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			Dear Maureen, Wanda, Steven, Amon, Gaia, Ya’el en Gerald,
With full gratitude for our Journey I have written this series as a compass, so if any of us should get lost in this life or the lives hereafter, our Kama will never get lost in translation.
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			Every story has a beginning. This is not the first story, 
nor is it even the beginning of this story. 
This is just where we will begin to tell you this 
particular story.
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			Chapter 1 – A family reunion

			An empty stage holds endless possibilities. In his mind, Gerald envisioned the stage as a canvas and himself as the painter. Though that was not quite right; a dancer is the artist and the brush, the motions of his body both the strokes and the paint. And unlike a painting a dance performance is a fleeting thing; it is there one moment and gone the next. It is much more like a transient spirit than a work of art. And much like a spirit, you could try to capture it on video, but you would never be able to truly capture the essence. You had to be present for it, or you would have a hard time grasping its importance.

			Gerald had dedicated years and countless hours to his craft, to the mastery of rhythm, his movements and the synthesis of the two. Hip-hop is spiritual, and a mind state; it is an expression of the soul. As it stood, he was considered by most to be one of the best in breakdancing. If there were rankings, he would be somewhere between the feather- and heavyweight champion. Because he occupied this spot within the scene, his style had of course been analyzed by critics both knowledgeable and ignorant. Some likened him to a classically trained dancer turned rogue, others claimed he was like a wild man, torn from a time in history when nature spoke of its own accord, and when dance and ritual blurred the lines between the dream and the waking. The truth, known only to him and his family, lay somewhere in the middle. 

			He was prepared, in his element, and ready to show both the fans and the haters what a true expert looked like. Ever since he had dropped out of college to become a full-time b-boy, he had trained all day every day forging himself into a pacifist warrior, like a Shaolin monk. But now, he was ready to go to war, like a Spartan armed to the teeth. But when the MC began to announce the next act, Gerald felt apprehension creep up his spine. As the moment he had to go on stage approached, his knees began shaking and his mouth was like a desert. His name had not been called yet, and he could still run for it if he wanted to. Part of him wanted to fake illness, say he had an emergency to attend to, or just leave without saying anything, and vanish like a ghost [1]. 

			Making a sudden departure might raise a few eyebrows but within a few days it would be forgotten. If he failed tonight, it would haunt him for the rest of his life. Sure, he had performed at bigger venues and for more important people, but that was in the past, and past performances didn’t mean anything tonight.

			Hip-hop dancing is a ruthless scene. Gerald knew that a dancer, or b-boy, could do something right a thousand times and receive no credit, but that if he messed up once he would never hear the end of it. He knew that some of his would-be peers would be watching his every move tonight, hoping that he would slip up, and the more bitter among them would relish an opportunity to say: ‘See, I told you he wasn’t the real deal.’ 

			But no one danced the way he did, and he knew it. Gerald Vreden wasn’t the kind of man who indulged in false modesty. 

			He tried to tell himself to relax, and that this performance would be just like any other. He tried to convince himself that what he felt were just regular nervous jitters. But he knew that wasn’t true. He felt a sharp pain in his lower back, reminding him that today would not be like other days, but a test.

			It had been six months since he had last performed. He had suffered a training mishap, or at least, that’s what he had told most people. In actuality, he had seen a man and a woman pour a bottle in the bushes next to his dance academy when he was walking to the subway after training late at night. They had made obscene gestures at him and smoke had come from whatever it was that they had poured on the ground. He had ignored them at the time and had dismissed it as tomfoolery; two assholes with nothing better to do on a Friday night. But of course, the thought that it might have been a voodoo ritual had been in the back of his mind, but he ignored it. The fact was that he did not want anything to do with this anymore; the influence of evil in his life had seemed endless at that point in time and all he wanted to do was dance, and be at peace. The problem is that when you ignore evil, it grows, and something as low as a bottom feeder might turn into a monster overnight.

			The next day when he had gone to train at the dance academy as always, he saw a toad hop into the bushes. He thought it was strange, seeing as there was no body of water anywhere near the academy, but tried to ignore it again. Still, in the back of his mind he knew that the toad was a bad omen, especially a toad far from water was a sign of disaster; in a drought amphibians were the first creatures to die. During training he practiced a new move where he would pose up against his training partner’s shoulder and hips and remain horizontal with his feet off the ground for a few seconds. The air in the room turned frigid like a gust of wind in the Arctic tundra, despite the fact that every window was closed, and every door shut. Gerald felt every hair on his body stand up straight; he should have known that something was wrong, but he pushed through anyway. Then in an instant it was as if a short and heavy person, or a goblin had sat down on his legs with its full weight, crushing something in his spine. In his mind’s eye, he’d seen the two vandals, and he knew what they were. They were voodoo sorcerers sent to get him.

