a door tucked in the corner.  

				It was wooden 

				and cracked 

				from years 

				of attack 

				with a clasp 

				that didn’t latch. 

				It opened with ease 

				to beneath.  

				The steps creaked 

				under her feet 

				as she descended to a stone room 

				with concrete floors. 

				She felt a sense 

				of creeping dis-ease 

			

		

	
		
			
				when she reached its bottom

				for there was something 

				in the darkness below.  

				Armas turned quickly as she saw movement from the hollow beneath the stairs.  

				She froze as her eyes panned back to see the movement had belonged to a shadow. It was small and huddled beneath - its black silhouette, somehow paling the darkness it dwelt within. 

				Armas wanted to run from it or to turn away but remained in place when she saw how it quivered and shook as if it were afraid. 

				She moved towards it slowly as the shadow cowered against the wall. 

				With her heart beating in her chest, Armas crouched down and looked into the space to find she recognized 

				not just its shape, 

				but its face. 

				She saw into its darkness and saw it was her own. She didn’t turn away but instead reached to it as she tried to learn more. When her fingertips brushed the shadow, it returned a memory that had long since been locked away.  

			

		

	
		
			
				When she pulled back, Armas saw in the shadow’s place, a child where it had first felt primal fear.  

				She was filled with shame and sorrow as she faced the child she had neglected and abandoned beneath the stairs.  

				“It’s safe to come out now,” Armas whis-pered to the child, barely able to speak, “you don’t have to hide here anymore.”

				She stood to reach a hand to the shadow and helped it stand from the concrete floor. 

				They returned upstairs 

				to find 

				that the winter storm had stopped 

				and that the sun had started to rise.  

				“It’s almost dawn, 

				but do not worry 

				about the time,” 

				it looked to her and said.  

				Armas took its hand, 

				and, together, 

				she and her shadow 

				began to climb. 

			

		

	
		
			
				IX. 

				With lifted eyes and new light, Armas followed the path into the forest of a steep, cloud-cov-ered mountain. The sky was overcast and the air was silent as she was led up its spine. 

				She found herself amongst an evergreen October –

				threads of silk 

				and inlaid mirrors 

				cradled in 

				deep majesty -

				answering 

				in tones 

				of poetic silence 

				in build 

				of the next evening song. 

				Their colors were 

				a religious claim 

				of summer 

				and left drops 

				of autumn 

				on the floor. 

			

		

	
		
			
				The forest was thick and deep but showed no evidence of life. Sparing only the trunks of the ancient sequoia trees, its vegetation had eroded to brown overgrowth in seasonal transition.

				She trekked the first several miles with ease, but it gradually grew foggy as she neared the moun-tain’s midsection. After a time, white translucence filled the spaces between the trees and settled upon the ground. 

				Along the way, she recollected the memo-ries she’d retrieved in the basement.

				After miles of bending incline, Armas paused on the path, short of breath, and looked about her surroundings to find 

				the edge of a high cliff to one side, over-looking forest below, 

				vertical terrain and rooted time to the other, the direction from which she came behind, and the direction she was going, ahead. 

				She continued forward, 

				following without end. 

				The further she traveled, 

				the darker it became 

				as the trees densened 

				into a natural maze.  

			

		

	
		
			
				Before long, 

				the path she followed 

				had disappeared.

				Armas wandered until she lost all direction. 

				With no supplies and no light, 

				she feared the return of the wind 

				and a second fall of night. 

				Within the black forest, 

				she lost her way.  

				For the first time 

				in a long time, 

				she prayed, 

				but still, 

				nothing came 

				and she reminded herself

				that she had slipped 

				God’s mind 

				long ago.

				She thought of the baby - 

				her younger brother - 

				and in her despair, 

				wondered where God had been that night 

				or any night before.

				In the basement, she had remembered the last drive home, buckled into the backseat with her brother, and how she had nodded to sleep. 

			

		

	
		
			
				When she awoke, she kept her eyes shut for a moment to pretend her mother had turned the car back around to escape.

				They arrived to find her father inside. 

				His wife was frightened as he spoke to her

				drunk 

				and in anger. 

				He shook his head 

				and spoke in 

				fire untamed.  

				“They are coming tonight,” Her father exclaimed.  

				“You promised…” Her mother said.

				He shouted, “Don’t you think I tried?”  

				“I won’t let you,” She whimpered, standing between him and the baby asleep in its seat, “I won’t let them.” 

				 

				“It won’t matter.”  

				Armas sensed the danger as her father pushed her mother aside, picked up the seat and carried the infant upstairs. 

				Her mother followed after, 

			

		

	
		
			
				leaving Armas behind.  

				Afraid, she retreated to the basement alone and listened to the 

				house shake 

				with thunder, 

				and her mother’s screams 

				from the second floor. 

				Her first time praying 

				was on 

				that night 

				to the sound 

				of a manmade storm. 

				From the basement, she could still hear  

				footsteps, 

				shouting, 

				pounding,

				and the sound of three shots firing.

				Then the house was silent. 

				She stayed 

				for 

				what felt like days 

				until a man in uniform found her beneath the stairs. 

				She was 

				the only 

				one who had survived 

				the storm 

				that night 

			

		

	
		
			
				and was 

				left to wonder, 

				all her life, 

				why she had been spared.  

				From that day on, she lived with her grand-parents. Under their care, her childhood somehow returned to sunshine, and it all faded away like sum-mertime fireflies - she knew they would keep her safe. 

				But Death came, again, 

				to shatter the frame, 

				leaving her to face 

				the storm alone – 

				with nowhere 

				else to go – 

				she retreated from where she came – 

				to where she’d always been: 

				the place 

				she believed 

				she deserved 

				to stay.   

				Armas struggled through the winding trees - searching for direction. Humbled by the ancient way of the primeval forest, she understood how centuries of empires and dynasties - in the height of their time - had fallen at its feet. 

				Hungry, lost, and scared, she fell to her knees. She cried to God, asking why he had taken the time to bring her just to leave her behind.  

			

		

	
		
			
				As she cried on the floor, she heard a whis-per through the trees. 

				 	Winter brushed 

				through the 

				dead grass 

				and leaves. 

				“Dear,” he said sympathetically as he wound a nearby tree. He slithered across and around the wounded arm of a low branch; his face ringed in a dark flame that could not light his eyes.  

				The place where he nestled looked like heaven - safe and warm. He smiled faintly and invited her to rest, permitting her to stay for as long as she liked.  

					“With all respect,” she said politely, 

					“I fear I cannot oblige.”  

				“Your decision comes in good sense,” he said, “But it is almost night - I pray you stay until daybreak. The mountainside is treacherous in the darkness, but I could keep you warm.”  

				“My poor, sweet child,” he said, pointing at her shaking arms. His eyes were still sharp and dark, yet his fire did seem inviting.  

				She considered before she said, 

				“I’m sorry, but I really must go.”  

			

		

	
		
			
				“It’s okay,” he reassured, “if it really cannot be avoided. Just know you are not the first to be led all the way here just to be abandoned in the cold. You asked that someone hear the prayers from your tortured soul.

				I have heard your prayers and welcome your grief as well as your darkness before my altar. Lay them down before me, and I will fill all your weakness with strength. Kneel at my feet, and I will see to it that your retribution is had. I can see you are a good and honest girl, but with me, you could be a woman who holds the world.” 

				He shared with her visions of raptures and of wicked creatures, 

				of destroyed cities,

				ceaseless war, 

				and demons. 

				It filled her with bitterness and misery and made her stomach feel sick. 

