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Chapter 1

“Eoss isn’t a comfortable friend; she belongs to the chaos, and she stirs things up.”

Alexandra nodded. She was sitting on her mother’s knee, wearing a white nightgown, and she had been trying to explain to her mother about the other world.

The world she saw in her visions was one where people hurried along pathways made from grey stone slabs and shiny metal shapes whizzed by on the other side of the paths.

Twelve years later, it was all the other way around. Alexandra lived on Earth, in the world she had seen in her visions, and she remembered having been somewhere else, up to the age of four. But the details had escaped her except for one name: Eoss.

She looked up ‘Horse Goddess’ in the public library and found Epona. It was Epona, not Eoss who was the horse goddess, and, officially, she was no longer worshipped. Cowboys in wild west films said ‘hoss’ which sounded closer to Eoss, but the correct word was ‘horse’ to rhyme with ‘course.’ Horses for courses.

***

Eoss was galloping across a field in the world Alexandra had forgotten. Someone had asked for her help to restore his settlement, and because she dealt with order as well as chaos, she wanted to help. When she arrived, the settlement was all scattered wattle and stone where the huts had been torn down, and clouds of dust lingered from the smashed boundary walls. There was grit in the air which scratched the face and nostrils of anyone there who breathed.

Eoss sought for people, to whom she would say, “Build! Start now and build!” Although it counts as order when you build, chaos comes first. It levels the place to rubble so that its complement, new building, can begin.

She headed for the stables and, mercifully, there were no horses left in them dying of hunger and thirst. There were no human beings around either.

If the humans had gone and had left some horses trapped in stalls, Eoss didn’t know whether the laws under which she operated, would have allowed her to unbolt the doors. She was what is known as an egregore, but she had not been developed from a servitor. A group of people had conceived her right from the start as a strong entity who serves many. This group knew one another only on what was called ‘the internet’ in that other world, the Earth.

Eoss had come here because there was no barrier to her passing through the vortices that lay between universes, and she felt drawn to this particular universe. Then one day, Sandra, her rider, had somehow travelled to Earth. Once she had arrived, she was, from that time, called Alexandra.

Eoss had no idea how her rider had moved from one universe to another, and it was perplexing the way those who called her Alexandra thought she had been there all her life instead of only from the age of four. Eoss made no attempt to move her again because she, herself, could gallop in both places, and as she did not understand the strange forces that had moved Alexandra, she thought it best not to interfere. Yet, she was saddened to observe that Alexandra often felt lost in that other world.

So now, Eoss was a rider-less horse, but she was far from lost: she always knew where she was going as she knew today, directed by a prayer rather than by a bridle towards the human being who had called on her.

She found him sheltering in a damp cave with the others from his family with him: a woman and three young children who didn’t look as if they could survive for long without better shelter.

“Build!” Eoss called out. “Start now and build!”

The human shook his head. “I have no materials with which to build and no one to help me build. There are no other survivors but us. We were outside the settlement when it was destroyed.”

“Go and find someone to help you: an ally, not one of those who destroyed the settlement.” Eoss was well aware that her advice was both blindingly obvious and impractical to carry out, so she added, “I will go myself and seek such a person.”

That was the human prayer answered, or was it? For it would not be resolved until she found the one of whom she spoke, or preferably more than one. There was also the question of the spark of power she needed in order to assist, like the flints these people rubbed together to light their evening fires. However, Eoss could play with time and that meant her payment could be pushed into the future, to be taken later. She didn’t like seeing it as a transaction, anyway.

She began to gallop, covering many kilometres in a few moments and searched for another suitable tribe in this country; primitive yet congenial to herself, on this planet primitive yet congenial.

Eoss found another tribe, although they were some distance from the stricken family. She was satisfied that they were not the ones who had destroyed the settlement as she could not smell the weapons on them, and she tried with both physical and psychic senses. She whinnied, and pulled one of the sturdiest young men, by the arm, with her mouth. “Come, rescue the fugitives.”

He looked around, shocked, and made a religious sign in the air with one hand. In his language, he said the equivalent of, “I am not riding the nightmare. Let the fugitives come to us,” he added.

Eoss sped back, not feeling any malice towards the tribe as they gathered around a fire behind her, smoking herbs in long reed-shaped pipes. It was just their tribal superstitions. She turned aside into a landscape that was a mixture of prairie and forests and accosted a shaggy beast with humps; a beast which looked a little like a camel but did not use the humps to store water. They were just part of its shape. She persuaded the beast to follow her and drove it back towards the demolished settlement.

When they arrived, night had fallen, and the woman and three children were shivering and sleeping fitfully under flat mats in the cave, while the man stood at the entrance, brandishing a stick, looking around him. He appeared exhausted but afraid to lie down.

Eoss went over and nuzzled his hand. “Ride tomorrow on my friend, Kell. Not on me; I’m not solid enough to take you all. We’ll get to safety.”

“That’s if we’re still alive in the morning,” the man said.

“Make a fire,” Eoss suggested.

She couldn’t go with the man to find fuel; it was an activity too rooted in the earth element, and all she could do was send him the courage and strength to do it. In the end, he moved away from the cave, leaving Eoss and Kell standing at the entrance and gathered firewood from a sparse patch of woodland that could be reached by crossing several of the stretches of grassland. He made a fire, and Eoss and Kell knelt on the ground beside it, while the family edged as close as they could, and the man pulled one end of a mat over himself and finally fell asleep.

Next morning the man, Pedro, lifted his wife Shaya and his children Robi, Rhon and Lita onto the back of the shaggy creature, Kell. They only fitted because the children were young, and Pedro strode beside them and led the creature with a string halter that he had made quickly from the edging on one of the mats. He rolled up the mats and asked Shaya to carry them.

Rhon and Lita, the two youngest children, were crying. “Mummy, I’m hungry,” they both said at intervals.

“We’ll have to find some food, Pedro, or the children will be too weak to go on,” said Shaya, watching them anxiously through her curtain of red-brown hair.

Pedro didn’t look at Eoss as they set out. The horse goddess often helped his people, but if the tribe who had attacked them had known that some of them prayed to her, it would have given them an additional reason to destroy the settlement and a reason to hunt down any survivors, which they had not bothered to do this time. They were better off trying to escape alone.

Eoss noticed his thoughts and moved away, and she told Kell to smell out some food, something like fruit or berries, and then to smell out the tribe they had been near yesterday and to head towards them.

Kell felt confined, unable to do what he pleased for several hours. He snorted hard and banged his head down so that it almost hit the ground. The family jumped, and the eldest boy Robi, who was nine, now began to cry along with the other two.

“Steady!” cried Pedro and shook the halter gently, and Kell settled down to his task of transporting them.

They stopped to eat fruit and to drink water from a stream, and then Kell took them across a rugged, open land until at last, many hours later, they reached the settlement where the other tribe lived.

It was a woman who saw them first. She raised her head from where she had been crouching, tending vegetables in an allotment field. “Strangers! Children!” she cried. “We must take them in. Children!”

Three men appeared at the perimeter wall as if from nowhere and appraised the family carefully. Pedro was still carrying a stick, although not as large as the one he had held when he was guarding the cave the previous night, and he quickly put it down. He waited until they were right by the wall and next to the three men before he spoke. The others in the family were silent, their eyes round, for the other tribe were darker than them with bronze-coloured skin and hair and they wore brighter colours.

“Please help us,” Pedro said, “our compound was destroyed by enemies.”

“Why did they spare you?” asked one of the men.

“They didn’t. We were outside; gathering pebbles and sticks for our children to play with.”

“All right, come in,” the same man responded. “Be loyal to us in return for shelter, then all will be well.”

“Yes,” said Pedro, and looked at his family.

“Yes,” Shaya echoed in a shaky voice.

“Yes,” murmured each of the children, looking down at the ground.

They were safe and grateful for it, although they still did not look at Eoss nor she at them as she hovered some way above the scene in the sky.





Chapter 2

Alexandra awoke and remembered she had been dreaming that she was travelling in a wagon pulled by a beast with shaggy fur and humps. The setting of the dream was strange: grasslands like a prairie at the foot of a mountain range. Alexandra lived in the city and had never been to the part of America where the prairies were found.

She so often felt incomplete as if half of herself was missing, and in this dream, she had been complete. Yet she was not herself in the dream: she was a little girl, much younger, with long, wavy red-brown hair that she could see hanging beside her face. She could also see the clothes she was wearing: animal skins stitched together with thread made from flax. It was like a character from a comic, a cave-girl.

The events of the day soon swamped her dream. In a few weeks’ time she would be leaving school, and her mother had got her a job in a shop until college started in the fall. What would it be like, to be out in the world?

In an internet group, loosely based on an interest in the paranormal, she saw a comment from a girl named Kathy. “I believe I was once living a life in another dimension. It was a completely different me. Then suddenly, one day, I switched to being here. It’s hard to find anyone I can talk to about it.”

Alexandra clicked and wrote, “Me too! I feel the same. But I can’t remember the other world.”

With the internet, you can talk about anything, find anyone. She made friends with Kathy and talked to her, sometimes, in the chat box on Facebook. But she still felt incomplete.

***

Lita will be my rider in Alexandra’s place. She will grow into the space that was left when my rider went away. Eoss said this to herself, to put an understanding that had come to her into words. She didn’t make it happen; it was as if the strange force that had taken Alexandra away, had also replaced her with Lita, and Eoss still had no idea what that force was. It was convenient because this would provide the missing fuel for the family’s rescue which had been deferred into the future; everything fitted perfectly.

She flew down to the settlement to observe Lita and noticed how Lita was tiny and vulnerable and it would take her a while to learn. Sandra had only been four, but she had been born into it, which made a difference. Lita was five, nearly six.

Here in her family’s new settlement, they used the beasts with humps to pull carts, and they put the children in these carts and sent them to a school at the top of a hill where they studied most days while their mothers worked on the land. The men still hunted, but farming had become important as well and took up a lot of time for the mothers in the settlement. The people called themselves the Keye; however, they didn’t speak about themselves much in the third person.