			It had been three months before Gerald could walk normally again, another before he was back to practicing his routines. And now it was crunch time. Throughout all of his preparation, both in the hospital bed, rehabilitation and training, he had told himself: hip-hop is spiritual and a mind state, it is an expression of the soul.

			He would not allow his body to stop him from doing what he needed to do.

			The MC announced the next act, but the words rang hollow in Gerald’s ears; all he knew was that he was next. His legs carried him onto the stage as if they had their own will. Because of the stage lights he couldn’t see the audience from up here, but he knew they were out there shrouded by darkness, watching, judging; sometimes coughing. The scene was dreamlike; every second seemed to last a lifetime, and the silence was deafening. He stood unarmed as a solitary champion against the faceless mob that was the audience. 

			As soon as the first beat dropped all of his anxiety vanished, and Gerald couldn’t help but laugh at himself a little. He wondered why he never learned. He had felt the same apprehension every time he had to perform, and every time he passed the threshold from the mundane world into his performance, he found that the dancer and the anxious one were not the same person; they were nothing alike. It was one of those things that just did not go away, even with experience, he thought. Just a fact of life like the setting of the sun, the changing of the seasons, or the indifferent violence of predators.

			He had been worried about mistakes, but as he danced, he couldn’t imagine making one. Gerald believed that rehearsed choreography had its place, even in breakdance, but that place was not here. Instead, he allowed the rhythm to guide his body and laid out possible sequences of dance in his mind, until he reached a state of consciousness he calls flow, where each motion followed the previous one, but none were set, safe the ones that had already been made. In this sense there were no mistakes, only opportunities to explore a new range of motions; provided he didn’t fall flat on his face, of course.

			These moments, when Gerald committed fully to a move and walked the thin line between control and surrender, were the only ones where he felt truly at peace. In these instances, he became an instrument of his training and his artform. He was so calm that he had the sort of thoughts most men have in the shower, or on the drive home from work. He was thinking about his family, his brother and sister in particular. He hoped they were safe and healthy wherever they were.

			He wondered what he would do when he would be too old to stand on his head for a living. Maybe he’d be better off going back to school. Perhaps he ought to write a book about his life. Should he become a teacher, and pass on the torch to some youngster he believed in? Then again, if his spine gave out again, would he even be able to do that? Would he need to teach from a wheelchair? Any potential prospect seemed grey and distant; the sort of lives others lived, not him. Nothing he could think of would surpass or equal the intensity and realness of this moment of live performance. Hip-hop was his life; he had to do more than recover. He had to become even better than he was before. He thought that continuing to dedicate his life to the grueling training of his physical being until it would eventually give out seemed somehow easier than letting it slip and fade into memory. 

			For an instant, he saw a flash of light above the rafters; conventional logic made him want to dismiss it as a poorly aimed stage light, but stage lights don’t shine like that. This was a pure, almost otherworldly, light; its silver and golden hues seemed to dance to the rhythm of the music for a brief instance, and then vanished. 

			A cosmic dance is playing itself out continually offstage, Gerald thought to himself. He figured that perhaps he ought to take himself less seriously. During the final moments of his set this thought overtook him. How could he treat his wild expressive art form as something restrictive, as something tied to his body and his own status. Gazing at the audience, he suddenly spotted some black smoke rising up from between two girls in the back row of the stand. To the unsuspecting and innocent it looked like someone in the audience was smoking a cigar, but Gerald knew better. This smoke was definitely otherworldly. Naked fear froze him for a split second and he missed the beat. His legs felt dangly and he stepped off beat, clumsily tripping over his legs. It messed up his whole routine and made him angry. He stood back up and looked into the audience. The DJ scratched the needle over the record and turned the sound off. Gerald spoke sternly to his inner self: ‘Don’t let this spiritual bullshit get to you, or lure you in. It’s not who you are.’

			The DJ dropped a new beat and he picked himself up, making it seem like he had deliberately stepped off beat as part of the show. He was determined to keep going. Fuck it, he had to give it his all.

			He decided to go for a final power move and set up a headspin. His dreadlocks whirled around like Anansi [2] the spider with extra legs, and like Anansi, Gerald decided to play the trickster. In the spin he used a sleight of hand – or in this case sleight of foot – to flick off one shoe and he cast it into the audience. Then followed the other shoe, then his training jacket. At the end of the spin, he jumped back up to his feet exposing his chest to the crowd. Not in a show of aggression, but in one of vulnerability. It was a pose that said: I know you are watching me, strike me down if you dare. He knew, at that moment, that he still had it. The pain in his back that had haunted him for the last six months was gone.

			When Gerald left the stage, he didn’t linger to listen to the applause, he didn’t stay to shake hands backstage or to talk to the other performers. Their smiling faces and empty platitudes meant little to him. He lived for hip hop, but at times like these he wondered if there was more. He just couldn’t shake the feeling of waiting for something else to happen, but not knowing what. They could never understand that he had just scaled a mountaintop and that, for a single instant, everything had been just as it should. But he did not know if he would be able to recreate it the next time, or if there would ever be a next time. 