				She looked at him and refused, stood and turned back to the cold.  

				As she walked away, he spoke, “You have been warned. Know you will die today when I could’ve led you a different way – 

				to your kin,

				hidden upon The Cliffs.”  

			

		

	
		
			
				When she turned to further question, she found that he had disappeared and that she was, again, alone.

				At the bottom of her darkest hour, deciding somewhere in her soul, she may have been dealt a haunted house and a set of cards, but she had not come to die on the mountain in the cold.  

				She didn’t trust what the coldness had said but instead looked to where the sky should be and asked God to give her warmth, 

				“My body and my life are yours; 

				please just show me the course.” 

				It appeared to her in a mysterious way: a blue butterfly with shining wings. Though it was impossible, she followed it in faith. 

				It fluttered about and led her through the forest: beyond fog, cobwebbed trees, and to a hidden hill to where, at last, a light broke through.  

				She stood upon the mountain peak, 

				covered in a misted rain,

			

		

	
		
			
				and saw 

				 she had never 

				once 

				 traveled alone. 

			

		

	
		
			
				X. 

				The butterfly brought her to a cobbled cottage poised on the summit. Around it, the grass grew tall and green.  

				Though it had no door, a voice spoke, invit-ing her, by name, in from the rain.

				The cottage was warm inside with wooden walls and a fire in the hearth - something cooked in a pot over the flame, sending the savory scent of a home-cooked meal through the air. 

				It was cozy and quaint, with shelves of books lining the walls. Woodland creatures - birds, squirrels, and rabbits, skittered about: running along shelves and amongst the unique trinkets placed throughout the single room.  

				Two velvet armchairs were seated before the fire where the figure of a man stood dressed in a hooded, lapis robe - a sweeping beard running to his feet.  

			

		

	
		
			
				With a skeletal hand, he offered her a seat and food to eat before he joined her. As he sat, a cat nestled onto his lap. 

				He needed no introduction for her 

				to know his name,  

				 

				His presence carried its weight.   

				They held silence between them, spare the sound of chirping birds and crackling flames. He sat back in his chair, lit a long pipe, and told her the truth of twenty things.   

				“I was born on the same dawn as Life,” he began, his voice like sweeping fall, “to be her other half.”  

				He paused to reflect.  

				“Life and Death can be difficult to under-stand. More difficult, yet, is to understand a world where both exist in the same breath,” he explained, 

				“I know it has been for you.”  

				Armas shifted her eyes to the floor in shame, knowing he spoke the truth - 

				he knew her despair, 

				her anguish, 

				and her fear. 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Everything is subject to a cycle of give and take, for it is the nature of Nature. It can be seen in the passing of the seasons, from day to night, new to old, and between wrong and right. Not even the stars in the sky are spared, but wherever winter goes, spring is always there.    

				Just in the same, loss only exists, so, in the end, love may have her way. And love’s way is light. Life gives love, and She gives loss. She then gives a choice: choice of which material is used to further shape the world to come. 

				When adults make deals with devils,

				 it is often their children who pay,

				but we are left to ask: 

				will the coming generation inherit 

				their parent’s 

				virtues or their faults?

				We wish and take hold of the formless, and, through the storms, we reach for the tide - to chance - as it glistens like sunlight from the far end of a far dream where we desire to understand He who fashions all things. 

				Trust and know there is a sudden cathedral where matter swells in mountains and silent moments, spellbinding the faithful in autumnal knowing.

				Strength through pain, 

			

		

	
		
			
				a kind of softness 

				is creating 

				the perfect wish, 

				and all 

				you’ve wanted 

				all 

				your life.  

				You’ve been here before,” He said, “tomor-row morning, you will be shown you’ve been here before.” 

				He stood from his chair and motioned for Armas to follow. He took her to a long curtain near the hearth and cleared the foliage that had draped it.

				 “The world is soon to see the limits of love; that there are no limits at all.

				Grief and its sorrow 

				are the heaviest burdens: 

				each with the weight of 185,000 trees. 

				There are many ways 

				one can travel 

				but only one truth 

				in the hour of mourning.”  

				He pulled back the curtain, 

				“What is lost is not gone 

				and will always be found again.”  

				“Step forward towards a mark once missed, towards something gold, for on this side of the 

			

		

	
		
			
				mountain miracle and magic dropped a parachute long ago. 

				Those who search to seek wonderful things often travel alone - lashing stars, too, lie lonely in their claim - silent in their valleys of the vast, beautiful country. In this, the Father shows it is a good sign to be alone and that He will bring the completion of all that He has ordered. 

				Magic is secretive, and so is He.  

				 	The answer to suffering is the countenance of faith. Glory will rise from patience, aspiration, and toward effort and realization that the world simply cannot stay the same.

				 A kingdom will be established, and the Lion will lay with the Lamb, the ignorant will be made wise, and the wandering shall find safe haven at last.”

				“Your agony comes in longing for home,” 

				he said as she looked behind the curtain, 

				“Though you find yourself a long way away, know you cannot be separated from source or from what is eternal. 

				You will experience uncertainty, but you were called here to transform, to foster possibility and opportunity, to shift and evolve, and to bring to the 

			

		

	
		
			
				surface what is to rise.  

				Though you ask, 

				‘Will I fail? 

				Will I be abandoned?’

				Destiny is 

				listening to ourselves - 

				trust and bring your life to form.”

				 	It was dark, 

				but this time she did not cry 

				and willingly followed the tide.  

				 

				She did not regret,

				she did not mistrust 

				but asked, 

				“what waits on the other side?”

				To which he said, “a river that runs wide.”

				Armas stepped through into the darkness

					and allowed Death to illuminate the light. 

			

		

	
		
			
				XI.

				Beyond the doorway of the cemetery of dreams, she saw that, for a great number of years, he had been taking keep.  

				She had always wondered where the souls of the living went after they had passed and saw that they continued to glow and flowed to fill - to till

				and it was he who guided them home.

				They shimmered with a glow, unlike anything she’d ever known. They floated towards her, transcendent, weightless, and like bubbles, shining in the sun.  

				As more appeared in varying size and lu-minosity, they drifted and twinkled about dark space - lanterns against an evening sky. 

				She stepped through into three thousand lights - until fully submerged - to find what their light had kept. 

			

		

	
		
			
				In the absolution, the afterglow settled like glittering dew on a green-grassed cocktail of nostalgia. Armas found herself standing on a hillside surrounded by buttercups, yellow bells, and shooting stars.  

				It was someplace she remembered.  

				Under blue skies and sunlight, she turned to further view the flower dusted lands - sending petals into the air – 

				until every beautiful sight suddenly paled 

				in witness 

				of what she believed 

				she would never see again.  

				Amongst sun rows and sierra narrows, 

				she saw where every day went – 

				somewhere where the pictures were still clear, the weather less severe, and the fruit still ripe at the height of the divide.

				It wrapped like salt on her skin. 

				Somewhere more comfortable now - amongst the rise and fall 

				of the cards drawn -

				there they were 

				as if they always had been, 

				standing hand in hand 

				in the distance. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Oh, how she had cried 

				in showers of rain 

				in her search 

				for life 

				beyond the grey,  

				and yet somehow 

				they were how 

				she truly remembered 

				them to be: 

				her grandmother with 

				long, 

				red 

				hair

				catching 

				reflections of the sun 

				 	and her grandfather

				 tall 

				and 

				strong

				catching reflections of the sun.

				Neither in pain or 

				hospital wires. 

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				They were together, and there they waited for her in an eternal blush of spring.    