The cart stopped outside the school and Lita got out. She loved the sensation of flying up the hill and bumping over the stones, although these tame animals that pulled the carts were not as exciting as Kell. The people here called the animals ‘yetas’. Lita had wanted to keep the wild yeta, Kell, and take him to live with them in their new hut, but instead, her father had let him run away across the fields outside the wall and had told her never to speak of him again.

The school was really just a stone hut like all the other buildings, only much larger. Lita sat down on the floor with the other children, and then her brothers had arrived as well, and they came to sit next to her. The lessons were going to be about making pots to keep things in again; this would be the main lesson for quite some time until the children were contributing well-made pots for the adults in the settlement to use.

At first, many of the other children had stared at them and poked and prodded them because they came from outside the wall and looked a little different. But already they were more accepted. Lita hoped the other children would soon forget all about the way they had come in from outside.

***

Shaya was washing clothes in the river with some of the other women. “I think I am pregnant,” she said.

Kayli, a very large and strong woman, looked at her disapprovingly. “I hope not. We took in five of you which is already many; six is too many.”

Dola, who lived in a hut very near to Shaya’s, spoke up and defended her. “Kayli, no. We always need children. They are the river of life.”

Later in the month, Shaya found that she wasn’t pregnant after all, and she was relieved. But why should that have to be? It wasn’t fair. Before she came here, she didn’t care how many children she had. Children were happiness as well as the river of life.

***

Pedro was laughing with the other men as they came back from the hunt. He bound up the animal’s legs so that they could carry it; he had always been good with ropes, whether they were of hemp or flax or dried reeds.

“Well done, Pedro,” said Beeto of the deadly spear, and he sat down on the grass and pulled out a pipe from a pocket in the skins he was wearing. “I will stop and smoke here – why walk all the way home?”

The others kicked him, laughing all the while. “Lazy! Get up. If you want to smoke here where it’s not safe, do it on your own.”

“On my own? Oh, no – now you’ve made me get up!” Beeto leapt to his feet, and they all laughed harder still.

***

Lita woke to remember a dream in which she had been riding a white horse through the sky, passing through the middle of clouds and then streaking through the spaces between them in blinding sunshine. She was reluctant to tell the grown-ups; in her old tribe, anyone who saw pictures like that in their sleep was always accused of still being a baby.

Being Eoss’ rider didn’t confer any power on the rider; it only empowered Eoss herself when she made a connection with a human being. The human would simply have sentimental feelings as though she was their pet horse being fed sugar lumps in a field with a horse trough in the corner and healthy-looking farmers’ children scrambling over a stile. Nevertheless, in time, the human being would often become known as a Shaman.

After setting Lita down in her bed, Eoss scanned Lita’s new tribe to see where the Shamans were to be found. She soon picked up that it was men only who were allowed to be Shamans after smoking herbs with the other men in the evenings or after the hunt and seeing more visions of spirits than the rest of them had seen. Women did not smoke and weren’t expected to be spiritual leaders, and they could find themselves in trouble for unusual behaviour.

Eoss made plans to stick to astral journeys with Lita, and to let her think they were dreams. Sometimes, with primitive people like these, she could materialise enough for them to ride on her physically but that wouldn’t be appropriate with Lita.

***

Robi and Rhon were with Shaya in the hall of images. There was no school today for the children: it was a painting day. It was not known whether their people had ever painted on the walls of caves, for they had not found any relics from the earlier stage of their civilization. All they knew was that now they had progressed to living in settlements surrounded by walls, there was usually a designated building where people went to paint pictures, and each family was allotted some space on the walls. Eventually the walls would all be full, but this would take a long time, and if it was ever to happen, a second building would be constructed.

Shaya knelt down and her hair fell over her face as she picked out coloured chalks and handed them to her two sons. She would have to do something about her hair soon; most of the women here wore pins made of bone in their hair, which kept it swept back and tidy. They also seemed to have devoted more time to training their children in drawing, and she watched nervously as Robi and Rhon began to sweep lines onto the wall with the chalk and then scribble hard, filling in the spaces. Lita was considered too young to contribute drawings and was with Pedro at home.

“What is it?” a solemn-faced older boy asked Rhon.

Rhon smiled. He was a rosy-cheeked child who usually looked happy. Both boys had green eyes and red-brown hair; nearly all their old tribe had green eyes, and Shaya’s hair colour was distinctive and had been passed on to all her children.

“It’s a field,” Rhon said, “with choogs in it eating the grass.” A choog was something like a cow.

“Don’t just scribble to draw the field,” said the older boy. “You must draw grass, with small flowers and leaves in it.” He looked at Shaya.

“Show him,” she prompted.

The boy began to draw on a stone block on the floor, which was the equivalent of rough paper. That’s where Rhon should have tried first, instead of on the wall. But it was all right; the older boy helped him with making the scribble on the wall into a background and chalking flowers and leaves over the top of it. Robi watched too and they both helped the boy as much as they could, although they didn’t have his skill.

Shaya planned to have a word with the school at the top of the hill; her boys needed to be given extra drawing lessons. The old tribe hadn’t valued drawing and painting as highly as these people did; it was seen in a fashion similar to visions and dreams, as something slightly childish. Skills in war were prized the most, but it hadn’t helped them when the enemy tribe had attacked because they were greatly outnumbered. Pedro, as the only surviving man, was not well-placed to carry on their warrior tradition as his skill lay more in hunting and working with ropes.

After a while, it was time to go home and start the cooking. “Come on, Robi and Rhon,” she called, and took their hands.

“That was fun, Mummy!” enthused Rhon.

Robi said carefully, “Could I be a painter, Mummy? The elders here will be happy.” Robi was always anxious to fit in.

“You need to learn properly; I will ask,” Shaya responded, as they left the hall.

When they got back to their hut, Kayli was waiting outside with a stern expression, while Pedro stood sheepishly in the doorway with his arm around Lita, who was crying.

“What is happening?” cried Shaya, while the boys stood still and watched in silence.

“Your daughter has transgressed,” Kayli pronounced, like a judge giving sentence from on high.

“What did she do? She is only five seasons.”

Kayli continued to glare.

“Pedro – you tell me.”

“After you’d gone, Lita decided she wanted to draw as well,” Pedro said. “She thought it was not fair that only the boys had gone. She took chalk and stone and drew something just outside the door of the hut. Kayli came by and was angry. So I put the stone inside the hut.”

“Lita – what did you draw?” Shaya asked.

Lita’s sobs grew louder. “Only the horse from my dream. I was riding it – I drew it. Am I naughty, Mummy?”

Shaya looked at Kayli. “She is very young,” she said again.

“It is forbidden to draw the white mare. She causes trouble and change. Some have worshipped her: we do not. She is forbidden.”

“I will tell Lita never to draw her again,” said Shaya. “Be patient; my children are still learning your ways. I have to cook now. Pedro, Lita, boys – go inside.”

Cooking fires were always lit in the yard outside the hut, and the family would wait inside while the mother cooked. If it rained, they would build up stones to shelter the fire. It was too early in their civilization to have chimneys or indoor ovens.





Chapter 3

Alexandra was at her friend Rebecca’s house with several other school friends. They were lounging around, listening to CD’s and drinking fizzy drinks from cans, and then Jed, the boyfriend of one of the girls, called round and brought tarot cards. It was the first time Alexandra had seen them close up. Jed explained in outline what the meanings were and then did readings for all the girls. It was a laugh, and they all found the readings fairly accurate.

Alexandra was very interested. She liked the idea of becoming a tarot reader herself, maybe even a professional one: it would beat working in shops like she would be doing all the summer, and it would probably even beat whatever career they were going to steer her towards in college.

She told Jed what she was thinking, and he said, “You won’t become a reader all at once. There are seventy-eight meanings to fix in your mind, and they’re flexible meanings as well. They vary according to what you see with your intuition, and according to the position of the other cards in a spread.”

“Well, how do I start?”

“Best to start with building up that intuition – it’s the most important part. Meditate on each card and see what comes into your mind about it, and only then learn what it means from a book. The books will all be a bit different from one another anyway.”

“So, meditate how?” asked Alexandra.

Jed explained one method: you picture the card in front of you and see it as a doorway, and then enter into it.

As soon as she could, Alexandra began. She bought a pack of tarot cards, one of the most commonly used packs, out of some babysitting money that she had saved, and she began to work her way through the major arcana. She followed the method Jed had suggested, doing the meditation first and then reading the meanings in the handbook afterwards.

The meditations were like a new universe unfolding. Alexandra had a good imagination and could easily see the images in her mind, and The Fool and The Magician spoke and carried out actions of their own accord, like little actors in a film.

There was a break while getting ready for the prom at the end of term, which Alexandra and her friends all treated as a major event in their lives. They prepared for it day and night, leaving no time for anything else. Alexandra had a date, but he wasn’t a serious boyfriend; they weren’t having sex. She wondered when real relationships were going to begin.

When all the excitement of the prom was over, she went back to her studies of the tarot. She reached trump VII, The Chariot, which featured a chariot pulled by one white horse and one black horse.

Alexandra visualised the card in front of her like a doorway and went inside. The black horse didn’t do very much; he just stood looking ahead as if waiting for a signal to start pulling the vehicle. But the white horse did something strange; she reared up and unclipped herself from the chariot. Then she came towards Alexandra looking at her intently and spoke. “Sandra! It’s Eoss. Are you all right? How is it where you live?”

No one had ever called her Sandra. She didn’t think it was short for her name; Alex would be short for it, and Sandra was a different name altogether. But the name Eoss, she knew; it had always been there, deep within.

“So, you are Eoss? Your name is all I remember from the other world I was in.”

In her mind, she saw Eoss raise one hoof and felt her soft mouth nuzzling her ear. “Yes, you left me and came here. I’ve only just found a new rider. But they don’t want her to ride me – I’ll have to make her forget.”

“What are you talking about?” Alexandra’s vision dissolved into floating bars and spots; she couldn’t visualise for any longer and opened her eyes. At least now she knew who Eoss was, but she still remembered nothing more about the parallel world.