			‘Amazing performance, Gerald. I love the new stuff. Are you coming to the afterparty?’ one of the members of his dance crew asked. Inside he kept beating himself up. I almost fucked up my comeback. Why do I keep fucking shit up?

			Gerald muttered some polite banality and excused himself. The spirit of art had come and gone back to wherever such things came from; perhaps the motherlands [3], and now he felt drained. Parties were for celebrating, and there was no reason to celebrate. Nothing had changed. He remembered when he used to enjoy the afterparties almost as much as the dancing itself. He used to be a real ladies’ man, or so his friends said. But since he had seen the true face of evil, he had lost his interest in groupies and getting wild. Nothing had been the same since then; it was a shame, he thought, that it had taken an event this severe for him to grow up. 

			The subway cart was packed. Passengers had to squeeze their way in and out, and one busker was playing a fiddle. Gerald might as well have been in a space pod floating somewhere in the vicinity of Jupiter for how far removed he felt from the scene. The show had left him drained. He had given it his all, and he longed for a well-deserved meal and a good night’s sleep. 

			The rush of a good performance had already begun to fade. Gerald was already thinking of the next time, suddenly certain there would in fact be a next time. He was imagining new sequences, power moves, and ways to push himself beyond his limits.

			When a busker passed the rounds with a can that had ‘anything helps’ written on it, Gerald gave him some spare change. The busker smiled and handed Gerald a newspaper to reciprocate. It was that morning’s print of the Free Folk Paper. Gerald’s eye fell on one of the classifieds on the back page. It read: ‘Humans can only see 1% of the visible light spectrum, which means we can only see 1% of what is going on around us. In other words, we are unable to see the vast majority of the world we live in. Take a moment to absorb that. The majority of our existence is unseen.’

			The message did not feature a company name, website, or phone number.

			 At the next stop a police officer entered the subway cart, and forcibly removed the busker. One exchange between the men stood out to Gerald.

			‘Don’t hassle me, man. This is my job,’ the busker said.

			‘And this is my job. Now get a move on,’ the cop replied.

			They had said the same words but had meant entirely different things. When the busker had said ‘job’ he spoke of the needs that he had, but when the cop had said it, he spoke only of his duty. It was as if the two men were speaking a different language. The fact that the word sounded the same seemed like a coincidence. Gerald wondered if it had always been like this. Had human beings disagreed on what things were as soon as they began naming them? 

			And what about him? What was his ‘job’? Was it to produce, dance and train as much as he could until he croaked? Or did part of his ‘job’ entail the responsibility to maintain his health, and to realize that it was a very rare person who could push his body to the degree he did for more than a decade; let alone two.

			

			By the time Gerald reached his home the sky was dark as ink. He felt like he could sleep for days. When he went to put the key in the keyhole he paused. Something was not right. Gerald could not shake the feeling that if he were to walk in as if he owned the place, which he did, some terrible fate might befall him. He pressed his nose up against the door and sniffed deep. If any uninitiated bystanders had seen him do this, they might have thought that he was a lunatic.

			He caught a whiff of fragrant burnt herbs and wax; patchouli, rue, and myrrh, he thought, and something else he couldn’t quite identify. He did not allow himself to relax. Patchouli was harmless enough, to humans anyway. One might consider it the spiritual equivalent of an air freshener; good enough to keep your living space clean but it did next to nothing against a real threat. But myrrh … even though myrrh is associated mostly with positive vibrations and good magic, in the wrong hands it could be dangerous. Used by a sorcerer with good intentions, myrrh could act as a shield that protected one against sinister forces. In the hands of a practitioner of the dreaded art of voodoo, however, it was like a loaded gun. Gerald would make sure that he took good care not to end up on the receiving end of that kind of power.

			Regardless of the exact substances involved, who put them there, and their intentions, the fact remained that there was someone in his house. Gerald walked around his house stealthily, and made his way to the backdoor. He made sure to keep his back against the wall of his house to avoid any potential ambush. By the backdoor he hid inside a bush and listened closely. He could make out faint voices talking casually. He allowed himself to relax a little; if whoever had broken into his home was associated with his father, for better or worse, they would have surely been more silent, more professional. No, Gerald doubted that this was the work of assassins, or voodoo-men. 

			An ice-cold wave passed through Gerald when he felt a hand on his shoulder; no, a claw which consumed light and heat from the air. He hesitated to turn but when he did, he saw a figure clad in shadow. Its figure pulsated and shifted like a dark flame, an Abysmal reflection of a candle. Its only fixed and distinct features were its eyes, which were oddly like those of a person except they were the color of what he imagined the deepest core of the planet to be like. He tried to strike it, but his arms were limp. He tried to free himself and run, but he felt as though was nailed to the ground. Finally, he tried to scream, but it was as though his lungs had turned to stone, and all that came out was a soft whimper. Gerald was sure that whatever this entity was, it was eager to drag him to wherever it had come from. The pits of hell, most likely; or worse.

