The Season of the Neuri Knight

[bookmark: _GoBack]Bridget Grace, her close- cropped flaxen hair swept straight back from her wide high forehead, watched her father, Luke Stone, closely on the 60” monitor. Something was off. His steel blue eyes were so dark they radiated black, the pools of his corneas swallowing his irises until there was no distinction between them. The deep golden tan burned into the crags and crevasses of his face from a summer spent by the sea of New Camen, New Hampshire, shimmered in fragments, trying desperately to break through the ghostly pallor that buried the sun. The jagged vein on the right side of his forehead jumped with the beat of his heart and the effort he was making to keep his mind closed to her.
	And even after all these months in this forested wonderland of the Primeval Bialowieza under the tutelage of her shaman and the leader of all her people, Jadwiga, still, she did not have the power to unlock her father’s mind—not when he chose, as he was doing now—to keep it closed to her. And at this moment, he’d wound it tight as Midas’s fist.
	They could communicate without speaking. In images, emotions, symbols, even plain words. She called it their “secret language.” She discovered it when she was still a toddler—three, four? How delighted she had been to find this secret passageway to the father she so adored. But he was not delighted. He was reluctant. Discouraging. And as Bridget Grace grew, and as she discovered more gifts, her father grew more and more discouraging. Not just with her, but also with himself. He had never been comfortable with the powers, the gifts bestowed upon him.
	Still, he was allowing her some access. The access he chose. Images flew, swirling like icy flakes in a blizzard, spinning out from his mind to hers. Though his face remained placid on the screen before her, she felt the rage burning behind the mask, the inferno blazing deep inside him:  raw, feral, thunderous.  A ghostly shadow wavered amid the fire and ice. A tall man dressed in black, his silver hair sleeked back and shimmering in the storm.  Armand. Of course. It could only be Armand Jacobi who would invoke such furor striking at the heart of Luke Stone.  Armand, like a wisp of smoke, vanished. Armand, like the black magician he is, escaped. The image shifted. Her father, in his office, his head thrown back, howling.  Her father, a man of infinite calm and control, ripping his phone from his desk, flinging his chair against the wall with such force it splintered, upending his desk and tearing it apart with his bare hands. But his hands were no longer human. His hands were transmogrifying:  the fingers twisting, elongating, the nails blackening and curving into claws. He paced, wild, captured, his spine bending, fine fur covering his torso, his limbs, his mask extended, sharp teeth protruding, all, all of him transmogrifying until he stood nearly eight feet tall, a giant golden Grizzly in the midst and wreckage of what used to be a precisely organized office.
	“Luke…” Her mother, his wife, Beth, called out, reaching her hand out to him, softly, quietly, unafraid. “Luke…it’s all right...Luke…come to me.”
	
	“I’ll tell Jadwiga to get your cabin ready for you,” Bridget Grace spoke as the images faded and fluttered away like dead autumn leaves.
	“Good.”
	This was why he wanted to see her. He’d shape-shifted. Transmogrified. He was half -Neuri, like most Neuri now in the 21st Century, half- Neuri or even less. He had been endowed with Neuri powers since birth, a healer, a tracker, a visionary unequaled, a warrior, and yet he had never shape-shifted. It was the supreme gift attained by but a few. No Neuri had ever been born with the ability. There was training, but no one knew for certain the scared path., not even Jadwiga herself, keeper of all Neuri texts and secrets, keeper of the Bialowieza Village. Jadwiga, who was close to 90, had yet to achieve this highest skill. At the age of fifty-five   in a situation of extreme emotional and psychological duress, her father had experienced a spontaneous transmogrification.  Which was exactly what she had done four months ago. And exactly as she had been, he was disoriented by the shift. 
	“Dad?” Bridget Grace spoke before they disconnected. “It’s okay.”
	And for the first time, her father smiled. “I’ll be there soon.”
***
From the Diary of Bridget Grace Stone
May 25
The Bialowieza Forest is the last of the primeval forests in all of Europe. A primeval forest is a forest that has suffered minimal disturbance by man. The forest has grown, developed, diversified, decayed, renewed, transformed, and transmogrified according to the laws of nature, the way only nature intended for it to do.