				Armas stood before them in the Great Un-certain with tears in her eyes, tightness in her throat, and memory of how she’d ached.  When she 

				tried to speak, nothing came. 

				Instead, her words were swept away. 

				Had she been able, 

				she would have thanked them: 

				for all they had done 

				and for all they had given.  

				They looked to her and smiled because they knew.  

				Her grandmother then gestured for her to follow as she walked to the top of the hill.  From its height, Armas could see an endless plain separated into two halves.  

				The half in which they stood bore green grass that flowed until it stopped abruptly at an icy river.  Beyond its waters resided the other half - a treacherous land with a tall, dark mountain. 

				But, when she turned,

				to view the entirety 

				of where she stood, 

				she saw the most beautiful land 

			

		

	
		
			
				in all the world 

				and in all the skies – 

				it was heaven 

				and glory on high.  

				She looked down the hillside and saw apple trees, grapes on vines, and twilight with dust upon its roots. 

				The second half was a garden that rolled in shades of summer. Through the valleys were rivers of oil and wine, honey and cream -

				each flowed from the base 

				of a grand birch tree.  

				It stood as the most magnificent tree in all the world with its trunk composed of two merged, helixed boles that spiraled into branches of dark green leaves.

				Upon first sight, 

				Armas knew 

				she was to make 

				her way 

				to The Great Tree.  

				Though she wished she could stay forever, she knew there was more for her to do.  

				She also knew - this time with certainty - 

			

		

	
		
			
				that she would see them again.

				 	Armas hugged her grandparents goodbye

				before she topped the hill to the valley

				and returned them 

				to light.  

			

		

	
		
			
				XII. 

				Through thick color, she continued again. 

				She walked through the garden and re-sumed the path she had once followed, but, this time, without needing to look.  

				The garden hummed with satin winged butterflies and bumbled bees as they hovered over the deep-throated blossoms of the land. A sweet sound drifted through the air like wind through chimes.  

				  	She followed the last bits of sunshine past grazing topiary bulls and up a sunny slope to an or-chard of plum, citrus, and cherry trees. The orchard was cast to the backdrop of a setting sun - its colors all a rich shade of resembling.  

				The light was ravishing – 

				like angels pouring wine.

				She sat to admire it, tired from the journey, 

			

		

	
		
			
				and somehow fell asleep on the floor. As she slept, she dreamt. 

				She dreamed she rowed upon a mighty river with waters that were blue and exultant.  

				As she drifted by, the river enchanted her. 

				For a moment, she stopped midstream 

				to marvel upon 

				the light from beyond – 

				the stars in the sky 

				and how they filled it 

				with the light 

				of other suns 

				from a faraway time 

				like familial fireflies.

				She watched as 

				each and every 

				night 

				they united 

				to ignite 

				the sky 

				from across 

				incomprehensible divides – 

				through light years 

				and time – 

				in universal solidarity, 

				in proof there was life in the universe.  

				In it, she found hope that humanity could follow suit, for surely their distances were 

			

		

	
		
			
				smaller to bridge.  

				“But will I ever belong?” She wondered. 

				Her answer came 

				as the boat came 

				upon a bridge.  

				It stood grand 

				and tall 

				above the river – 

				carved of gold.

				 

				 Just before the boat floated beneath, 

				she heard a gunshot from above

				 

				when,

				from the edge,

				fell 

				a child 

				that could not swim in the flowing river 

				As he struggled, she saw Death standing upon the bank an equal distance away -

				his staring face 

				looked back to her in wait. 

				In the quick current, 

				he could no longer keep afloat. 

			

		

	
		
			
				As he sunk, 

				Armas dove into the waters 

				just as she awoke –

				yet, she remained in the dream. 

				A full moon, twice its normal size, laced the land below in silver and guided her as she made the remaining journey in bare feet. 

				She found it more 

				than she ever imagined 

				it would be.

				Fairytale moonlight swept upon the ripened plain. As night bloomed into day, she came upon a chapel with no church.  

				The Tree was so tall that its uppermost branches were entwined with stardust beyond the night sky. From the branches grew, like fruit, glisten-ing orbs mottling the Tree with light.  

				At the very bottom of the trunk was a door leading inside.  

				She was brought to a meadow before the Tree as forces were wrenched free in a devastating instance. 

			

		

	
		
			
				It was imperturbable faith – 

				God and angels in windblown space. 

				The hillside twisted 

				with the boles of the Tree 

				and invited her to listen. 

				Amongst the long narrow and below the night sky was an altar with a living flame. It flick-ered blue and shined like a star while it danced in the wind, its flames twisted and curled - wide and magic - around hips and rosebuds that didn’t burn. She approached it as it spoke to her with a voice that couldn’t be heard.  

				God Himself called from its roots and showed a miracle centuries in the works.  

				God said unto her, 

				“Long ago,

				 I saw what was 

				and what wasn’t, 

				and it is there 

				I built my church. 

				In the formation

				 of its valleys 

				and its shores, 

				I wondered 

				to realize

				what 

				light 

				is for.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				In the flame, she saw deep space. 

				It was 

				blue 

				bound 

				in brilliant daylight: 

					strange, 

				empty and full, 

				The Priest 

				of New and Old, 

				Witnessor of Will, 

				Universal Librarian of Names,

				Phantom of Antiquity 

				carrying Christianity 

				upon its back 

				in and out 

				of the cosmo’s 

				womb 

				and catacomb,

				to the torus bull 

				drinking from the light of day.   

				She watched as each morning gave fever to where it lay. Plunged into centuries and tunnels of silent fire with walls of night, transient time returned to the castle.

				 

				Exultant glory with tapered end, it was Almighty God, Living Law, and Principle Truth 

			

		

	
		
			
				speaking in tones of dawn. 

				Able to change or destroy and able to free, it was a sophisticated mystery: a well-hidden well and the opening to the stream – 

				nine, six, and five – 

				the residence of Monarchy.

				 

				A sandstorm in Orion’s alleyway, it was a cathedral and crystal ghost of a primeval forest paral-lel to June’s creation and to summer in the Southern Hemisphere.

				With kinetic energy one hundred times greater than gravity, stardust swirled 

				in cliffs, 

				in currents, 

				and in waves 

				toward the single valley responsible for the ancient heavens and for the turning age 

				From it came radiant warmth and the power of conquered gods singing in a lamented song in honor of The One True God.  

				It was prima black 

				and like a glass of brandy – 

				it was a north star 

				blowing 

			

		

	
		
			
				shades of plains 

				in a symphony 

				of daylight.  

				She stood upon its horizon where all time stopped and peered within the deepest desire to exist to see it gulped the cold air and filled it again.

				She gazed – amazed - across the plain of The Church as it rose in the pitch as a light at the far end of a warm swimming pool.  

				It was wonder – 

				it was 

				Jesus 

				born long ago 

				with roses at His hands and feet.

					

				It was dark and light against her cheek and met her in embrace as if they were old friends. 

				She followed the growing black along a distant track before it self-absorbed at seventy-seven around the one way eight.  

				Within the hole was old: a large, hollow, far ended passageway. It was unfathomably long: drowned in silence and the sea of time, sudden and heavy, 

				and reeled holy space back home to God. 

				There was light across the door –

				time seemed endless 

			

		

	
		
			
				and in a full blossomed whirl.  

				The Fountainhead stood with cut wrists, stripped, and gazing from the mouth. She watched as it grew out. 

				The closer she came, the closer she saw The Son, the Branch, and the Tree - where she stood - hanging in the eye of its storm and calling it their home. 

				The Son of Man 

				stood with The King 

				alongside fire 

				that didn’t burn 

				in a cuneiform pasture.