			The door to Gerald’s kitchen opened from the inside.

			

			‘Do you plan on spending the entire night in the yard, G? Your tea is getting cold.’

			Gerald touched his shoulder; the claw was gone. He took a deep breath and felt normal again. He looked behind him, and the shadowy figure was gone. He got up, but checked himself before rushing inside; he made sure to enter the house walking backwards, a tradition that he hoped would prove beneficial in a situation like this. He had recognized the voice instantly, but did not take the time to greet his sister.

			‘Did you see it?’ she asked. Wanda’s expression betrayed some measure of concern, but her outfit suggested that she was either ready to go out on the town or lead a new-age futuristic ceremony, or something in between. Her onesie and jacket were clearly of her own design and hand sewn by herself, combining types of cloth and patterns of cultures that lay close to her own heart. A Congolese flower pattern on the sleeves, an Aztec geometric pattern on the pant legs and a muted black around the torso to tie the chaos together. Her hair, immaculate as always, was braided. it was almost as thick as Gerald’s. On her wrists and ankles she bore a Kemetic marking that only those with the right type of eyes were able to see.

			Gerald nodded. ‘Felt it, too. What is it?’

			Wanda shrugged. ‘A demon, a Djinn [4], an omen of death. All of the above.’

			

			‘At least it wasn’t one of dad’s cronies. It’s good to see you, sis.’ 

			‘I think they might be dad’s closest cronies, actually. Either his or the devil’s; not that I’d be able to tell them apart. Maybe after all those failed attempts he has gotten a bit more creative in his approach. What happened to your afro, by the way? Please tell me you grew those dreadlocks naturally, and you didn’t have instant locs installed.’

			Gerald passed a hand through the thick tangle of hair on his head.

			‘I just let it grow out naturally, no instant locs involved. A real king doesn’t put on a crown; he grows his own. Just the way men used to wear their hair in the old days. I won’t let a razor anywhere near my head, you know. Also, this is much more convenient for breakdancing. When you spend half the day spinning on your head it helps to have a little protection for your scalp,’ he said. ‘It was either this or make peace with the fact that I would develop a calloused bald spot on the top of my head, and I would have to go through life looking like a catholic friar. The girls seem to like it like this anyway,’ he added.

			Wanda made a sour face. ‘I’m sure they’re thrilled. Let’s hope your dreadlocks are like Samson’s and that they give you power, let’s also hope that none of your ‘girls’ turn out to be like Delilah. We will need every bit of magic we can get our hands on, considering what we’re up against.’

			

			‘But why are these … these things, here?’ Gerald asked.

			His sister looked uncertain.

			‘Oh, Gerald. It’s all my fault. At first, they appeared only in my dreams, but I did not take precautions soon enough. When I readied the rituals and had the proper incantations in place it was already too late. They began scratching at my door, creeping through the house. My protective talismans were stolen in the night, and I knew I couldn’t face them alone. I knew I needed my brothers, if I wanted to stand a chance against them.’

			‘Why didn’t you call? I could have come to your apartment and we could have expelled them.’ He tried his best to sound comforting but he had never faced a creature the like of which he had seen outside just now. ‘I know Steven is far away but I’m sure he would have tried to help any way he could.’

			‘By sending good vibes? You know that’s not my style.’

			The voice had come from the living room. Gerald hadn’t seen his brother in close to a year. Steven had taken a break from his job as a psychologist to spend some weeks training and living with the longshoremen of Cuba. After Steven had met a woman there, weeks had turned into months, and Gerald had begun to wonder if he would see his brother again, or if he had forever lost him to the homeland of their ancestors. He had had his doubts when his brother, who had always walked the straight and narrow in both school and his career, had suddenly developed this infatuation with this person – who claimed to be a shaman who communicated with plants – so far away. But, it was as Wanda had said: they would need all the magic [5] they could get their hands on.

			Steven entered the kitchen and Gerald was shocked. He had expected his brother to look withered and to be dressed like a Santeria [6] shaman himself, but he looked the same as the day he left to go on his Journey, except he was much thinner now. He now had a wiry, athletic strength. The kind of subtle strength one develops through long jungle treks and even longer nights of salsa dancing, not the showy muscle strength of a gym bro. Steven’s hair grew in all directions, a wild and unapologetic afro. He wore a black african tunic with gold embroidery and a large shiny purple scarf with gold patterns on his shoulders. It was the kind of accessory that Gerald would have teased him with not too long ago, but this kind of thing had recently become very popular and Steven was simply ahead of his time. Gerald considered buying one for himself, but he knew Steven would never let him forget it. They embraced.