It is so exquisite here. I walk these woods and my soul sinks into her peace. Like the forest herself, I am renewed; I am transformed.
I don’t remember much of my own transmogrification. 
Jadwiga told me my experience was what was called a spontaneous transmogrification brought about by extreme emotional and psychological duress.
To which I replied, “No, shit.”
The last thing I remember was Downing trying to kill my father. I remember him drawing his gun. I remember the gun glinting in the light of hundreds of lanterns. I remember the gun pointed at my father’s heart, and the sound of the shot exploding through the forest. I remember this pressure ricocheting through my body—this…force… ripping through me like a blast of dynamite in my soul, and I was being torn into a million pieces ….I remember a…rumbling…from the depths of my being… and this… intensity…of sight, of sound…of smell…I remember throwing my head back and howling into the wind.  I remember a feeling of such vast freedom and belonging to the night and the wind… my hair was turning grey and beige and covering my body…fur…not hair… lifting with the soft breeze. My limbs were lean and strong and sure; my black claws unbending…I remember seeing Downing cowering…and I sprinted towards him…he tried to escape…but I was relentless…I ran him down…leapt upon him….his screams filled the forest as I swiped at him with my mighty claw…leaving stripes of red blooming across his face, down his back, and blood spurting from his neck…
I remember hearing my father calling…as if from a great distance…as if from another world…I remember the calm settling over me like the sweetness of a summer night… he was safe…the bullet was not true… 
My father approached me quietly as I paced, panting, before my prey, the vanquished enemy—Downing… low growls erupted as my father continued to move towards me invoking my name, calling me back from that world to this one…
I remember the woods…not Bialowieza, Michigan…deep within the Northern Michigan woods, the woods my father loved…I remember the words Downing had enticed me with…words of love…words of wonder and salvation and hope for all good things… I remember how deeply I loved him…how truly I believed in Armand…
I remember the feel of the cold stone marble as Downing and Armand placed me on the altar. I no longer believed in Armand Jacobi. I was no longer in love with Downing Shirley. 
I knew by then they had used me. I had been set up as nothing more than bait. As nothing less than a lure for Luke Stone.
I remember the feel of the blood when I first touched that marble. It swept through me like fire. I knew what they had done. Who they had placed on this altar before me. And what they had done to those girls.
I remember guarding the dead body of Downing Shirley. I don’t remember the journey back to…me. I remember gazing down at Downing and being naked in the woods, and taking the white silken cloth from the altar they had made me lie upon and wrapping the cloth around…
I remember my Dad a few yards away from the altar, from where Downing now lay, pounding Armand Jacobi, his fists pumping like pistons…Armand wailing like a beast or a child…begging for mercy. I remember joining with the others, with my Grandmother Danuta and Stan and Mike, the ex NYPD, who now worked for my father…all of us together, calling to him, reaching for him, trying to grab on to some part of him to hold my father back, but it was like trying to hold back that Grizzly that lived inside him… finally, I spoke in our secret language…and finally he heard my voice…
We weren’t going to lose him…not like that…after everything Jacobi had put us through…have my father then the one facing charges…
Stan called the cops. My father called my mother. And finally, my Dad and I were able to go home. 
I remember how it felt to be swept into my mother’s arms.
In June, my parents and my grandmother brought me here.
***
Every muscle in Bridget Grace’s body throbbed in perfect rhythm with the pounding of her heart. Her head drooped leaden on her shoulders, feeling as heavy as the petrified tree stumps she stepped wobbly over as she made her way home. The deep cool green of the forest spackled with the liquid gold drops of sunlight invited her to lay her weary load down and sleep.
	But this she would never do. Instead, she squared her shoulders, lifted her chin and forced her foot high over the fallen stumps. She reminded herself to breathe. The forest air was crisp and sharp, filled with the scent of spruce and pine and earthy peat, of thyme and wild rose, and primeval grasses. As she breathed in the manna of the invigorating air, she commanded her mind and body to rejuvenate.
	She was not a healer—not yet— but she was mastering the ancient Neuri art of rejuvenation. 
	And, she thought with a wry anticipatory smile, she had a very good reason to knit herself back together as quickly as possible. Her smile broadening, she skipped up the wooden stairs to her cabin, her calves already screaming less painfully. Once inside, she hastily peeled off her work-out clothes soaked through with her sweat and made a bee-line for the shower. Milos.