				The spring-fed throne floated clear as crystal and was propelled by a single oar - The Voice attached to the bottom of a river of clamoring stars who waited for their light to escape back into the world in honey dripped glory. 

				Spun gold, 

				warm radiance, 

				it was ocean sap 

				thick 

				with magic 

				pooling 

				and building 

				like heavenly gusts 

				of wind 

				above creation’s head. 

			

		

	
		
			
				From it came tales of inherent kingdoms, nature of soul and sea, the color of light in silk rib-bons that bent form and ebbed the glisten in silvery back and forth upon the extremities of the cross. 

				It shaped the formless into exquisite exis-tence as currents of water poured from the central nervous system of stars.  

				Seasons were made whole; 

				weight was absent

				 in the presence 

				of the crushing phantom atom. 

				It was impulse and desire made transpar-ent, 

				it was a mythical and elaborate system of magnificent ruff:

				blossoming rectification, 

				heaven rising from the ash in creative power of the unknown as it drew the sun across the sky. 

				She came to realize it was merely a petal of The Rose - God’s Eye in abstract point glistening and stretching 2000 miles wide. 

				“How old is it?” she asked. To which The Father replied in elegant echoes and angles at the height of His heaven-fall waterfall, 

				“It is the oldest edge of the sky:

			

		

	
		
			
				 immortal 

				and the same shape as time.”

					“What is it?”

					

					“Tomorrow Morning 

					and The Point of All Return.” 

				In cri du coeur and apathy of heat, it was the same dead star to wake Christ from his sleep. 

				In observation of his permeation, on the twenty-eighth, the place where Christ had laid was emptied and filled instead with The Lord’s fulfilled promises. 

				Within, His Son’s body was prepared for death before His Wisdom.

				“The temple will be destroyed, 

				but you will build it higher,” 

				spoke He to him 

				from a rosebush in the garden.  

				He heard His Word, and his Father kissed him on top of his crown where soon would be placed a garland of thorns.

				She was then told a story of the day in which six armies marched to trumpet sound.  

				At dusk, they finally halted. All commanded 

			

		

	
		
			
				stood upon the hilltop prepared to march the next day. Before them, God poured eternity, and they watched the Son move across the earth. A castle rose, and the message was carried from a flurry of dust. From it came the voice of a man in which none had ever heard but that all knew.  

				“The coming is soon, but on the day, only twen-ty-seven shall remain. May you know you are one of the many who shall stray if you find yourself in doubt of the words that I say.”  

				They continued across the plain, and it wasn’t long before the army began to yield to the forces of

				heavy loads, 

				increasing distance, 

				and clinging darkness.  

				Just as told, few proceeded in anxious await of the promise that had been made.  

				God decided long enough had they suffered counterfeited youth and mothers the loss of children. On the great branch, He - a man of spirit and fire - appeared and spoke to the faithful and the brave.

				They listened as He told the bravest of how they would climb the wall to bridge divides and speak to their brothers of God. 

				When it was done, they would carry His Word across the navy plains until the sweeping ocean 

			

		

	
		
			
				was no longer contained. 

				He spoke of twelve glittering worlds: God to be the captain of each of their ships.  

				“But we are greatly outnumbered and outranked,” They said.

				To which he proclaimed, “When I look to you, I see many and each of you with armored angels at your sides. They and those with hearts of Lions will guide you over and past the wall. When you survive the battle without the merest harm, you will find your numbers ever unmatched for you walk with the One True God, 

				and thus, your souls can never die. 

				 I, too, will go with you and, together, we shall show them light.»  

				The twenty-seven then obliged - 

				They did fear the darkness, for Christ was their light.

				They crossed the eventual flood plain where the water stopped. After a long series of dreams and without enough tape to measure the moment when it had all been submerged, He stopped them just beyond the other side. 

				The saints paused upon His cue and a force shined on them in twenty different hues. Their eyes 

			

		

	
		
			
				grew as it was the most marvelous sight they ever knew: 

				the King’s Angelic Commission. 

				All He said had been true. 

				They drew their chains in a whirl of wind, and they jangled as they burst on the horizon. They had been dormant in expectancy, stirring currents and looking down into space. In the air, they flew to the dividing line out and back again to mark it safe for Christ and His twenty-seven liberators to climb.  

				Upon the wall, they saw Tomorrow Morn-ing 

				and the point of 

					All Return

				and when 

				would come 

				The Time.

				He turned and smiled before He raced with them to the other side as the path before became paved in gold.  

				Beyond a fluid horizon was overwhelming thunder that rolled like a coiled hurricane with a blackened eye. 

				Upon the ridge, 

				they jumped into the trench. 

			

		

	
		
			
				As the horizon melted, 

				one moment drifted to another, 

				and the dark eye shut 

				as they fell up. 

				They floated along a sweeping highway in strange silence and wondrous, opaque glow from star to star - diamond suns - along an endless sea in unlimited space. 

				Everlasting God moved through their be-ings and, in a moment, showed the Past, the Present, and the Future as a whole, 

				He Illuminated light 

				and canyons of canons –

				it was pure authority 

				of The King.  

				In natural miracle, water to wine, 

				His Face was shown, 

				aglow, 

				and a window to their souls.  

				They kneeled and prayed - tears streaming down their faces - in awe of The Father in the center of the bottomless and deep great sea. 

				He sat beneath thousands of flowering rose trees, pouring light into the outer sea to ignite the stars with His Glory. 

			

		

	
		
			
				“My children,” said He, giving each a rose bloom, “Go and pour my light into new worlds and tell them of The Son of God and The Garden that illumines and tills the light. Spread it through the heavens and all the realms, lifting veils of night. Plant the roots firm and deep near the wells in which you’ve been brought. Travel with great speed and wake space from its sleep from beginning to end. All will know you walk with The True God, for you are the first and only to live and return again. The Messiah will walk each land and raise the cross. Know there is nothing to fear, for I shall always remain close at hand. Your souls will light their darkness and bring to them life.”  

				They were expelled, and the heavens clapped in witness of the glorious sight.  

				It was a miracle: 

				shining ornaments 

				in a cloudless sky.

			

		

	
		
			
				XIII.

				The finite universe was in the shape of an eternal hourglass, sifting the sands of time into motion and feeding the Light of The World down the throat of old-earth view. 

				In witness, she understood it was an intel-ligent plan to show God acted in defiance of natural law and that He suffered alongside His Son so love’s form could forever change.   

				There was no limit to His Word: it came in prophecy and sign, in teachers and scholars, 

				farmers and neighbours, 

				scrolls and lightning.  

				They had spoken of Him 

				across the seven seas 

				as well as the Son of God 

				and the Light of the World.  

				Yeshua had been worshipped 

				in ancient days,

			

		

	
		
			
				in different lands, 

				by different names. 

				Chapter and verse, 

				the open heavens had always been heard.  

				He shined in all the arts and every venture to all those who dared listen to His Word and the ministry in their chest, 

				blessing each with sacred work 

				to prepare for Kingdom Come. 

				It was in His story’s conclusion that she saw the Lord had more clarity to deliver, for no age could hear all at once. 

				Before the Messiah’s second come, 

				the Lord would remind Israel of her future 

				and the promises He made long ago.  

				Nevertheless, she knew she had struggled 

				in hope, 

				in fear,

				and in likeness 

				to confess,

				in all her life, 

				she had scarcely acknowledged 

				the Glory of God.  

				She fell to her knees 

				where He consoled her,  

			

		

	
		
			
				“The space between you and I has never truly been empty.