			‘It’s good to see you, brother. It feels like years since we’ve seen each other,’ Steven said. He looked Gerald up and down. ‘What happened to your Afro?’

			Gerald wondered how many times he was going to have to hear that.

			

			‘You look like you haven’t been gone for more than a day. I almost expected you to have your face covered in sacred tattoos and to be speaking in tongues. You still look much more like a psychologist than a shaman to me.’

			‘Have you considered that those two professions might be much more similar than you would expect?’ Steven said with a smile.

			Gerald had mixed feelings about this family reunion. On one hand he was thrilled to see his siblings again. On the other hand, he was worried, because all of them being in the same place gave their enemies a unique opportunity to eliminate all of them at once. Don’t put all your eggs in one basket might be a tired cliché, but those who adhere to it will never go without omelettes.

			‘Likewise. But, why aren’t we at Wanda’s apartment exorcizing these … whatever they are?’

			‘Because that’s no longer a safe place to stay,’ Wanda said. ‘I should have acted sooner but I allowed the dark influence to pile up in that place. It started with nightmares and slowly they turned into waking nightmares. Imagine having sleep paralysis while being upright and doing your daily tasks and then you know what it was like to live in my apartment recently. It would probably be for the best if we sealed that place off entirely, or better yet burn it to the ground. It is infested with dark magic to the core.’

			Gerald sniffed.

			

			‘How much are you guys burning in here, anyway? I could smell the sage and the patchouli through the door. You made sure to be careful, right? If you burn my house down, we’ll have nothing to protect us from what’s outside.’

			‘Honestly, burning the place down might be our only option. The creatures like the one you saw outside may have already infested the walls. If we burn the house to the ground, we might be able to get rid of it.’

			Gerald looked at her, stunned.

			‘She’s joking, big bro,’ Steven said. ‘When did you become so serious? Don’t tell me. It was when you installed your dreadlocks. When you took out your afro curls your sense of humor must have vanished with them.’

			‘I’m glad you guys think demons hunting for our skins is a laughing matter, because I sure don’t. Can we ask a senior exorcist, a real obeahman? Someone who has more experience in dealing with things of this nature. Maybe Uncle Ronald, Victor, or Gustave. Maybe Aunt Els or aunt Gaby.’

			Wanda counted on her fingers. ‘Dead, dead, senile, also dead, and turned to the darkness.’

			‘What about uncle Challie?’

			‘In Suriname, of course.’

			Gerald was dumbfounded. ‘So, what do we do? Do we sit here, and wait until the bastards creep inside, catch us sleeping? We can’t win a war of attrition against creatures that don’t eat, sleep, or feel.’

			

			‘I don’t think becoming obeahmen is quite in our wheelhouse, but it’s possible we can exorcise these creatures. Consider this ordeal the final exam. If we make it out alive, we can consider ourselves the real deal. If we don’t then it doesn’t matter anyway,’ Steven said.

			‘Don’t be absurd; only Wanda has made the Journey. She won’t be able to carry both of us. I don’t have the proper training, and neither do you,’ Gerald said.

			Steven’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, but I have. You didn’t think I got on a flight from Cuba just because I missed you, right? I met my guide, completed my initiation, elevated my frequency, and made my Journey.’

			For a moment, Gerald forgot all about the menace that was outside the house. Of course, that’s why his brother had gone there, he realized. He felt pride mixed with shame. His little brother had elevated his frequency before he had. He looked at his hands and wished that he could tear the flesh from his own bones, and go right to the core of his being. He had been so obsessed with his physical performance that he had neglected his spiritual training. He had done so deliberately; every time he had faced a plateau in his spiritual development, he had been hesitant to push through it, for fear of finding a life like the one his father lived. He feared that there was something of his father in him: great potential for power, paired with an even greater capacity for mayhem. He had thrown everything into his art to forget, to try and not become like him, and he had succeeded. But now that living shadows lurked at the threshold of his home, he wished that he understood his own shadow a little better, so that he might be able to deal with them. He then thought of a Bennu Bird [7], and for a moment he imagined that he heard the clapping of its wings.

			‘Your guide being this Santeria shaman?’ Gerald asked.

			Steven shook his head. ‘Miss Perez merely introduced me to my guide. Think of her as running a trans-dimensional travel agency.’

			‘Then who was the guide, how did you know him?’

			‘My guide was known throughout history by many names: as Marduk by the Babylonians, as Apollo by the Greeks and the Romans, and as Beowulf by the Geats; as well as countless others. Even in Christianity they recast his story as that of Saint George. He never told me his true name, but he told me he was of the celestial lineage of Kamanti Kamadyah [8] a slayer of Leviathans [9], and speaker of the magic tongue [10].’ 