	Milos Drya was not only one of the few Neuri warriors in the forest village, he was a Warrior Leader and Instructor. Her instructor. 
	Like her, Milos had not been born and raised in the village but had come from outside though not nearly as far flung as she had. He came from Venta, Lithuania. And like her, he had grown up a freak. Milos, like all Neuri, was tall, athletic and physically fit. He was charming, bright, and of high intellect. Unlike Bridget Grace and most Neuri, though, Milos was dark, his skin deeply olive and rich in tone, his eyes pools of liquid chocolate, his long hair tumbling down his back in a polished ebony jet. Like Bridget Grace, and like Luke Stone himself, Milos had been prone to “spells,” as his parents had called them, visions, from as far back as he could remember. Sometimes, the visions were violent. His father, Jan, was most upset by these “spells,” leaving the family when Milos only eight or nine years old, leaving mother and child to fend for themselves. His mother, Olga, was a simple woman whose Catholic faith grounded and centered her life. As Milos grew older, especially as he approached puberty, just as had happened to Bridget Grace, his visions grew more intense and more gruesome.
	Olga could offer nothing to her son but church and prayer, and as the visions grew more frequent and ever more savage, Olga looked more and more to the priests and toward exorcism.
	Though terrified by what was happening to him, in his core, Milos knew his visions were not from the hand of Satan.
	And then one summer day as Milos worked his family’s fields, a tall man with silver hair shimmering in the blistering sun called his name. 
***


Showered and changed into worn jeans and her favorite tee, a light orange with short sleeves and a butterfly in flight across the front, Bridget Grace pulled on her riding boots and headed for the stables, her heart pounding again ever harder as she drew nearer. But this time, it was not from physical exertion or mental preparation exercises that wore her nearly to a breaking point. And at just this moment, she couldn’t be sure which one was worse. Her knees were weak and wobbly, her hands trembling. With every deep throb of her heart, her stomach flipped, filling her with exhilaration and fear. Would he be there to meet her?
	She closed her eyes and wiped her mind clear as she approached the stables. 
Now was not the time for doubt. Doubt of any kind. Now she had but one task before her. Ride.
	Apolonia was the horse that had been assigned to her when she first came to the village. Apolonia was a Tarpan, descended from the original ancient breed, her lineage going back as far as the fifth century BCE. Many, most, in the outside world believed the original line of the Tarpan no longer existed, that the breed had gone extinct. But here, deep within their secluded village, these first wild horses of Poland thrived, nurtured and protected by the Neuri.
	They were breathtakingly beautiful. Cream-colored with a thin stripe of black riding down their spine, they sported a dark mane and tail. Their ears were long and set high upon their head to enhance their hearing for prey, predator, or enemy. Their necks were thick, yet graceful, impenetrable to sword or stake or snapping jaws. Their bellies were round and small, their legs lean; they were built lightly, and for speed. In the winter, their coats lightened to match the snows. The stallions were fierce in battle and their wounds healed as swiftly as they ran.
	Bridget Grace spent weeks caring for Apolonia, walking her around the riders’ circle, feeding and watering her, talking to her and furnishing her with treats of carrots and celery sticks, brushing her creamy coat until it shone before Milos, who was her instructor in this as well as her other physical feats, granted her permission to mount her. Once she was allowed to mount, this was all he would allow her to do until she thought she’d howl from the tedium. Which was exactly what Milos wanted. “Patience,” he said to her in a tone that reminded her of none other than her father. “Patience and practice.”  When all she wanted was to soar. And so, she set about wrangling her spirit, tamping down her frustration, and amping up her patience. She gave herself over to Milos’s instructions, and finally moved past mount/dismount, to walking astride Apolonia, then trotting, then advancing to cantering, all the while learning her horse, divining Apolonia’s spirit just as Apolonia learned and divined hers. And so the endless repetitions were never just about the physical, Bridget Grace finally realized; the physical feats were a passageway to the melding of their minds, of the Tarpan with the Neuri, of Bridget Grace with her beloved Apolonia.
And so, the day finally arrived and the riding circle gates opened and Apolonia and her rider were set free upon the forested paths of Bialowieza.
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