She wrote down what she remembered in a journal that she had started, and a week later, she tried again with The Chariot card to see what would happen this time. Again, the white horse detached herself from the chariot and this time she flew up a little way into the air; she was like Pegasus without the wings.

“Eoss, why do you need a rider?” Alexandra asked. She had been pondering the previous conversation and had managed to make more sense of it.

“When you ride me, you unite your energy with mine. You will lose a little energy, but not much – you won’t be tired. It is so that I can help someone. There are other ways to do it, like the fire, but in that other world, the people do not light sacrificial fires, or even candles. They only cook and warm the settlements and I can’t use their fire. So if I can find one, I take a girl as my rider.”

“Do they have to be virgins?” Alexandra didn’t know why she asked that; it just came into her mind.

“That is a superstition,” Eoss said, “and it comes from far back, from before I was in my present form. A story about a matchless maid and a unicorn. I don’t know why I choose girls who are still children; it’s something I do without understanding it myself. But it isn’t because they are virgins –they could still be riders when no longer a virgin.”

“So, I was a rider, and my name was Sandra?”

“Yes.”

“Who did we help?”

“Those who prayed.”

“Are you a god?”

“They say so. But they fear me.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” Eoss tossed her head and mane and galloped towards the horizon, and then she stopped and looked back and said, “I also don’t know how far you can follow me when we’re inside a card, but we can meet here and talk, and be happy, like we were before.”

Alexandra’s eyes filled with tears, and the meditation dissolved.

***

Pedro was standing by the perimeter wall, watching Robi and Rhon as they practised with small spears. They were back from school and it was still light enough to go out in the open and show him the exercises they had been learning. In the old tribe, the boys would have learned first to fight with the spears but here, hunting skills were prized more. They were confused by having to unlearn the previous lessons, especially Rhon who complained about it. “Dad, why can’t I fight like before? This new stuff is too hard.”

“When you have practised many times, it will become easy,” said Pedro. He glanced away for a moment outside the wall, and he saw a movement far away in some bushes. It looked more like humans than an animal.

After that, Pedro kept on looking, although subtly, as if he wasn’t looking, like he had been taught. At last, one of the figures came into view just for a second, and he wore the clothes and ornaments of the Rayan tribe, an offshoot from the larger Gorra tribe that had destroyed their previous settlement. They moved like scouts who were checking to see how vulnerable the colony was.

Robi threw his spear a little too hard, and it grazed the wall. If it went outside and hit one of the scouts, it would give them an excuse to attack. The smaller Rayan tribe had not attacked anyone so far, but they might be building up to being as strong as the Gorra.

“Robi! Come away from the wall,” called Pedro. “Go further in before you throw.”

“All right, Dad,” said Robi. He always obeyed at once – a good boy.

Pedro told the other men, when they met to hunt and smoke. “Maybe we should think more about being warriors,” he suggested.

“There’s no need,” said Mua, the senior hunter. “We have our own group of warrior men who defend us. It is enough; the other men can do other things. Rayan have never attacked us, but if they do we have fighters.”

Pedro shrugged. “As you say. If I see them again, I will tell you again.”

Later when they were all walking back with their kill, Beeto came over to Pedro and whispered in his ear. “I will tell you something about Gorra and Rayan. They both look for people who sacrifice their virgin daughters to the horse goddess. When they find them, they kill them.”

Pedro was shocked. “No one does that,” he whispered back. “I have never met anyone who burns people and certainly no one who burns children. It is a lie.”

“We don’t know,” Beeto replied, slightly louder. “We don’t know all tribes, or how big the world is. They may have travelled and seen it somewhere.”

Pedro resolved to take the stone away from Lita, the one she had drawn the horse goddess on, and to smash it with a boulder. He hadn’t liked to do that before, to take it away from a child. But when he got home, he couldn’t find it in their hut. He asked Lita, but she would only say, “I haven’t got it anymore.” He hoped that was true, but decided to keep a watch in case it reappeared.





Chapter 4

Alexandra was making good progress with learning to be a tarot reader. She gave readings to her friends, and the meanings made sense to them. But her friends were all in the same circumstances as herself, teenagers who had just left school, and she wanted to practise on someone outside that circle. She persuaded Donna’s mother, Charlotte, to have a private reading one afternoon, at Donna’s house. It was a free reading; she didn’t plan to charge people money until she had learned properly.

Alexandra was puzzled by the King of Pentacles in an odd position in the spread. “There is a dark-haired businessman around who is causing trouble,” she said.

Charlotte shook her head. “No, there’s no one around like that.” She looked at Alexandra fixedly, her eyes hard.

“Oh, sorry. I must be wrong. I don’t know what that card means; it’s confusing.”

“Well, you’re only learning, honey.”

The next time she meditated, she asked Eoss about it.

“The cards will reveal secrets that people don’t want to talk about,” explained Eoss. “Secrets they don’t realise will come out in the reading. You must learn to recognise when they are trying to hide something. The King of Pentacles was a lover who has moved on now, but he’s still causing trouble.”

“I can’t imagine my friends’ parents having secret lovers,” said Alexandra. “They seem too old.”

“Do you want me to help you spot these things?” asked Eoss. “You could call on me when you do the readings.”

“Well… I’d rather learn to do it by myself. Isn’t that the whole point?”

“I’m pleased you think like that. It will take time, then. Just keep practising till you get the instinct.”

Eoss returned to the world she usually inhabited. She was having problems there again with men who wanted to persecute the followers of the horse goddess. The Rayan tribe were talking about Platara Mountain, saying that was where the virgin girls were sacrificed. It was an old Shamanic site which had been abandoned for eleven years, and they had been girl Shamans like the ones in the ancient Norse culture on Earth; not like Lita’s new tribe, where the Shamans all had to be men. The worst thing about it was that most of the tribes on the plains had never heard of Platara Mountain and wouldn’t realise the stories were false.

Eoss was fast losing her patience with them. It meant that she couldn’t help the Rayan if they were in trouble, and it didn’t feel right to be partial to some of the tribes and opposed to others, just as if she was a human with friends and enemies. Once again, she was glad that she was making Lita forget about being a rider in her dreams.

***

Alexandra realised that it had been a while since she had spoken to her online friend Kathy. She was busier now because her job in the shop had started this week, and it was a lot to learn. Was everyone as nervous as she felt in their first job? She didn’t want to look stupid, making mistakes all the time. A bit of relaxation after work would help.

That evening, she logged on to the paranormal group and was pleased to see that Kathy was online. In the chat box, she told Kathy about her new interest in studying the tarot and her ambition to do it for a living.

“Really, tarot?” Kathy wrote. “Way to go! You could learn magic. I can do magic – it’s something that’s been with me since I was young.”

Alexandra knew that a lot of the people around her were wary about magic, especially adults, who tended to be conventional. But after meeting Eoss, her very own paranormal being, she was more open-minded.

Kathy typed another message straight after the first one. “Here are some books that helped me.” About fifteen book titles and author names appeared where Kathy had copied and pasted them.

“All right, I’ll take a look,” Alexandra typed. “I guess tarot is magic. Where did you learn magic?”

“I just knew, from the other world I was in.”

“Do you remember the other world?”

“Lots of space ships there. I see them in visions, and I drew the logo they have at the front of the ships.” She sent a picture.

“I think my other world is a different one,” Alexandra typed back. Really, it had only been one dream, in which she had been the little girl who was riding up the hill in a cart. But she was sure the people were cavemen.

***

Lita had been riding in the school wagon again, and as she got out, she tentatively laid her hand on the yeta’s neck. Its fur felt coarse and springy and it didn’t flinch at being touched, although the other children never touched them.

Dola’s two girls Melia and Jella were in the wagon with her, but they were engrossed in conversation and didn’t notice what she had done as they climbed out and began running hand in hand towards the school building. Lita hung back, half-turned, and stroked the yeta again. “I wish you were Kell,” she whispered. The creature swung its head and snorted slightly, watching her, as if hoping she would feed it something. She closed her eyes and rubbed her face against its fur, lingering for a few moments. Then she turned and walked slowly towards the school.

After that, Lita often slipped round to the stalls where the yetas were kept during the breaks between lessons. She would speak to them softly and stroke their heads. Melia and Jella would never have understood, even though they had become her friends now and came over in the evenings to play outside the hut. It was easy with their mothers being neighbours, and their mothers seemed to get along well too.

One day, after a lesson about different shapes and sizes of seeds and which pots to store them in, one of the teachers followed Lita as she slipped out to the stalls and watched as she began to pet the yetas.

She beckoned Lita to come over. “Lita, we do not make friends with the animals,” she said. Her tone was not unkind, but it was firm. “When children are too much with the animals, the stories say they ride them away into the mountains, and into the caves full of hot rocks that lead under the ground. The children are lost to the air wraiths in the mountains or the fire wraiths underground, and never return again to their people.”

Lita hung her head. She knew not to tell the teacher that she had once ridden on Kell, but she couldn’t help saying, “I would love to have a yeta at home.”

“They are not for the home, Lita. For work only; like pulling child carts and carts full of building stones.” She leaned forward and brushed Lita’s hair gently back behind her ears. “I am glad your mother wears the bone slide now. You should wear it too, and keep our customs, especially the ones about animals. Come back to the class with me.” She led Lita back by the hand.

Melia and Jella giggled when Lita sat down beside them. “Were you running away, Lita?” whispered Melia. “The lesson is boring today.”

“No, I just went outside,” she whispered back.

“That’s the same thing!” Melia laughed more loudly until the teacher made a ‘shush’ gesture, and Lita wished she could tell her friends the whole story, like she used to in the old settlement. It struck her for the first time that the people she used to know there were all dead.

***

A meeting had been called for the whole tribe in the middle of the compound. Mua, as the chief hunter, was one of the two presiding over the meeting, and the other was Beirr, the chief warrior. Beirr was solid and muscular like a wrestler with a thick, matted beard; he stood up on a kind of dais that had been erected from two stone slabs, and the other villagers all bowed to him respectfully as they passed on the way to sit down on the ground.