					4.2 billion years ago,

				 you searched for me and joined so man could see.”

				He commanded she look within the eye again and, amongst the solar system, she remembered her name like the opening of a lens. 

				It was -

				New Testament -

				The Great Recollection

				and The Key

				forged in every age, 

				for every door.  

				She looked upon the terrace in recollection of procession as He showed her the journey she had taken into the void – 

				a far and secret way, 

				along a road unpaved.

				In the darkness, she had found, under the branches of a thousand rose trees, a crisscrossing stream and the place where God lived.   

				In the Garden of Lore

				There sat The Lord 

				and around him grew the primeval fruit - 

				the dew of light, 

			

		

	
		
			
				dripping gold like pure syrup -

				from the buds of roses

				blooming in sing-song sway. 

				She took a pew before God where He touched His fingers to her eyes. 

				He showed old fashioned magic

				of light through a prism -

				a crystal chandelier 

				of revealed secrets 

				in frequency of ribbons,

				brilliant and white 

				with quickening pulse

				like oceanic tides.  

				He showed the beginning of life 

				 

				and how it was blind

				until shown a mirror

				and its quarter of the sky

				by rich compounds,

				rare treasures - 

				dual chemists 

				with desire 

				for more than art 

				but a holy church 

				for man on earth.  

				He then told the cosmogony of gods: 

				heavenly bodies

				with will of gravity - 

			

		

	
		
			
				the first being the second 

				to a creator of ninety-two vestiges.

				 

				Parallel lines 

				spoken in violet plumes: 

				They were

				God’s Word - 

				melodic, 

				royal, 

				blue.    

				He showed

				them,

				in their absence, 

				The Son set

				light into motion 

				with a rose crown upon his head 

				and how it would shine

				through ravines 

				and shades of night,

				through blood and bone, 

				and to the far side of time,

				to show man 

				Christ.  

				Then to her, God said, 

				“The earth called you to its holy hall: 

				a hill to be 

				swallowed by sea

				to bring a time where roses thrive, 

				a second youth born to truth 

				and glory of the divine, 

			

		

	
		
			
				for you were at the forefront 

				of the battle 

				for light, 

				knowing if you chose to go, 

				surely you would die.”  

				to which she replied, in another life,

				“Dead or alive

				all I have 

				is yours 

				open grave 

				I accept my fate -

				She buried me long ago.”

					She saw herself leaving the garden 

				 fumbling,

				 	running

				 through 

				traffic lights

				 at the speed of light 

				to return home to tell of all that was learned.

				It had been their spirits to see 

				the first church, 

				to stand as the first witnesses, 

				and the first disciples

				to deliver the turn.

				 

				She saw she had always been wholly given to the Lord’s generation and to his Son

			

		

	
		
			
				killed in battle. 

					

				The ageless immortals had taken turns in winning at roulette long before anything had taken shape or form.  

					

				When they stood together, eternity ripping oxygen between their ribs in a sharp position, they faced their destiny beyond the edge,

				it was he and she who gladly closed their eyes 

				so man 

				could witness 

				Divinity.  

				She saw it was within that very same valley that ships would set and where God would

					speak in silence 

				no more

				to the young warriors leading the day.  

				She opened her tear-filled eyes, and from the Tree, God continued to speak, 

				“In the darkness and fall of the winter, 

				man has forgotten that the Son will rise.  

				But He will rise, 

				and today is the day 

				that man will open his eyes.”  

			

		

	
		
			
				The gong of a clock began to sound and reverberate through the meadow.  

				“Now

				is Time.”  

			

		

	
		
			
				XIV.

				 

				God’s law was spoken into form, and with her assigned duty, she gave her word and returned with Spirit.

				It was difficult for her to say what His Grandeur had in mind

				but one thing was clear: 

				He said He’d set her free, 

				and He did. 

				Everything was in readiness.

				She ran with the sweeping wind 

				with light 

				and with darkness 

				shining on her 

				and dragonflies floating around her head. 

				Upon the morning would come a lavender 

			

		

	
		
			
				sun 

				in late October 

				for they were going back and forth 

				to come back around again.  

				The Gardeners waited for 

				her at the base of The Tree – 

				tall and great, 

				of every era and speak, 

				heroes of history 

				and doers 

				of the greatest deeds.  

				Amongst their numbers 

				stood 

				her grandmother 

				and grandfather.  

				The Gardeners smiled - composed of light and filled with happiness - as she, at last, found her way to The Tree and to The King.  

				She was pulled in by genesis and was as-tonished to find she had slept in and still managed to make it to church.  

				 

				Through the double doors was a golden, cruciform cathedral: a temple beautifully built for two strangers ever walking in elegant circles. They had built it many years ago to withstand all of time - a lotus bath built and claimed by light for The Son In Heaven so they could be forever close to His Divinity.  

			

		

	
		
			
				The walls were lined in exquisite book-shelves that continued upwards past an endless ceiling of cotton clouds. Every available expanse of shelving was filled with books beautifully bound. 

				Its nave was a dirt path with two grassen meadows on either side. Positioned in the ambulatory was a tall, grand, astronomical clock with multiple levels - depicting every element of time. Operated by waterwheels, its toll signified that earth had passed into the season of spring.  

				Before the altar, guarded by depth and time, 

				stood a golden pyramid hidden deep within the labyrinth. 

				There it had been stowed to rest, assumed to have been lost or destroyed.  

				At its feet stood Ezran  

				and he turned as Armas entered. 

				She had feared they would never see each other again, but in the time that had passed, she had become someone new. 

				 	She wondered how 

				he could still recognize her face,

				but as their eyes met, she knew 

				he must have climbed the mountain too.  

				Intoxicated by the glory of the mystical 

			

		

	
		
			
				rose, that night, he had also experienced the cross and the greatest cathedral. Like a wildfire, it had leapt into the temples and showed him tomorrow morning.  

				It had been a shot in the dark in response to an even greater light. 

				He wouldn’t have believed it had he not seen it with his own eyes, but it had been roses and ribbon all in the same day.  Not for a moment did it enter his mind to rebel against the decision, for, 

				though no details were given, 

				he could see 

				the same day, 

				the same moment,

				but seized. 

				God as their witness, it was the close of fall and winter.  He started towards her from across the room where they met in the turning of seasons, each exquisitely dressed for their return to home. 

				Moved by her fixed shape brought back to earth, he smiled and said, “it made me nervous to think of you as the one who got away.”

				In christening and magnetism, she looked up and down again.  The world slowed, the space was closed, and the door was opened. 

				Patient,

			

		

	
		
			
				tender, 

				and true 

				it was instinct 

				more or less assumed

				Before her, he opened the box she had left behind - it was honey, and for the first time in centu-ries, they were able to taste it on their lips. 

				They were great loves - the lion and the lamb - and in an instance came all the summers they had missed. With her finally in his arms, it was pure nostalgia, and it flooded over them as they kissed.

				That night, a strange thing happened 

				as the sinner walked in 

				on dazzling heat.  

					

				He looked up and saw from where Heaven came, and its ageless flame illuminated the room so he could see. 

				The stream beneath the pyramids had led him to the labyrinth where he entered alone. Soltero found the second floor and wondered where the hell they were until he heard the toll.  

				Only one door stood opened, and Soltero, without hesitation, crossed inside. He smiled when he saw gold upon the interior walls shining like fractured sunshine.  

				He followed the light to the central room 

			

		

	
		
			
				where he simply stood and held his breath in witness.  