			Gerald believed him. This patron spirit fit his personality; reckless, blessed with both speech and force. Steven spoke of the ancient guide, who had been a warrior for many centuries, as if he were an old friend. Not at all like Wanda, who had remained silent throughout Steven’s monologue. Wanda did not like to talk about her guide, even though she had been blessed with the true sight since a young age. 

			

			The window broke, and a howling noise like a thousand hurricanes entered the kitchen. What looked like liquid shadow came in through where the window had been, making a sound that was half hiss and half mocking laughter. Wanda took a bottle out from her pocket, took a sip of whatever was in it, and spat at the apparition. She told the shadow to be gone, using a spell in the magic tongue. The shadow halted its advance and winced.

			‘You too,’ Wanda said.

			Steven took the bottle and did the same, then he pushed it into Gerald’s hands. Gerald took a big swig and instantly regretted his decision. His tongue burned and he spat the liquid out quickly, towards the shadow, he could only barely mumble the words. The entity retreated back to where it came from like a snake that had been stabbed.

			‘Quick, into the living room before it comes to its senses!’

			They ran into the living room, closing the door behind them. Gerald and Steven put a large oakwood table in front of the door, though they had doubts whether a physical barrier would restrain a being of shadow.

			As soon as the siblings had a moment of respite, Steven and Wanda began laughing.

			‘You chugged that stuff like it was cherry cola,’ Wanda said. ‘What’s the matter with you?’

			Gerald couldn’t feel his lips and tongue. ‘Palm?’ he said.

			

			‘Of course, Gerald. What else would it be? Prune juice?’ Steven said, still laughing.

			Gerald relaxed and couldn’t help but laugh at himself. Luckily, he hadn’t actually ingested a whole lot of the liquor; at 90% alcohol content it wasn’t exactly what one would order for a night of casual drinking. Marienburg Palm was technically illegal, but it did not surprise him that his siblings had gotten their hands on a bottle. Usually it was used for spellcasting, and a magician would spray the liquor three times whilst chanting a spell. Each of them had done it once, so it would probably have the same effect, he thought.

			The fragrance of burnt herbs permeated the room. Its source was a makeshift pyre in the center of the room. The patchouli was almost gone, but the smell of burnt sage was still there. Gerald still couldn’t place the third smell, which had changed from a wispy hint of a little something, to invading his nostrils. More shocking was that Gerald could barely recognize his own living room; Wanda and Steven had done some redecorating in the time he had been absent. Every inch of the walls, and even the windows, were covered in colorful geometrically patterned tapestries, most of which had some variation of a Merkabah[11] on them. Each of the four walls had a mask at its center. The only item that remained that was Gerald’s was a poster of Bruce Lee that hung in the hallway. He had a copy of The Tao Jeet Kune Do lying around somewhere, perhaps that might help as well. Gerald knew the depictions, even long before he had realized the gravity of all this, his mother had told him stories about the great leaders of old during his childhood; each mask represented a key role in the Bwiti traditio [12]. On the North facing wall hung a mask depicting a loekoeman – a seer – with large eyes to match. On the East facing wall hung a wizened face depicting the dresiman, an expert healer educated in the complexities of the body and medicine. On the wall to the South hung the grim and battered face of a demonic figure, covered in scars and with only one eye, which acted as a sort of scarecrow; its purpose was to ward off evil. Finally, on the Western wall, hung a glimmering mask in which Gerald could see himself, this mask was that of the traveler, the ever-present self. Gerald felt a little more at ease. Even if the barricaded door would do nothing to keep the darkness out, they would be safe as long as these objects retained the power with which they were imbued. 

			‘You guys really went all-out. Did you bring all these items from Cuba?’ Gerald asked whilst letting his fingers slide over an emerald talisman.

			‘Most of them, yes. Some originated there. Others were brought by the ancestors of the longshoremen; family heirlooms smuggled aboard slave ships from West-Africa and guarded by generations of shamans. Some pieces originate from what we today call Nigeria, and a few of them are traceable to the Ashanti people [13] of Ghana.’ Steven pointed towards a collection of small statues, one of which stood out to Gerald: a man on a golden seat. ‘We were able to save the masks from Wanda’s apartment. I may have overdone it a little, though. There are probably more enchanted items here than in any other room in the Northern Hemisphere. Except for some vaults in the Vatican and Mecca, of course,’ Steven said.

			‘Don’t forget all the stolen artifacts in the British Museum,’ Wanda added.

			‘My humble home turned into the mystical equivalent of Fort Knox. I almost feel honored. Though I am a little worried you might set the house ablaze,’ Gerald said. 

			He quickly got up to fill a large gourd with water, just in case. As soon as he sat down there was a loud banging at the door, the table moved.

			‘Looks like it’s trying to get back in,’ Steven said.

			‘Not if I have anything to say about it,’ Wanda said. 