There was no single chief; these two shared the authority between them, but Mua was treated with more familiarity because the men saw him regularly when they went hunting with him. Beirr was usually out of sight, training his select band of warriors.

Beirr brought out the large war drum and set it in front of him, but it didn’t mean there was going to be war because the fighters were not assembled with their weapons. Unlike some tribal peoples on Earth, this tribe did not drum regularly; if the men played anything when they smoked after hunting, it was reed flutes, the same shape as the pipes. This must be a special occasion.

Pedro and Shaya and their children sat quietly on one side of the central area, watching the proceedings. Maybe the Shaman would even appear. There was only one Shaman at the moment, and he was seen even less frequently than Beirr.

At last, Beirr raised his hand and called for attention. “All my people,” he said. His voice was deep. “We have agreed to enter into an alliance with the Rayan. They have watched us, and they do not want hostility. Our people and theirs need to grow and increase now, otherwise the winter will kill some and the animals will kill some, and killing one another will reduce us to nothing. The Rayan chief is among us as our guest – he will come out now.”

Mua turned and walked towards the small group of military huts that were reserved for warrior training. He went inside one of them and returned with three Rayan: the chief wearing dark animal skins and a headdress and two others attending him.

“I want this alliance,” said the Rayan chief. This was his whole political speech, for the warriors did not waste words.

Beirr and Mua took sticks, and both of them beat the war drum several times. “If you break the alliance, we fight. If you keep it, we do not fight,” said Beirr.

“Yes,” said the Rayan chief.

“Does anyone else want to speak?” asked Mua, looking round at the assembled tribe.

Beeto raised his arm. “What about the Gorra?” he asked. “Rayan used to be part of Gorra.”

“Our father tribe, the Gorra is, a big tribe now and they intend to wander,” replied the chief. “They have said that if they meet peoples unknown, they may fight but that will be far from here.”

“Good,” said Beirr. “No more slaughtering on the plains.” His glance fell for the briefest second on Pedro and his family, but he didn’t draw attention to them.

“It is done. The Shaman will bless the alliance,” pronounced Mua.

“Yes,” everyone murmured, and the children all craned their necks to see the Shaman as he too emerged from one of the military huts.

His hair was even more tangled than Beirr’s beard, and the skins he wore had bones tied onto them at many points and a very large pipe and flute tied on the left side. He looked reasonably young, what our world would call ‘the thirties’, but men older than that often lost their strength in this stone-age society.

He lit the pipe and began to chant while walking around the war drum and weaving smoke round it in spirals. Later, he left the pipe burning on the ground while he played the flute, and Beirr and Mua and the warriors played too. The three Rayan stood watching, smiling. Finally, the Shaman made some signs in the air, including the sign the young man had made at Eoss when she approached him. After that, he walked away and the meeting was over.





Chapter 5

Alexandra was reading in bed with the night light on. It wouldn’t do to tire herself out too much; even though there was no work at the shop tomorrow, she had weekend shopping to do. When you’re working, there never seems to be time to buy things like make-up; the list of things to do gets longer and longer while you’re waiting for a free moment.

This was the life she might be looking at as soon as college was over, and some day, (she hoped) there would be a man and children to fit in as well. What a grind! It would be more fun to be a card-reader and be free; maybe even go on tour with festivals or fairs.

The book she was reading was about magic and the tarot. It made sense to start by expanding on the subject she had already been studying before branching out into fields that were completely new.

Already Alexandra had noticed a recurrence of the theme of sexual energy being used in magic. Maybe that was what was behind all this ‘virgin’ stuff with Eoss. She couldn’t grasp whether sex would wipe the energy out, or whether it would provide more fuel, like the two halves of a nuclear bomb being joined together. She thought of asking Kathy about it, but her eyelids were practically closing, and she didn’t have the energy to turn on the computer.

She gave in and turned out the light.

That must be Kathy. Of course, you can’t always tell from the profile picture someone uses, but it looked like Kathy’s was a genuine likeness – and that independent look on her face really marked her out from the crowd.

Kathy was lounging casually next to Eoss, as if they were co-conspirators. “Yeah, I see. It’s… what’s that Taoist word? Jing. I’m good with recognising energies. Thought it was weird when Alex told me about it, but I should have known it wasn’t anything pervy. Ok, they’re little girls – but it could be anyone.”

Eoss stood with her neck down near Kathy, her silvery mane flowing over it in curls, although the two of them weren’t touching. “It’s only a little nip,” she said confidentially. “I need a word that doesn’t mean ‘bite’ at all, but you know… language.”

“It could be real funny if Alex tries it, though. Teenage girls and their horses… as soon as they hit puberty, they read all those horse books. Even I did, but I switched to racehorses. Told my brothers I could smash the odds and win every time. They were pretty excited, till they realised most of it was kidding.”

Alexandra was confused. Where was this? It looked like a meadow, but something was wrong: piebald spots in the air, and the ground shifting. Suddenly, she felt unaccountably angry with Kathy.

“When did I tell you about Eoss?” she demanded.

Kathy looked straight at her; it was like a laser slicing into her, piercing her soul. “Oh, yeah, time… Sorry, you told me tomorrow. I decided to hang out with Eoss now and see if I knew her.”

“I… don’t know where I am.”

“You’re asleep, kid. Dreaming. In my world, we always used to dream awake.”

“Dreaming?” Alexandra felt the panic rise. Her head ached, and the ground was moving even more quickly.

The next morning, she couldn’t remember whether she had awoken briefly at that point and then gone back to sleep. But she remembered the dream vividly. Then, five minutes after waking, she wasn’t so sure. It was ridiculous, like a cartoon, and some of the details were already fading.

Alexandra got up and went out to do her shopping, and later, when she came back, she logged onto Facebook. “Hey, Kathy.”

“Hey, Alex.”

“Only just had time to sit down – working girl and all that. Mom tidied up my room – I feel guilty.”

“Wait till college starts,” Kathy typed. “Exams as well.”

Alexandra hesitated then typed boldly, “have I told you about Eoss yet?”

“Can’t say you have. Tell me.”

“In my dream, you said I’d already told you, tomorrow. Do you remember that?”

“I remember something, but you’ll have to refresh me. I do a lot of stuff at night. My grammar must suck at night – ‘already told you tomorrow’? It’s like that old Nilsson song my parents used to sing – ‘I can’t forget tomorrow.’ Doesn’t make sense.”

***

It was Pedro who was the most affected after the alliance was made. Some of the tribe’s activities, like the agriculture the women did, continued the same as before because there was no need to change anything. The Rayan had their own farmland within the boundary wall of their settlement, where their women tended the crops.

Hunting was different; this was the area where it was beneficial to join forces. So now, every time the men went out on a hunt, they were joined by a number of Rayan hunters, dressed in their own tribal style and carrying their own weapons. Sometimes, the animal they killed would be taken back to the Keye compound and other times to the Rayan compound, and at both of these the celebrating and smoking and distribution of food were carried out in the same way.

Pedro wasn’t as willing to talk as he had been before, and he hoped he wouldn’t see a lot of ecstatic visions after the hunt in case he forgot what he was doing and revealed secrets to the Rayan. To support the alliance, he shared his knowledge of binding ropes with them, which made them into better hunters. Apart from that, he watched them carefully.

***

Lita was on a kind of vision quest. Eoss did not know how it had arisen; it was just something human that she allowed to run its course without interfering.

Once again, Lita found herself flying through brilliant sunshine; this time not on horseback, but self-propelled in flight into the mountain range, and on reaching Platara Mountain, she dropped to the ground among the piles of ash from sacred fires. A group of eight or nine long-haired girl Shamans were crouched in the dust, drawing pictures in the ashes with twigs. They had drawn trees, choogs, horses, yetas and the many wild herbivorous beasts that the men hunted. Bunches of herbs in clay pots were dotted around the clearing and piles of jagged, uneven crystals stood at the edges.

These were the girls from twelve years ago; Lita had gone back and entered into their time, and she inclined her head and greeted them with the word, ‘sisters’.

She didn’t have any real sisters; Eoss reflected as she watched from a distance. Families were smaller here on the plains; there were countries on the other side of the planet where ten or more children was the normal number, but the women’s bodies differed here and didn’t produce so many egg cells. Nature had evolved variable kinds of body systems in the different countries of the planet.

One of the Shaman girls indicated Lita with a sweep of her arm and cried, “It is she who loves the yetas! She who sees their gentle hearts that the others ignore. Hail to you, Lita.”

Although she had already greeted them without being aware of what she was saying, Lita now came to, and was puzzled. “Hallo,” she murmured shyly. “Where am I?”

“This is our home, Platara Mountain. You have come to visit from your own time. Come again whenever you like, and learn our ways. You are not too young to start.”

Lita walked around taking everything in, including the huts at one end where the girls lived, which were more roughly built than the stone huts in her settlement and were made mainly of wood. She peered into the fire pit that sloped down and led into caves, connected by tunnels that wound through the inside of the mountain. The girls wore skins like hers, but they had unusual possessions: musical instruments and bones, and everywhere were stores of plants and stones that had been gathered.

It all began to shimmer more and more because it was only a vision, and then it faded, and Lita rushed backwards towards her home and her bed on the mats in Pedro and Shaya’s hut.

Eoss was unfamiliar with the biological rhythm that wanted to send Lita to Platara Mountain at regular intervals throughout her young life, until she should become wise. She understood it less well than the biorhythms which caused some of the women to have ten or more children. So, she tossed her mane and gave up trying to fathom it. But she made sure of making Lita forget the trip she had been on, just as she always made her forget the riding.

***

Alexandra joined a new Facebook group: a chaos magic one this time. She was learning so much from the books and the people in these groups. The major adrenalin rush came the third time she mentioned Eoss in a discussion. It was a closed group, so none of the conversations were private; they were all on the open page.