				He had imaged the labyrinth’s shape and contents countless times, but when he saw it in the flesh, it brought tears to his eyes. Reborn in another body in inheritance From The King, he witnessed suspended sunlight in spires from which rose stories sung in half-moon curves. 

				It was celestial and the intersection of cen-turies - it was a champagne explosion garnishing the finest church flooding with river, garden, and roses.  

				It was a beautiful setting, 

				and he watched as they laid down their lives.

				With the clock’s final strike, the pair each placed a hand and, together, turned The Wheel wholeheartedly. 

				Somewhere 

				was a giant dam 

				holding them back, 

				but on that night, 

				it gave way.  

				As the wheel turned, 

				he asked her to dance, 

				at twilight, 

				after the end 

				of a perfect day.  

			

		

	
		
			
				On the bottom line of the divide, lost and found lifetimes swirled in currents.  

				Water surged from it as the mills caved, 

				and neither attempted to escape 

				for both knew why they had came.  

				A splashing stream swept before the wheel in the middle of the desert as mirrors reflecting pinnacles of light formed an impossible cross. He watched as the lion and the lamb stood together again in full-fledged spring, crowned in sky from the earliest time. 

				They were good friends with memories of another time deep down reminding them of when they had held it all in their hands

				so, 

				so 

				long ago

				They stood amongst the crashing waves with certainty they would soon find each other again,

				just as they had a thousand times before 

				in a heavenly odyssey 

				of hide and seek. 

				They glowed shoulder to shoulder after countless years with wide eyes and new hope in testament that love can survive the furthest reaches of 

			

		

	
		
			
				heaven and the deep dark oceans of time. 

				It was darkness into light, 

				drops of sun in every tear she cried.  

				It was magic, and everything changed 

				and proved to be a brilliant success with further triumphs to come. 

				It was church -

				a sacred mountain 

				wrapped in clouds. 

				It was a surprise - 

				the smooth rendering of fate. 

				and for the first time,

				they felt glad 

				for every unfortunate

				manner.

				Upon their opening of the barred garden gates, they were brought by the arm back to Eden. It was promised proof in God’s name: mutual friends walking across the fire without getting burned.  

				Joy and triumph, it was the pure sweetness of winning and the deep taste of lost years. It was a memory they had each learned by heart, and, togeth-er, they danced through the evening halls.

				He watched as God swept them into the 

			

		

	
		
			
				maelstrom in a ministering of a love that would light the sky. 

				In canon of the coming season, The Al-mighty God ignited the flame in holy communion. 

				They had never been married, but on that night, they were betrothed before and by The King.  

				They stood together before time, 

				and even after it blurred and faded, 

				they still remembered 

				the trace of the way back home in their bones 

				and in every time they spoke. 

				The truth of long ago 

				spilled over the brim, 

				and in wake of the metamorphosed dream

				came

				June’s July - 

				it was heaven 

				and a miracle of The Rose.  

			

		

	
		
			
				XV. 

				Soltero watched all he’d ever done swirl before him as the river waters swallowed him and the labyrinth whole. His conscience was weighed, and he made no attempt to excuse.  

				Countless many had searched for the music box since its inception, including Soltero, Soltero’s father, and his father before him. Nearly his entire lineage - from the very roots of his family tree - had participated in an endless search for the box - none ever to be successful in its pursuit.  

				He grew from a family with blood on their wrists from the edge of their own horizon - an ancient debt even their wealth could not pay. He was raised to revere the forces of darkness and of evil - he knew their strength to be real. He had seen it expose its face on many occasions and had long since accepted it 

			

		

	
		
			
				was the fate he had signed and sealed.  

				With access to unlimited resources, the Soltero lineage always remained close but ever far away to the music box - nearly all were driven to madness and to unimaginable extremes.  

				Soltero, like the others before him, em-barked on its hunt as soon as he was able to run.  

				For it, he had done many unspeakable things, but on one specific day, everything changed.  

					

				Through his own private work, Soltero received whispered word about the man believed to be the guardian of the box

				until the day 

				its keeper was murdered

				causing the box to disappear -

				never to be seen again 

				for nearly twenty years.

				It disappeared on a warm day after Soltero arrived in Cairo. He had followed the man in question halfway around the world in investigation, without authoritative permission, but by the time the man arrived in Cairo, Soltero was sure. 

				Soltero’s father desired the box 

				more than anything in the world

				and his youngest son craved 

				to be the one to deliver it to his door. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Legend had it that the box was passed from guardian to guardian. Soltero feared it was on its way to the next and vowed to do what was necessary to ensure the box did not slip from his grasp.  

				On that day, Soltero tailed the man as he walked through the streets and upon a crowded bridge with a little boy - about nine years old - as they each carried fishing poles.   

				They walked together, to the side of the bridge, where the man began teaching the boy an an-cient fishing technique. By the time they walked back across the bridge, only a few hours later, the crowd had dwindled significantly. When they stopped for a moment to watch the sunlight on the river waters, Soltero, at last, made his approach.   

				With a single shot and without a moment’s thought, Soltero watched as the man fell to the ground. Their eyes met for a moment over shouts and screams.  

				One hand on his wound and the other grip-ping the pocket of the boy’s shorts, the man urged the child to run. 

				Soltero pursued the boy, unnoticed, through the commotion - cornering him eventually near the center of the bridge.  

				The dark-haired child looked at him with wide and afraid eyes, but as Soltero backed him at 

			

		

	
		
			
				gunpoint to the ledge, the boy somehow toppled over the edge.  

				Soltero watched from the bridge’s height as the child struggled to swim amongst the swift cur-rented river. His arms and legs flailed until they could hold him no more, and he sank beneath the surface.  

				Soltero quickly fled Cairo - feeling sick and looking over his shoulder the entire way - and returned to his family’s estate.  

				Awaiting him in the study 

				was his furious father.  

				“Never in my life,” his father screamed, “Have I witnessed such disgrace to our name! The fact that you share my blood makes me feel ashamed. After today, you will be lucky if I ever call you my son again.”  

				His father’s words were the sharpest blade.  

				“I told you to wait, and now you have thrown away all I’ve ever worked for. You enjoy kill-ing?” he said, “Then that’s what you’ll get. While I’m forced to clean your mess, you will be sent to work for The Company out of country - 

				on The Cliffs.”  

				“Please, anything but...” 

				Soltero pleaded without thinking; how-

			

		

	
		
			
				ever, he stopped speaking in witness of his father’s reaction.  

				“Be simply grateful that, after this, I don’t put a bullet in your chest,” His father said coldly. “You will spend your life making up for this - you will pay the price in years - and any spilt blood will be on your hands.”

					Soltero began paying towards his debt in service of The Company. Later that same week, per command, he and two others pulled into the shadows of a lamp-lit street dressed in uniform. 

				The men were past the time they were due to arrive and entered the house without knocking. They easily found what they were searching for by fol-lowing the sound of arguing voices up a set of stairs.  

				Their orders were clear - 

				no one was to leave the house alive.  

				The infant sat in a car seat to the side while his parents fought - unaware of the strangers that had made their way inside. One of the other men raised his loaded weapon and earned their attention just as they ran out of time.  

				The mother made an attempt toward her baby but was shot from the doorway without warning. As she screamed out, her husband rushed to her aid.  

				One missed shot was fired before he met his 

			

		

	
		
			
				fate in the same way.  

					

				The accompanying men, experienced in their line of work, took no delay in placing a call to The Company’s local coroner, but Soltero felt so sick he had to leave the room to choke.  

				They laughed at his weak stomach and ordered him to search for any others.  

				Soltero found a second child hiding be-neath the stairs, but The Company wasn’t interested in children.