			She picked up a bag from the corner of the room. It was white as snow with a red cross on it, and seemed out of place between the colorful artifacts that were spread throughout the room.

			‘What is it?’ Gerald asked.

			‘Emergency aid kit; for emergencies of the Obeah [14] variety, not the trauma kind,’ she said, and turned the bag upside down next to the pyre. Wanda quickly put more sage on the flame and lit some bush candle [15], chanting each time she ignited one. She also added a pungent herbal powder to the flame, and Gerald recognized it; it was the smell he had been unable to identify before. It was asafetida, the devil’s dung. The Greeks and Romans had written about this substance as well, and had called silphium, but their descendants believed it had either gone extinct or dismissed its existence to the realm of myth entirely; yet in the Caribbean, and in remote communities in the Amazon rainforest as well as in Africa, its use continued into the modern era.

			The pile of stuff was fit for a shamanic garage sale. There were items both rare and common. 

			‘First the belts,’ Wanda said. ‘We have to stand united against these dark creatures. Whether they be demons, spirits, bakru’s [16] or duppy’s [17].’

			The three of them put on their tapu belts [18]. The belts were meant to close one’s energy [19] field against evil external influences. They were made from blue cotton and had asafetida, crushed garlic and a dried red pepper strapped onto it. The tapu belts smelled like death, but surely that was one of the reasons why this low-budget charm was so effective. What self-respecting evil spirit would want to come near something so vile?

			Gerald’s eye fell on a Bible bound in black leather. He picked it up to examine it. It looked ancient. He opened it gingerly, afraid that the paper might tear at his touch. He saw that some parts were written in Hebrew, others in Aramaic, and others still in Greek or Ge’ez, the oldest language in the bible according to most scholars, impenetrable to any modern reader. When he looked up from the book, he saw that Wanda and Steven both held their weapons and were facing the door. Wanda had her bow drawn back. He knew she would not be afraid to use it. He saw Steven holding the machete he had used in Cuba during his Journey. 

			The machete was inhabited by a powerful deity called Amua. Gerald knew that his brother abhorred violence, and he had expected that Steven had hidden the blade away in his house and forgotten about it. There wasn’t even a glimpse of doubt in his brother’s eyes, however. Gerald figured he was without a weapon, but when he looked at the Bible in his hands, he knew that words were his weapons of choice. He closed the Bible and let it fall open on a random page, allowing fate to guide him.

			‘Μὴ νικῶ ὑπὸ τοῦ κακοῦ, ἀλλὰ νίκα ἐν τῷ ἀγαθῷ τὸ κακόν,’ he quoted. 

			‘Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.’

			‘That is nice, but it would be even better if there were three fully fledged shamans here, though,’ Steven said.

			Gerald felt like a burden, how would he be able to help if he had not yet made the Journey. ‘Luckily for you, and for us,’ Wanda continued. ‘I think I have just the thing. You see, one thing I learned from my guide, was that my dominion and hers, is that of water. This is where the Leviathans live, and to slay one you must go into its territory and face it. Steven’s realm is that of the earth, as we all know.’

			Gerald looked for a reaction on Steven’s face, but he kept his emotions to himself. Gerald had met many mystics and would-be mystics in his lifetime, and he had slowly begun to suspect that his own sister actually had the most potential out of all of them. Her steadfast silence surrounding the details of her own spiritual development made him wonder whether all that potential came at a terrible cost.

			‘But I never knew where you fit in,’ Steven added. ‘Until I went into the forest with Miss Perez, and found this. You may not have the same gifts we do, nor do you have the strongest guardians on your side. But you have the gift of knowledge and vision. You must be from the realm of the air.’

			Steven used a metal rod to push aside the smouldering patchouli and sage to uncover small branches covered in myrrh and surrounded by bush candles. In the center lay a rock that was about the size of a man’s fist, it was glowing white-hot. Instantly the flame revived and shot up towards the ceiling. The flame was a golden yellow with flashes of silver emanating from the tiny rock which he instantly recognized for what it was; a piece of fallen sky, a meteorite. With the colors of a Bennu Bird Gerald thought.

			‘A thunderstone [20],’ he said.

			

			Steven nodded. ‘This thunderstone was delivered to the island of Cuba when the Ciboney Taíno people had only just begun to colonize the island, two thousand and four hundred years ago. It remained at the sanctum of one of their temples until it was lost during the Spanish colonization. But as you know, artifacts of power have a way of wanting to be found. It was only recently recovered by Miss Perez, and myself.’

			‘This shaman woman, is she your mentor? Your spiritual master?’ Gerald asked.

			‘You know me better than that. I serve no master. Miss Perez and I are equals, equally tuned in. Perhaps you will meet her someday.’

			‘What are these tangled roots, surrounding the thunderstone?’ Gerald asked.

			‘You know what they are,’ Steven replied.