The girl who responded was using a colourful name, obviously false, but that didn’t matter. “Eoss!” she wrote. “I remember that. We made her in that New Era sub-group. Dave painted a picture of her; I wrote a poem, and we each did a ritual at home. The next day, the main group page was covered in stories about horses. It was amazing. But it wasn’t twelve years ago – only seven.”

Alexandra asked Eoss about it. She felt as if she was spoiling the magic by analysing it, but the time didn’t add up and neither did the stories about the many other riders who had become Shamans, when there had only been herself and Lita.

“The time was out of synch when I moved to Lita’s world,” Eoss explained. “They have a different solar year, so what happens on Earth takes a longer time in that world. And the other riders – that was when I was in my previous form, before I was Eoss. I had a series of riders whose energy I used to grant requests, and when I became Eoss, I carried on doing everything the same way. It was only the words the humans used that had changed, and I ignored that. Why don’t you try and come through the vortex when you’re asleep tonight? Come and visit us.”

Alexandra shuddered. That happened sometimes in the meditation. “No – let Lita have her chance,” she said, putting on a confident tone. But she sensed that Eoss had seen her recoil.

***

It was evening, and the children had just returned from the school on the hill, brought back in the carts drawn by the placid tame yetas. They were beginning to run around outside the huts and play until it was time for the mothers to start cooking.

A Rayan hunter named Geed moved through the compound on the way to retrieve some weapons and ropes that he had left in one of the stores. Suddenly, he let out a loud cry. “This child! This child is a witch!”

All the people within earshot of his shout came running, including Pedro and Shaya, Dola and her husband, Kayli and Beeto. They looked to see who he was pointing at. It was Lita kneeling down in the dust, showing the stone with her painting of Eoss on it to Melia and Jella.

One of the men nudged Beeto. “Her family came from outside the wall. No wonder it is her.” There was a muttering, a chorus of agreement.

“This again!” exclaimed Kayli severely. “I forbade this picture before and it is still here. It has not been destroyed.”

Pedro put his head in his hands. “I searched for this stone to smash it, but I could not find it. Lita said it was gone.”

Shaya looked around, dismayed at the size of the crowd. “Enough!” she said. “Still you blame a child who is too young to understand.”

“We must call a chief!” cried Beeto. “Mua or Beirr, or the Shaman. For this, the Shaman is best.”

“Yes,” everyone echoed. “Call the Shaman.” The crowd was still growing, and the three children sat frozen in the middle, too frightened even to cry out.

Eoss sensed the excitement and approached, invisible in the sky. “I made her forget everything, yet it still wasn’t enough. I’ll see what they do, and then I’ll solve this problem.” She was her usual confident self; however, the family’s fear made ripples that threatened to damage her defences.

The Shaman was summoned, and when he saw the picture of Eoss, he went back for a bowl of cloudy yellow paint and threw it over the stone, obliterating the picture. Lita wept loudly, while the Shaman smoked his pipe and played his flute over her each in turn. On the day when the alliance was made, he had not spoken, only chanted, but now he addressed Geed. “Tell us what the Rayan know about this kind of witchcraft, for you have seen it and we have not.”

“The virgin girl will try to make her parents sacrifice her to the horse goddess,” said Geed. “If she does that, she must die. When we meet barbarians like that, in other parts of the plains, we kill the whole family. But if the virgin comes from our own settlement, or from one of our allies like you, she can be given a chance to repent and turn against the horse goddess, and if she does, she will be spared.”

“This is madness!” screamed Shaya. “I plead with you, leave my daughter alone.”

“Silence!” The Shaman raised his hand. “You come from outside. You are lucky the Rayan include you in the alliance. We will deal with the child the Rayan way, which is merciful because she may be spared.”





Chapter 6

It was Alexandra’s first psychic fair. She was keen to get this one in before college started in a few days’ time, because then she might be too busy. The summer had flown by and she felt ready to start reading professionally, although in a small way to begin with.

Part of the fair was out of doors, but Alexandra’s stall was in a tent, and she felt like a gypsy fortune teller, as she spread out a brightly-coloured cloth on the table and lit a decorative purple candle. Behind her, she placed a large card displaying the chaos star; she hadn’t told her parents that part, but hopefully they wouldn’t bother to stop by.

“Hey, you know there are Christian kids outside handing out tracts?” said one of the organisers.

Some of the people I’ve met would shout at them or even curse them, Alexandra thought. Not my style. She ignored the controversy and concentrated on the readings, willing herself to tune into people and their problems, and to care about what they cared about so that she could help them.

About two hours into the event, she heard a voice ringing urgently in her mind- Eoss’ voice. “Alexandra!”

A magician, she had learned, must always be the one in control of non-human entities. It was especially important when dispensing with the trappings of traditional magic: the triangle and the circle with divine protective names inscribed around it, and the planetary talismans fashioned during appropriate hours, and with much prayer and fasting. Without these protections, the modern magician must be of a firm will, and banish with laughter.

“Eoss, I told you,” Alexandra said in her mind. “I don’t need any help to do the readings – all my own work. I’ll see you later.” She pictured how crazy this tent would have looked to her if she had seen it a couple of years ago, laughed to herself and relaxed, then went on with the readings.

There was a bit of a lull after lunch, and then she found herself sitting opposite a client who was looking at her in a completely different way from the others. No mistake; he was flirting with her. Any other client she would have told, sharply, that it all had to be professional, but not this guy – he was too attractive. It wasn’t fair that he was getting away with breaking the rules, but she just couldn’t tell him.

A warm hand slipped around hers and squeezed gently. “Do I do it like this? Or is that palmistry?” He grinned playfully.

“You know that’s palmistry. For tarot, you cut the cards.”

Keep my voice steady. Maybe Mom should have come by after all. Or maybe not – I’m seventeen in two weeks; I can handle this.

The boy removed his hand from hers and said, “Okay, I’ll cut the cards now, but can I take you for coffee after you finish today? It’ll be good to unwind and tell me a bit about yourself.”

“Okay, I will,” she heard herself say, “I’m stopping at six. Now, let’s do your reading.”

***

Alexandra and Josh had been dating for three weeks. As they danced, Alexandra felt as if the disco was a hailstorm with bells ringing and wind tunnels whirling in rotation. It was too much all at once; the new lifestyle at college and a boyfriend. She felt that this was going to be the grand love affair at last. But then she wouldn’t be a virgin anymore, and she would lose her power.

This thought was so persistent – where had it come from? The chaos magicians didn’t teach that. Some of them believed in orgasm for reaching gnosis, or that couples could follow a tantric path, if they wanted to. But not this idea about losing power – she would have to meditate, and try to uncover the source.

Alexandra hadn’t done any meditation since before the psychic fair, and she hadn’t got back to Eoss to see why she had called. It would be best to sort out her own hang-ups first; they could cause problems. By now Alexandra had experimented with several other kinds of meditation besides entering into a tarot card. The one with a black mirror was good for revealing things.

After the dance, it was obvious Josh was disappointed that she didn’t go home with him. “I’m not ready,” she said. “Next time.”

“I hope so,” he said, kissing her goodnight. “We’ll be so happy.”

When she got home, the house was quiet; her parents were in bed. They probably wouldn’t have asked where she was if she had stayed out; they thought she was with friends from college.

Alexandra turned out the light in her room, lit a white candle and drew a basic protection circle with a small fancy dagger. It had been a gift from an uncle years ago, probably meant to be a letter-opener.

She did some deep breathing, closed her eyes and visualised a black mirror, and then visualised herself journeying inside it. She had acquired a physical black mirror too, on the back of a picture frame, but she found that the inner one was better.

It took a while to get into a light trance, but eventually she did, and then she saw a woman. It was Mother. But not her present mother – the original one from the other world. Her face was as sweet as on that day when Alexandra had sat on her knee, wearing the white nightgown. But it was a weathered face as well, the face of a savage wearing an animal skin. And what Alexandra had been wearing wasn’t really a nightgown: it was a coarse linen suit that her tribe used to wrap babies and toddlers in at night. She felt love, and then sorrow, for she knew that these people had been destroyed – all massacred, all obliterated, and the latter generations on that world would not come from them, but from the other peoples that had survived.

Mother had meant to help by teaching her that she had to remain a virgin to be powerful. Her people believed that sincerely, but it was a primitive belief and almost certainly mistaken. Hadn’t Eoss herself said that the girls could easily carry on being riders when they were no longer virgins?

That reminded her that she had promised to contact Eoss. But it was enough for one night; awareness of the massacre had left her feeling drained. She returned to normal consciousness, closed her simple circle and went to bed.

***

Pedro’s family were confined to their hut. They had to stay there for six days ‘for purification’ as the Rayan called it, although nothing was being done to purify them. Then they had to be driven out of the settlement and across country to Platara Mountain by their accusers, who would observe Lita’s behaviour there, watching for signs that she was asking to be sacrificed.

There was a lot of anger that first day, all sitting in the hut with nothing else to do but talk. “Lita, how could you do this?” exclaimed Robi. “I spent days learning to draw properly to please our new tribe at the next painting day. You know about the extra lessons mother arranged. Now they will never accept me, and they may kill you and then the rest of us.”

Lita didn’t reply; she just cried. She felt as if she had been crying for as long as she could remember, her eyes red and sore.

“It is no help to scold her, Robi,” said Shaya. “I too did everything to please them. Dola was kind, but most of them have never wanted us. They only want their own people. We should have perished out in the wild – with our tribe dead, we were dead as well.”

“Don’t say that,” said Pedro. “We may escape. If only they would tell her what she has to do to show she is innocent – but they will not say what it is.”

“That way they prolong our suffering,” Shaya said bitterly.

“Mummy, I want to go out,” whined Rhon. “It’s boring in here all the time. They must be going to let us out now.”

“No, not for many days. They are too cruel. Accept it, or you will feel worse.” Shaya took refuge in hating the Keye even more than the Rayan.

Pedro looked up, a sudden spark in his eye. “I will tell them the horse goddess saved us without us making any sacrifice. We gave her nothing; she saved us. That proves she does not want Lita. I will tell them.”