				She hadn’t witnessed, 

				so Soltero denied 

				any additional presence 

				and her life was spared.  

				Soon after they left, responders arrived.  

				It would read in the report 

				that there had been 

				three fatalities that night.

				Soltero felt himself drift below, 

				free of weight  

				as his lungs filled with river water. 

				In the surging trenches, 

				The Father called him 

				to proceed toward the high altar. 

				He was shown the little boy as he was 

			

		

	
		
			
				washed to shore further down the river and how he was rescued by a tall man and red-haired woman - who, unbeknownst to him and them, had come to save his life and to retrieve the box that floated to his side - 

				how they then returned home 

				to find 

				their own lives

				set on fire.  

				It was then that he saw it all revealed in perfect clarity and understood the aligning of inter-twined destinies.

				Barely able to face His grace, he knew he was the only to blame. 

				Ever inflicted by ceaseless war, he raised his eyes to the Lord’s dispose and received sight restored in observance of The Son of Man, the Right Hand,

				as he gemmed

				in heaven. 

				Towering beautiful and fair, God spoke to him from the oldest church, and he cried as he listened. He then extended His hand before disclosing His plan. 

				Soltero rose to his feet in commandment of The King. 

			

		

	
		
			
				“Oh, God,” he said, “I’m sorry, 

				please forgive me, though I’ve deserted you, 

				for all I’ve done - 

				I surrender to you 

				my flesh and bone 

				and all that I own.” 

				To which God said, “There is no need,” and helped his son to his feet.

				“You are forgiven for all you’ve done.”  

				He looked up, and The Son was in his eyes as He freed the chains from around his ankles.  

				His strength was restored, and he was be-stowed with The Rose and knighted by The King.

				—

				The ship-wrecked man awoke at dawn the next day and saw new sky. He was laying on his back in the desert, still blinded by light - a filling oasis at his side.  

				Amongst high tides, dunes, and the taste of salt, he found himself in the empty desert. He was covered in pre-dawn light and exiled to the right path by some kind of magic - by the sign of a cross in the sky,

				and a mound that had washed to his feet.  

			

		

	
		
			
				He brushed the sand away to uncover

				God’s heartbeat  

				and the song of creation 

				on the desert shore birthing new sky. 

				The refugee stood with his newly entrusted treasure, escaped the black suburb, and walked 38 miles through the recovered desert in search of light.  

			

		

	
		
			
				XVI.

				On that night, not only did the seasons change, but one of the world’s largest man-made dams was mysteriously destroyed. Its waters not only flooded the fabled underground labyrinth but, in part, returned the annual flooding of the Nile that had previously been so sacred to the land. 

				Soltero arrived back, keeping the events of that evening a secret, but on the third day, he revealed the truth. 

				The nation and the world demanded an-swers for the dam’s demise behind camera flashes and extended microphones. Soltero, a director in ancient affairs, stood dressed and in naked flesh before report-ers in the hundreds.  

				“We do not currently understand what caused the Dam to collapse but have a team working to properly assess and determine its demise,” He admitted.

				The crowd chattered angrily in response before he continued, speaking above the noise, 

			

		

	
		
			
				“However, in the wake of its destruction, it is my great honor to announce a pivotal discovery for humanity and its history. 

				The dam allowed us to discover sacred ground predating the cradle of known antiquity - an underground megalith and an apparent labyrinth that holds a structure we believe to be the missing capstone of the Great Pyramid of Giza,” 

				The crowd erupted into rapid clicks and shouted questions as Soltero spoke, “But in its discov-ery, two lives were lost.”

				He continued, “Know that I am mere-ly a mouthpiece as I tell you of the wonders they discovered. It is difficult to comprehend what they unearthed and put into words what I have witnessed. 

				My brothers, I have seen luminous beauty and a man - a Prince, a teacher, and a friend - who, from the black, brought back light. 

				It is He who holds the answers to those secrets: of the whirlpools breathing in space, of the archer in the hollow, and the columns that were plunged so they may rise again.

				But, I saw it all with my very own eyes.

				  

				He showed me that our time is not yet and that the glittering contrast above offers proof that 

			

		

	
		
			
				we’ve been taken in under His Own protection. 

				He has shown me this is all a part of an intelligent plan.

				In the darkness of the labyrinth, there was a voice in the pitch. Before the lighted window, I listened and heard upon the breathing breeze that is our century and that The Lord shines beside us with his arms gallant and wide. 

				It is in this age His Name will be remem-bered and spoken upon every pair of lips as we look into the glass to find where the Palace lies. 

				Upon laying eyes on The Father and His House in its concrete and abstract dream at the mouth of The Creek weaved by God - from where we were gifted honeybees, singing nature, and the glory of Eden - there will be no mistake of His Glory.  

				Humbled by the amazing sound, all will know it is He who connects the planets and the stars.  

				Behold the Lord calling upon you to defend His conduct. The Son shines on the world, leading His children to The Promised Land - into open fields. The Lord calls His Prophets to the divide - to the glory of God - in kneeling form before the throne

				for heaven 

				will speak 

				law 

			

		

	
		
			
				from the mouth 

				of man.

				‘Listen, My Children,’ urges He, for, from the source of the River, there are more stories to tell of Thornes and Roses so duality may be led back home to God. He will deliver a variety of gifts. Listen, for it is your creations that will shape the future days. 

				Between 30 and the north at 8, is The Creek running on full tide. Write it all down, for it is how you shall find your way to the Lighthouse. With an elaborate map articulated by the poets, we shall deliver sunlight and roses as we sail the black desert, and man shall rise triumphantly, framing the image of God. 

				We shall know deep places, 

				understand centuries, 

				and our place along The River. 

				Strangers and adversaries, He welcomes you home and asks you to face each other as friends. In three days’ time, there will be An Act of Majesty in display of His Omnipotence, and, on that day, Life shall begin again.  

				From one circle came two lines that spun three diamonds for the crown of The King -

				I have seen the future, and it is taking place here and now -

			

		

	
		
			
				It has been since the beginning time. 

				Tomorrow is on the telephone, and it blooms like a rose; a tiger needs claws, but it also needs his know of 

				when to give, 

				when to take, 

				when to wait, 

				and when to go.”

				He assured them if they knew The Lord, together they could rebuild The Church.

				“The Creator wants us to reach to heaven - to the world. Change is a mysterious place: a great tower built to break so we may join our hands to lay the bricks of an even greater tower built of a mix of the same mortar and faith He used to create the world in seven days. 

				But in honor of the memory of the two that sacrificed their lives, I demand the labyrinth be publicly excavated and that the pyramid be restored to its entirety.”  

				With his final words, Soltero left the stage and was quickly escorted away by private jet. He watched through the window, holding the music box in his hand, as the plane began to ascend. 

				He knew as long as he lived, he would never be safe again, 

			

		

	
		
			
				nor the box as long as it remained in his possession.

				The jet took him to the other side of the world, where he traveled in the accompaniment of a man with an accent from the old world. The man consulted him and advised him where to travel next.   

				Soltero had done many things in his life 

				but knew of one wrong he could still right. 

				He knew that, somewhere out there, 

				was a boy, 

				now the age of seventeen.

				Soltero knew him to be the rightful heir and vowed to stop at nothing until it was returned.  

				The plane landed, but before he unboard-ed the plane, Soltero asked for the young man’s name.  

				The boy was still a child but would grow someday to be a man, 

				and it was he

				who would show the way

				to the great plain.  

				He had long since been chosen, and Soltero would not rest until the box was in his hands. 