“No!” cried Shaya. “It will be worse. Never, never say we prayed to the horse goddess, or spoke to her. That is what they are waiting for to kill us. Never say it.”

Pedro had vowed to himself that he would not interrogate Lita about what had happened. But after being confined for a while, even his resolve broke down, and he asked her where she had hidden the stone with her painting of Eoss.

“I hid it under a pile of building stones,” Lita sobbed. “They forgot them and did not use them to build, and one was sticking out, so I hid my picture under it. I couldn’t give it up. I love the horse! And I love the yetas,” she added, feeling that it didn’t matter now what she said.

“Shush! Never say you love the horse – they will kill us.” Shaya began to cry as well, and seeing that, so did Rhon.

“I hate you all,” said Robi. “I wanted them to like me. I could have been a painter – or a warrior.”

***

After a good night’s sleep, Alexandra felt a little better. There were some hard tests associated with the unfolding of psychic powers: to be young and in love, and the only vision you see is that your race was massacred, and you were flung into another world.

Later on, she finally felt able to go back to the Chariot meditation in which she could contact Eoss.

She could see immediately that something was wrong. Eoss was agitated, trembling like an earthly horse and shying with fear. She was an egregore – how was it possible they could be afraid?

“Alexandra – help me!” Eoss pleaded.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Alexandra began to dread what she was going to hear.

“Lita and her family. They are in trouble because of me, and I’m trying to save them. I saved them once before. But this time… the same thoughts are going round again and again in their minds. They will be hurt. Their child will be killed. I can’t get through. You know what they want: a clear statement of intent for the help they need. But I can’t get through this – how do gods do it in your world? How can they help anyone? I thought these people were too primitive to get stuck in their heads, but it develops so fast. They have been shut in their house, which makes it worse, makes their minds go round and round all the time. Do you know what to do, Alexandra? Please help.”

Alexandra felt out of her depth. “I’ll… try and think of something,” she said. “What are they like, Lita’s family? Are they cavemen who run around with clubs?” She hoped she wasn’t trivialising the problem.

“A hardworking man who hunts to survive. A loving mother. Two small brothers, still only children. Lita herself is even younger – she turned six last week.”

Now Alexandra was angry. That wouldn’t help. But yes, it would. She remembered that when she did tarot readings and tuned into the client, she had to care more about that person’s problems than anything else, just for a temporary period so she could sense the answers. Because she had been one of Eoss’ riders, she was a Shaman. That meant she could train herself to care more than anything else about this family’s problem and to journey into their world to help them. But she couldn’t do that straight away – she was still frightened of moving through the vortex into their world, and it would take her a little while to overcome that.

“If you can wait a bit while I kind of psyche myself up, I think I can do it. Is that okay?”

“We don’t have too long. They could be murdered. But time is a little different there, which may help.”

“I’ll do it, then.” Alexandra came back, and again she felt swamped by everything that was going on. But she had to come through this.

***

It was time for Lita and her family to be driven out to Platara Mountain. An escort of four strong Rayan men arrived at the hut, their faces so stony that their feelings could not be read. They were carrying jute bags full of supplies and tents made of a linen similar to the one Alexandra had worn when she had belonged to one of the lost tribes of the plains.

“Come out now,” ordered one of the Rayan men. “We shall be travelling to the edge of the known world; the mountains we see rising far away from us. It will not take a long time; about three times as long as you spent indoors for purification. We know how to look after children on a journey.”

“Why must all of us go?” Robi asked.

“Shush,” said Shaya. “We stay together.”

“If the girl asks to be sacrificed, she dies and the rest of you will be exiled,” the Rayan answered. “Better if you are already outside.”

“We would all die, away from human settlements,” Pedro objected.

“Something saved you before. Repeat the trick again,” one of the other Rayan said mockingly.

The family said no more and filed sadly out of their hut in the Keye compound which had come to feel like home. There was a moment of pleasure at coming out into the fresh air after being shut indoors, but it soon felt like too much time outside, especially when it rained for a while. After trudging across the first few plains, the children became tired, and three of the Rayan men carried them and gave the baggage to the fourth. They appeared used to it, as if they had done it before.

Pedro’s family grew accustomed to the rhythm of walking, stopping to eat food that had been preserved in a store and to drink from streams, and sleeping in the strange linen tents. They did not speak much because they distrusted the Rayan and did not have their own language to speak in privately. The various peoples of the plains mainly all spoke with the same words apart from small variations of dialect, and they had not travelled far enough to meet people who used other languages. From what they had heard, even the Gorra had not yet met true foreigners and this was their purpose for going wandering – to carry on until they did, and discover what else was to be found in the world.

One night, when they were camped near a river bank, Lita woke up to hear a rumbling sound approaching from the distance. She crawled to the mouth of the tent and peered out. Now that they were getting closer to the mountains, the ground was bare and sandy with only sparse patches of scrub. She saw a cloud of sand-coloured dust on the horizon which filled her with apprehension.

Just then she heard one of the Rayan stir. He stood up, went outside and sniffed the air. Then he ran back, shouting and shaking everyone. “Get up! The telows are racing towards us and will crush us! Run!”

Pedro and Shaya struggled to their feet, confused, asking what was happening. The Rayan tore down the tents, tangling the ropes, and grabbing as much as they could, they started running. Pedro picked up Robi as he was the heaviest child, leaving Shaya to take Lita. Luckily, one of the Rayan remembered the duty he had undertaken and picked up Rhon otherwise Pedro and Shaya would have lost one of their children before even reaching the mountain.

The telows looked a bit like strongly-built antelopes and they were stampeding across this place that was normally devoid of human life. The Rayan could not outrun them but having done the journey before with other unfortunate families, they knew to head straight for a stretch of long ditches and push every human into the deeper ones until the animals had passed. Coughing and covered with dust, the children stared in terror and fascination at these unfamiliar beasts; the men did not even hunt them for food as they lived so far away from inhabited areas. The adults realised there would be other savage animals here which ate the telows as prey, but so far these had stayed away because the human party lit fires every time they stopped.

They had lost one tent and some of the supplies, and another tent was torn to ribbons, leaving only one for them all to shelter in. Pedro had been planning to fight if they were exiled – try to kill the Rayan and take the tents and food but now there wouldn’t be very much to take, and they were still a few days away from the mountains.





Chapter 7

Alexandra was falling deeply into a trance. She thought of Eoss’ new rider Lita and the deep connection between the two of them. She thought of Lita’s vulnerable family and got herself into the mind-set of caring more about their problems than about her own. Then, tentatively, she willed herself to move towards them.

She was moving along a tunnel, like the ones people describe during astral projection. But already the fear was beginning at having to go further than those projectors would travel: not even into outer space, or to Mars, or Jupiter, but actually into another universe. Wouldn’t it be easier to start with Africa or Australia? “Distance doesn’t exist,” she told herself.

She approached a spiral vortex, which must be the right one, because she felt strongly that Lita was behind it. Then, once again, distance definitely did exist, because what characterised it was a sensation of strangeness. That other place really was totally other. She pushed a little, but felt overwhelmed, and awoke. “Try again every night,” she said to herself, “and go someplace on Earth first.”

That was how Alexandra came to experience astral projection to South America. She floated over dusty squares crossed by straggling groups of people speaking in Spanish, their clothes a spectrum of every bright colour, and their animated voices, a warm exchange of ideas that she could have plugged into telepathically at any moment and joined in with the conversation.

She passed statues and fountains and so many churches with so many hundreds of Madonnas, each of them glowing softly at the centre of a rose and frankincense-scented cloud. The church bells rang and created sweeping oscillations that divided everything into two. Alexandra could tell that the intention was to divide into pure and impure; however, in practice, all it felt like was some regions where she could move around freely and others that were more restricted. Ironically, in the light of her beliefs, it was in the supposedly pure areas that she was unrestricted. The Madonnas were bathing her soul in the silvery notes of the chimes.

As Alexandra passed by convents with their heavier bells, she wondered what life had been like over the centuries for the many nuns here and, indeed, the vestal virgins, and temple maidens of earlier times and places, all of them dedicating their lives to an antiseptic atmosphere of crystalline refinement.

It was exciting that she had this ability; it must be because she had been a rider, but it seemed unfair that no sooner had she discovered her talent than she had to pass the test of travelling to an alternative universe. Even online, not many people spoke about the spiral vortices, and even those who did, said things like, “I saw this thing, and it must prove that quantum physics is right. Hang on, though – I’m not sure if it proves that or not.” It wasn’t exactly a field where there was clear information to be had.

There was also the worry about being disturbed; even though she had locked her door and turned off her phone, her parents were in the house and there could be some emergency in which they would need to wake her. Then if she was to start sleeping at Josh’s place… It would be a lot for him to take in, one minute just tarot and the next a great leap to inter-dimensional travel. He might think she was weird, and he could easily wake her up by mistake.

Maybe Kathy would know some techniques; after all, she had been with Eoss in the dream. Although it hadn’t seemed to be taking place in Lita’s world, more a kind of limbo which was outside time and space. Back in the Earth plane, on her computer, Alexandra asked Kathy about it.

“Since I came in contact with chaos magic, I use sigils,” Kathy wrote. “There are two sigils I use for what you’re talking about: one for journeys and the other for holding things off; when you want someone to stop, go away and not wake you up. I’ll send them, so you can try them out. But you have to do stuff with your mind as well. Draw the one for journeys where you’re sitting or lying, then visualise it as well, and don’t see anything else, and be relaxed and confident.” It was never as simple as just a diagram.

Because she had previously reached the vortex without any help, Alexandra decided to vary it a little and draw Kathy’s journeying sigil in the air when she actually got there. Finally, at the end of the week, she was through into the parallel world. It felt like going through a tumble dryer, but there, at last, were the plains from her dream that looked like prairies, the mountains in the distance and the human settlements surrounded by fortress walls which were tiny from up here in the air.

Immediately, she felt disturbing waves slapping against her, as if she was under water instead of in the sky and it was a stormy day at sea. An instinct told her that they were caused by conflict between people. You couldn’t live on Earth without seeing plenty of that; however, it was more primal and raw here, and she was being buffeted so hard that she could barely stay level. She tried projecting a pentagram around her, but the waves continued.

Then Alexandra saw a lumpy, sandy-coloured creature a little like a giant llama moving towards her through the air. When it came close, it nudged her and blew on her through its turned-up nose, and the waves gradually began to subside. The creature spoke.

“I am Kell, a friend of Eoss. She thought you would probably tell her you didn’t need help again, so she sent me. You’ve been learning all that ‘don’t rely on the gods’ teaching, but there’s no need to be a superhero. Shamans always have animal spirits that help them, or sometimes even plants.”

“Thank you, Kell. I’ll remember that. So where is Lita and her family?”

“You cannot save them now. It has to be a special time. You must come here again then and save them.”

“What!” Alexandra was dismayed. “It might be right in the middle of the day. And how will I know when it is?”

“Ask Eoss, in meditation – and when you come again, call on me, Kell, to protect you.”

She was grateful for the ally, but now it was all the way back to Earth, and after a break to recover properly, another journey; this time into the Chariot meditation.

Eoss looked like a pretty mare at a carnival; her mane and tail held high and threaded with silk ribbons. Obviously she had recovered her spirits, but Alexandra felt the crisis was far from solved.

“Tell me when I must go and help Lita.”

“She has to pass a test and reject me instead of becoming an offering to me. But they won’t tell her what she has to do to pass it. And she can’t take it until she reaches Platara Mountain – her whole family are being taken there and they will arrive in about four days’ time.”

Alexandra thanked Eoss, and when she came out of the meditation, she tried to calculate the time. According to that girl on Facebook, they had made Eoss in her present form seven years ago, but in the other world it had been twelve years. Not the easiest kind of mathematical calculation, and there could be any amount of small variations on either side when you were dealing with days rather than years.

I’ll have to practise entering into different times in the other world, she thought. Kathy can do it, so it is possible.

***

Robi and Rhon were fighting. “You poked me and punched me in the night in that tent!” shouted Robi and hit Rhon repeatedly.

“Boys! Stop it!” called out Shaya.

They ignored her, and Lita’s eyes were red again from constant crying. Pedro and the four Rayan said nothing, only looked resigned as if they expected this. They tried to finish their meagre breakfast and still save a little for the two females.

“Mummy, Daddy, he hit me!” cried Rhon. “So I can hit him, can’t I?” He laid into Robi and pummelled him as hard as he could.

“Boys!” Shaya called again, but she didn’t dare go near because the blows were so savage they could have hit her and injured her when she needed all her strength to travel across the hard mountain terrain.

***

Alexandra endured the feeling of being put through a spin dryer and entered the other world. She called Kell and, this time, walked on the ground with her arm resting on Kell’s neck. She was still partially aware of the buffeting waves, but they were weaker now, being filtered by Kell.

He seemed so full of wisdom, and yet she sensed that his physical body on this planet was an ordinary wild animal that grazed on the plains. “Are you in a trance like me?” she asked. “Or are you running with a herd at the same time as you’re doing this?”

Kell explained that although his physical self sometimes worked with Eoss, it was not fully aware of this higher part of himself that was functioning as the collective soul of all the yetas, like the totems on the planet Earth. “I am outside time,” he said. “My physical self may be asleep or awake or running on the plains, yet when I am Kell, the guide, I enter into the past when I slept, or the future, when I will sleep again.”

That reminded Alexandra of her own aim, and she spoke an affirmation in a firm voice. “I want to go back in time – back to when this present trouble began.”

The environment shifted as if in a dream, and then she was standing in a street that consisted simply of a dust path running between stone huts. A little girl was crouched down drawing on a stone, and with a creepy sensation, she recognised the child who she had in her first vision seemed to be herself. She looked at the stone, and it felt like a bolt of electricity hitting her as she saw the picture. The picture wasn’t just of Eoss - it was Eoss. In a flash, she realised that sigils are only one way of representing a spirit: old-fashioned art is just as powerful and in primitive societies possibly more so. What had that girl said about making Eoss? ‘Dave painted a picture and I wrote a poem.’ With or without a sigil, she was already real.

At that moment, the little girl looked straight at her. Her eyes widened, and she said, “Daddy! Come and see my horse, and there’s a pretty lady with black hair, which no one has.”

As Kayli began to approach across the compound, Kell turned to Alexandra and remarked, “She didn’t say that the first time.”

Alexandra remembered all the time travel stories she had read in which people go back and alter the past, and the consequences are always devastating. She quickly concentrated on exiting the scene and returning to present time.

The scene shifted again and this time she saw the little girl being carried along a rocky path by a woman who she resembled, who must be her mother. They both looked haggard and exhausted. Walking behind them were five very large, strong men and two boys. They were all dressed in animal skins stitched together, although the styles varied and the sparse bone ornaments that they wore varied as well.

“The four men who are dressed alike have taken the family prisoner,” explained Kell.

The thought flashed across Alexandra’s mind that they might rape the woman and the little girl. Kell looked at her reproachfully. “Don’t impose evil thoughts from your own culture. Your thoughts may be heard.”

One of the four Rayan looked towards her, not right at her, as Lita had done, but vaguely in her direction, and telepathically, she heard him say, “I would not touch them –they are unclean. They may be exiled.”

Alexandra thought quickly. “Look, Kell, sorry for thinking human stuff – but I can read that guy’s mind a bit. I could find out from him what it is Lita has to do.”

“True, but he will only think about it when the time comes. He is too primitive to run it through his mind now. They are all too primitive to worry about things in advance – Lita’s parents only did it because they were shut up indoors, and then Eoss couldn’t help them.”

“I’ll come back when he does, then. This feels like a long trip, and I’m beat.”

***

Josh was on the phone with Alexandra. “Alex, please come over on Saturday. I’ll have the house to myself – the two guys I share with will be away. And assuming you don’t want to have the talk with your Mom, it won’t be night, it’s during the day and afternoon.”

“I’d love to, Josh, but I might have to…” Her voice trailed off. She had nothing to do on Saturday; what she meant was that she might have to rescue Lita, and if she was no longer a virgin, would she have the power? It was stupid; she knew it was only a superstition, but she had been so young when her original mother in Lita’s world taught her that, and it was conditioning that she had to overcome.

“Well?” said Josh, his voice strained. “Might have to what?”

“Um… Josh… nothing. I don’t have to be anywhere else.”

“Then you’re coming over?”

“Sure, yes. I’ll be over.”

“Great! I’ll get some nice food in, and drinks. We’ll have fun.”

Alexandra told her parents she was dropping by some friends on Saturday. She felt as if she was in a play, like she had been rehearsing this day for a long time.

Maybe she could jump into the future when Lita had to pass her test and do it before Saturday. She tried, but it was much trickier than going into the past and she couldn’t quite do it. One time when she was trying, there was an insistent knock at the door. She visualised Kathy’s other sigil, the ‘don’t wake me’ one, but the knock came again. “Confident, relaxed…” She reminded herself. After several very tiring minutes of ‘I’m confident… no, I’m not… I’m only thinking about being confident. No, I’m not…’ she finally heard someone swear outside the window; it was Jed’s girlfriend Lisa.

“Do you have to call me now? I was trying to get Alex to come down.” Then Lisa stomped away.





Chapter 8

Pedro and his party had reached Platara Mountain at last. They looked very different from the group that had set out; tattered and mentally worn down. The family sat quietly on the ground and waited as the four Rayan men recited several verses numerous times. The verses were in the earliest form of their tribal dialect and were intended to protect them all from the evil forces to be found on the mountain.

When they had finished, one of them turned to Pedro and said, “Now you will sit here for the day, and we will see what the virgin girl does. We are on the mountain where her ancient altar used to stand, and if she wants to be sacrificed, she will let us know now.”

Everyone looked at Lita fearfully, and once again she started crying. Pedro and Shaya were petrified that crying might indicate she wanted to be sacrificed, but the Rayan did not react to that, so it couldn’t be.

***

Alexandra left the house on Saturday, putting her key in her pocket. Mom had told her to remember it in case she was home before them. I doubt it, she thought, and felt very excited and very aroused. She must be a normal young girl after all.

She rang Josh’s bell and he came down and opened the door, his eyes bright and his face quite flushed. As soon as she was inside, he kissed her and began various intimate touches and pressed against her, no longer holding back as he had done before. Of course, he wouldn’t have wanted to get too excited those previous times, and then being frustrated when she said goodbye.

They made an attempt at sitting in the living room, nibbling snacks and listening to music, but it didn’t last very long and within an hour, they were upstairs in bed.

Alexandra found herself thinking those clichéd girly thoughts: Will this last forever? She knew that men always make a show of not wanting to be tied down, even the ones who are looking for a serious relationship. It’s a kind of social conditioning. But she mustn’t think about conditioning today.

Around half-past two, she was lying cuddled up against Josh and wondering what she would do if Eoss called her now to go into the other world. It must surely be about four days since their conversation – give or take a little and dividing twelve days by seven, and how would Josh react if she had to go?

“Josh,” she said, “do you remember the tarot?”

“Of course, I do. I’ll never forget the way we met. Why, what’s it got to do with today?”

“I’ve been studying a lot more since then: magic and Shamanism. I’d hate it if you thought I was weird.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. Study what you like, Alex; it’s a free country. Just don’t get out of bed and start doing it right now.”

He would never know how close she was to having to do that.

***

It was early evening on Sunday. Alexandra was doing some sorting out, ready for college on Monday, thinking a thousand thoughts about her relationship with Josh. She wanted to see him as often as possible – how would that go, with them living in separate homes? She wanted it to last right through college – to be one of the happy couples, envied by those who were always breaking up. Was he going to introduce her to his family? When was she introducing him to hers? Just then she heard that voice in her head once again. It was Eoss.

“Alexandra! It’s time. You have to find out what Lita needs to do and make her do it – now.”