			

		

	
		
			
				When Soltero finally exited the plane, he drove through the countryside and entered through brambled gates.  

				He followed the path through God’s Coun-try to a mountain covered in roses - wild and divine - and on that day, he began his climb:

				his body a temple 

				to the spirit of God 

				in Passover and deliverance

				to the fullness of time

				on the hillside of All Return.  

				While he searched, the words he spoke to the public were to be met with reception, and the climax would come with perfect discipline. 

				The world stood a mess 

				but possessed all the qualities of success.  

				 	Its inhabitants would commit to great labor until they discovered and drained the structure. They would take tremendous effort in attempting to 

				understand its anatomy, 

				crystalized doctrines, 

				and manuscripts -

				 	work of the greatest time designed to leave modern science and philosophy astonished.

			

		

	
		
			
				They would gather together in its discovery and providence of unspeakable advancement: the curing of cancer, material, and compound. 

				Upon looking through the glass, scientists will gasp and weep in witness of their underestima-tion of The Almighty God as His particles flood into the universe in immense violet waves. 

				 	The human race would come to find themselves in a holy new age and would rise together with a passion that fueled the salvation of days, and in the transient change, they would come incredible distances to wander the maze – 

				to climb the mountain range dressed in 

				wild roses 

				and receding waves.

				They would recognize 

				His lost love 

				and would begin to make 

				a second, 

				open Bible 

				as more Spoken Word 

				is revealed in time, 

				per vein. 

				They would find 

				they had long since been saved.  

				It would not be without opposition

				but the brave were not afraid and knew

				the dark caves of night

			

		

	
		
			
				were no match for love 

				or the swelling light.

				They would reach for new heights beauti-fully arrayed - 

				past the line,

				past black fire - 

				to the throne of nobility in a meadow of roses.  

				It would take many years

				but belief would lead them to the open door 

				laden in gold - 

				to heaven and earth, 

				church and bible,

				perfumed air,

				sky on wings, 

				stars on strings,

				to horizons,

				and to giants.

				God would come 

				and they would be once more unafraid. 

				Leo would roar like a lion 

				as the sea freed him from his chains.

				Together they would tame the fire 

				with The Captain as their King.  

			

		

	
		
			
				It was all to come with time, 

				and would be 

				strawberries, 

					roses, 

				                  	and cream.  

			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			
				EPILOGUE

				Wild Roses is presented as a fable but much of its content is very real - 

				including, perhaps, the labyrinth. 

				One of the oldest living legends, the labyrinth of Egypt has been referenced and alluded to since the beginning of known human history with written, eye-witness accounts presented by reputable historians such as Herodotus, Strabo, and more. 

					Despite the incredibly detailed description by historians of the labyrinth’s location, architectural technicalities of its appearance, and known access points, the labyrinth and its secrets have never been discovered. 

				In 2008, The Mataha Expedition initiated ground-penetrating scans (conducted by The Nation-al Research Institute of Astronomy and Geophysics, NRIAG) near the Fayum Oasis in Hawara, Egypt. 

			

		

	
		
			
				“The results of the Hawara geophys-ics-survey [were] officially released for the first time in August 2008, by the NRIAG at the Workshop in Cairo, to the persons directly related with the Hawara preservate masterplan of the Supreme Council of Antiquities. The Mataha Expedition results were secondly published in the scientific journal of the NRIAG in fall 2008. Thirdly, all the Mataha Expe-dition research information was exchanged on the Public Lecture at Ghent University (October 2008) in the presence of the Belgian press. 

				The conclusion of the Hawara geophys-ics-survey is, however, still waiting to be international-ly released by Dr. Zahi Hawass, the Secretary Gener-al of the Supreme Council of Antiquities (Egypt.) 

				Since the release of the scan results at the Ghent University public lecture, Dr. Zahi Hawass requested [the Mataha Expedition] stop communicat-ing [their] results, intimidating the Mataha Expedi-tion team members with Egyptian National Security sanctions.” [1]

				Two years later, in June 2010, The Mataha Expedition ultimately defied these requests by publishing their results to their independently owned website, thus, making them available to the public. 

				In their conclusion, The Mataha Expe-dition confirmed “the presence pf archaeological features at the labyrinth area south of the Hawara pyramid of Amenemhet III. These features covering 

			

		

	
		
			
				an underground area of several hectares, have the prominent signature of vertical walls on the geo-physical results. The vertical walls with the average thickness of several meters, are connected to shape nearly closed rooms, which are interpreted to be huge in number. Consequently, the geophysics survey - initiated with the permission of Zahi Hawass the president of the Supreme Council of Antiquities, and conducted by the National Research Institute of Astronomy and Geophysics (Helwan, Cairo) with the support of Ghent University - can officially verify the occurrence of big parts of the Labyrinth as described by the classic authors at the study area.” [2]

				The conclusion even further elaborated that, “below the artificial stone appears, at the depth of 8 to 12 meters, a grid structure of gigantic size made of very high resistivity material like granite stone.” [3] 

				But, with the incredible discovery 

				came incredible emergency. 

				“In contrast to many sites,” the results read, “which are vulnerable to illegal excavations and theft, the labyrinth is contradictorily protected from illegal human activity by the saline water that destroys it. A situation we cannot push towards a next generation without presenting an empty box. Like all expected, hieroglyphic texts as described by the classic authors will be very soon lost forever, eaten out by salt crystals. 

			

		

	
		
			
				An archaeological rescue operation 

				will therefore have to be organized 

				to raise the necessary

				media attention,

				experts, 

				technology 

				and funds 

				to start 

				the drainage, 

				protection,

				and the total excavation 

				of the labyrinth of Egypt. 

				The Egyptian Supreme Council of Antiq-uities expressed their great devotion and responsibility by announcing the start of the actual renovate master plan for the site, 

				but as the labyrinth affects the whole world,

				we are responsible to support 

				this great country 

				that bears already the heavy weight 

				to preserve and protect 

				the remains 

				of a giant 

				civilization - 

				a fantastic country 

				with great people, 

				that is reaching a warm hand 

				to the rest of the world 

			

		

	
		
			
				to share this global human heritage. 

				The Mataha Expedition team therefore directs the need 

				for any kind of support 

				to all man. 

				We believe that humanity 

				reached the point 

				of civilization 

				to be able 

				to work 

				unconditionally

				together 

				at high efficiency 

				with the honorary aim 

				to protect 

				and discover 

				the colossal 

				stone book 

				that the ancients 

				built with 

				an unimaginable effort 

				of love, 

				to communicate with us 

				from the black of time.” [4]

			

		

	
		
			
				In the year 2021, more than ten years after the 

				expedition’s plea to the world, the labyrinth of Egypt has yet be drained or excavated.

				may humanity 

				now answer 

				their call

				 

				CITATION:

				[1-5] “Mataha Expedition | Hawara 2008 Labyrinth of Egypt .” NRIAG - Ghent University/Kunst-Zicht , 2010, Louis De Cordier, www.labyrinthofegypt.com. | drive.google.com/file/d/1YqntaYOhvSWA7fd3j-FYToPqx34odntjB/view?usp=sharing

				 

			

		

	
		
			
				visit:

				www.berkannawicks.com 

				to assist the Mataha Expedition 

				and for additional information

				For General Information About the Expedition, Contact: 

				Louis De Cordier – Mataha Expedition Coordinator 

				For Present and Future Questions About the Future of Hawara, Contact: 

				Dr. Zahi Hawass – Supreme Council of Antiquities

				3 Al-Adel Bakr. St., Zamalek, Cairo, Egypt 
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