At once, Alexandra locked her door and switched everything off, drew the curtains and got on with casting her simple circle and entering into a trance. She navigated to the spiral vortex. But when she reached it, her nerve failed. I’m not powerful enough to do this anymore, a voice inside her was saying. Desperately, she fought it. She had to get through.

You can use anything for magic, she told herself. Sex, trance journeying, anything. I’m a Shaman now, with a gift for trance journeying. Be confident and relaxed, like Kathy said – it had worked before.

Nothing was happening. She called out mentally, “Eoss! Kell!” and she could hear their voices from far away, encouraging her to come on through the vortex.

After twenty minutes, which seemed like an eternity, Alexandra dragged herself into the spiral. The sensation was worse than being in a tumble dryer this time because her doubt slowed her down and her insides were slowly twisted and ripped into pieces, yet still, amazingly, stayed whole. Her arms thrashed and clawed their way through until at last a blast of chilly mountain air hit her, and she was in the sky above Platara Mountain. She had proved that she still had her special gift, whether she was a virgin or not.

Below her, on the lower slopes of the mountain, Lita’s family sat shivering among the rocks and sand. They were all clinging to one another apart from Lita who was crouched a little way away on her own, while the Rayan were huddled just at the point where the plains ended, chanting and watching them. It appeared to be early morning.

Alexandra could see Eoss and Kell drawing closer, but it was that particular Rayan she fixed her attention on, to pick up his thoughts. Deliberately, she ran a question through her mind, wording it the positive way around. “If Lita is innocent, what will she do?”

But there was no immediate response from him, and the family looked exhausted, as if their strength would fail before they could even do anything to show guilt or innocence.

“I think they’re about to collapse,” she whispered.

Kell floated towards her, a clumsy shape in the air, but the expression on his llama-like face was determined. “I won’t let that happen. But I can’t do anything until they are freed.”

“How long do they have to stay here, Kell?”

“All day, if that’s what it takes to get Lita’s response.”

Alexandra doubted whether she could maintain the trance for the length of the whole evening and night in her own world. She had only ever managed about thirty minutes before.

***

Lita felt that she could never raise her eyes again. The new tribe who couldn’t love her horse and her yetas had won, and all she could do was stare down at the ground. The rocks would be the last thing she would see, and then she would die, and her shame would die too.

Eoss swept towards her, extending her neck and thrusting her long nose towards Lita’s face. “Lita! Look up! Look to the heart of the mountain!” She didn’t hear; although such a young child, she was already afflicted by those anxious thoughts going round and round, which civilised races suffer from all the time, and the primitive people here experienced in times of stress only.

“Let me massage Lita’s arms and legs,” said Shaya, moving to get up. “She is not used to the cold here.”

“No!” Pedro caught her arm and pulled her back. “We mustn’t touch her. They will call anything a sign that we are sacrificing her.”

“Let me go – she will freeze.”

“Leave her, Mummy,” said Robi.

Rhon let out a wail. “Why? Why do you want Lita to freeze, and why does Daddy want her to? I hate everyone.” Stumbling, he tried to run away, but Pedro caught him, too, with his other arm. His belief that this was the only way to help them gave him additional strength.

In the end, it was the numbness creeping through Lita’s body that helped the situation. She became drowsy, and then she began to dream, and in the dream she looked up towards the plateau in the middle of the mountain.

The Shaman girls were there, calling out a greeting, and as Lita smiled and answered, she remembered exactly how their little village was laid out. Her physical body stood up unsteadily and she began to climb the mountain path, intending to go down the fire pit and into the caves where it would be warmer and there might be food and blankets.

“What is she doing now?” exclaimed Shaya. “If she climbs the mountain, the animals that eat the telows will chase her and kill her.”

Pedro feared something worse – that the Rayan would say she was going up there to offer herself to the horse goddess. Certainly the Rayan were all on their feet now, watching her closely, but strangely two of them seemed to relax and smiled at one another. “Can it be?” one of them muttered. “But no girl has ever done it… all have had to perish.”

Immediately Alexandra, above the scene, in her astral body, homed in on one of the men, the one who had answered her thought obliquely the previous time. “What? What has no girl ever done?” she projected at him strongly.

He half-looked at her uncertainly, and in his mind, he recited the answer.

No! That was just as unfair as the witch trials where if you floated, you were guilty and if you sank, you were innocent – but then you drowned, anyway. An innocent girl would have to try to destroy the old Shamanic site on the mountain to show that she had turned against Eoss. But it would be fearfully dangerous to smash the remains; the girl would very likely fall through into the caves and be killed.

Alexandra scrutinised the ruined village, and now she could see the girls from twelve years ago standing there, waving at Lita. It took Lita a long time to climb with her short legs, but she was obviously seeing the village as it had once been instead of the ruins that were there now, and the fire pit she was heading for was a shaft leading down into a warm cave instead of what it was now: a tangle of wood from broken huts mixed with tree branches and brambles. Maybe Lita was the first one who could see the Shaman girls from the past, because she was a rider.

Eoss and Kell were both hovering near, but Lita still didn’t look up and see them. She was only looking up in her dream state, at the settlement on the mountain. In the distance, several animals that resembled mountain lions appeared against the sky, near the mountain peak, and began to descend steadily in a loping gait towards the humans.

Alexandra dipped down and landed on the path and walked closely behind Lita. She didn’t know to what extent she could touch her or hold her steady, but she was confident that if she gave an instruction, Lita would hear.

As soon as Lita reached the fire pit, Alexandra began to speak to her. “Lita! Remember me? I’m the lady with the black hair that no one has; the lady you saw when you drew the horse.”

Lita paused, and her dazed eyes focused for a moment and fixed on Alexandra. “Yes, I remember you.”

“Listen, this is important. You must pretend to stamp on the branches here and kick them in. But only pretend, and don’t do it too hard otherwise you’ll fall into the caves underneath.”

“Why?” asked Lita.

A child who needed reasons: it showed independent thought but made Alexandra’s task harder.

“You must pretend you don’t like the horse. Then the four men won’t hurt you, or your parents and brothers. This is the horse’s place, so pretend to kick it in. I’ll try to show you where it’s safe to stamp your feet.”

The wind was whipping around Lita now that she was higher up, making her sway as she walked, and as she began to step on the branches, their crackling tore the air as they snapped against her legs and scratched her skin. She gave a yelp, and blood trickled down from the deepest of the scratches.

Alexandra felt her reactions speed up, as if her astral body had some equivalent to adrenalin, and she was whirling around, pointing at one place after another. “Quick! There, stamp there. Be careful of that part. And there! Stamp hard there!”

Eoss and Kell flew down and tried to hold Lita steady by leaning against her, but she still didn’t appear to see them while her attention was fixed on Alexandra. Alexandra also tried to steady her, but her hands went straight through her.

Calling out instructions was working though, and Lita managed to stay on her feet for several minutes while giving the impression she was kicking down the stacked-up branches and the rubble from broken huts. But the bleeding from many small cuts increased, and soon she was crying again and fell into a sitting position at the edge of the branches. “Get Mummy! Please get Mummy!”

Alexandra knew Shaya would be unable to see or hear her, and Pedro would probably hold Shaya back, anyway, if she tried to climb up towards the old settlement. The wild cats were much nearer now and their growls were audible as they slid down the steeper part of the slopes above the ruined settlement. Like most predators, they could probably smell blood.

“Lita, can you get up?” Alexandra asked urgently. The child had forgotten her now and was only focussed on calling for her mother. Eoss pushed her nose against Lita’s arm and ordered, “Climb up! I may not be solid enough, but we’ll have to risk it. Get onto my back.” Still no response from Lita – she only continued to sit with her hands covering her face shouting, “Mummy! Mummy!”

At that moment, the four Rayan men suddenly appeared below on the rocky path, approaching with long strides. All of them were smiling now. “She is innocent!” cried the senior warrior. “She tried to destroy the old settlement.” The man behind him picked Lita up and swung her onto his shoulder, ignoring the blood dripping from her torn legs, and they turned and started to descend the mountain.

One of the others raised a spear which he had been carrying covertly, partially tied to his skins, and threw it hard at the wild cats, which scattered as it landed directly in the middle of their group.

They were soon drawing near to Pedro and the others who at first let out gasps when they saw the Rayan carrying Lita, but their expressions turned to relief when the four men were close enough to tell them what had happened.

“They’re not safe yet,” said Eoss, scuffing at the ground with her front hoof. “How can they survive the return journey when they are so weakened? Alexandra, can you help with that too?”

“I doubt she can,” Kell cut in, “but I have taken care of that. These people have not so far been accustomed to travel outside their settlements and return with news from far away. But I made sure that happened – I led a hunter who had tracked the wild yetas further than usual to the place where the Rayan lost their tents and food. When he got back, he told the others what he had seen, and they did something they have never done before. Come and see! This was meant more for the Rayan, but now the family will be included.”

Eoss and Alexandra rose into the air and flew over to the place Kell indicated, and they saw a convoy of three carts coming towards Platara Mountain across the sandstone, larger than the school carts and all drawn by yetas, led by three men who held them by rope harnesses. Piled in the back were some pots of food and water and several of the blanket mats.

Eoss gave a delighted neigh. “Look, Alexandra! Next they will build trains like the ones in your world!”

***

During her Chariot meditation, Alexandra blushed slightly as she asked Eoss, “Would you like a rider who isn’t a virgin and who lives on the Earth? If you have one rider in each world, you can spend time in both of them, and do work in both.”

“Well… I’ll consider it,” replied Eoss with a toss of her mane. “I can’t spend all my time hiding from civilization – Lita’s race will soon be civilised at this rate.”

“And can I put the results of some of our workings on Facebook? Only in the closed groups, of course.”

“WHAT?” exclaimed Eoss.

“Come on, you were created there – so I heard.”

“Only in my present form. But you’re quite right, so go ahead, if you must.”

“I always have to remember when I do tarot readings that the Chariot means something different to everyone else but me,” said Alexandra. “Let’s get away from it and ride around together in dreams instead – and help those people in need who you told me about.”

“That part, definitely,” said Eoss, looking as delighted as a benevolent goddess would.
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