			He did know. They were a relic far more valuable than any other in this room, aside from the thunderstone. Created by a being that had created itself, and renewed itself through fire like the rising sun. It was a nest made by the Bennu Bird. But unlike its creator, the nest did not renew itself. It was shrinking by the second, and Gerald knew that time was running out.

			They quietly sat down at the pyre in lotus position. A serene silence fell in the room.

			

			Gerald sat looking at the golden flame in complete silence. Each lick of flame danced in its own way. If smoke signals were like writing, then the motion of the flames were like sign language. Gerald wondered if, if he had been trained in this type of matter, he might have been able to interpret the signals. 

			He wanted to ask his brother and sister for advice, but their eyes had glossed over. They had started to meditate to connect with their guardians, were now in full alpha state and it would be unwise to disturb them.

			Gerald refocused his gaze on the fire and furrowed his brow. The flame had shrunk to a small ember. He panicked; had he missed his moment during this brief distraction? He was so concerned with what the flame might teach him, that he forgot to tend to it. Would the next plateau in his development remain out of reach, forever? He attempted to rekindle the flame by placing a few more roots and branches from the Bennu nest onto the small pyre. But in his eagerness, he knocked over the basis that his siblings had carefully constructed, and the burning stack crumbled and split into two. 

			Defeated, Gerald let his hands drop to his side. Although the fire had died, his siblings were still in trance-like state, their minds no longer present in this reality. He should not be surprised; the flame had been burning for him after all. He was unsure how much time had passed since he had sat down, because of the enchanting quality of the flame. One hour? A day? He looked up at where his clock usually hung. It was midnight. 

			In the dying pyre, the thunderstone was still burning hot. It looked more like a hot coal than a meteor; something literally from beyond this world. Perhaps it was the otherworldliness of the thunderstone that made Gerald want to touch it, even though he knew it would burn him. The attraction was too great to resist. He was surprised when he reached out and found that it was cool to the touch. He held it close to his face, staring, completely mesmerized by it. Then, he snapped out of it, realizing he was holding a hot stone and quickly threw it in the water bucket that he had kept close by in case the fire would spread. The thunderstone sizzled violently upon coming into contact with the water, and within seconds the room was filled with steam.

			‘Shit. I missed my moment,’ he said aloud.

			‘There are no moments. All is now,’ a deep voice said.

			Gerald frantically looked around looking for the source of the sound; he thought he had heard it come from the steam. ‘Who’s there?’ he said. He got up and started to walk around the room.

			‘You were so close, Gerald. All you had to do was let go. Go to the past and bring back with you what you have left behind,’ the voice continued.

			

			Gerald picked up one of the Ashanti statues his brother had placed in the room. It was a depiction of a warrior with golden tattoos. Gerald counted the statues, and noticed that one had disappeared. The small statue of the man on the golden seat was gone.

			‘When did that happen?’ Gerald said, aloud.

			‘There is no when,’ the voice said, closer now. ‘All is now.’

			The sudden crackling of the flame startled Gerald. It was as if the clapping of thunder had happened inside of his house. He turned around to see the flame reignited. Both halves of the fallen pyre had begun to burn independently creating two blowtorch-like streams of fire in the room. From behind the glittering streams, shrouded by the mist of the steam, the figure of a man revealed itself. The man sat on a floating golden stool. Holding an onyx staff engraved with alien symbols that were vaguely familiar to Gerald. In the middle was a transparent section which emitted a bright pulsating light. He smiled brightly and resembled the man of the small statue; wearing the traditional many-colored robes of an Ashanti Man of high standing, holding his head high, almost regally. Two large necklaces around his neck, thick strings of many gold coins. Each coin bore a symbol that Gerald did not immediately recognize, but somehow reminded him of a sacred geometry of ancient times. The man placed his staff on the floor to ground himself to this realm, but his feet never followed suit, as if this world were beneath his touch. 

			‘Finally, we can meet; now that your frequency has been elevated,’ the Ashanti Man said. 

			He approached Gerald and examined him closely, tilting his head slightly. ‘But alas, it seems to me that you have forgotten yourself. Yes, you have forgotten that you are more than this life, in this vessel [21], in this day and age.’

			Gerald wanted to protest but the Ashanti Man shushed him.

			‘All your lives are still in effect. All is now. I will help you remember. Re-mem-ber.’ 

			The Ashanti Man tapped his knuckles against Gerald’s forehead. A glow radiated from where the Ashanti Man had touched him. Gerald reached his index finger towards the spot and fell onto his back as if he had been struck by lightning.

			The flames rose higher and from the two streams of flames emerged the wings of Bennu Bird, rising in brilliance. The ethereal bird was fashioned out of light, its front half resembling a macaw and its back half that of a male peacock.

			The smile vanished from the Ashanti Man’s face, and he looked at Gerald sternly. ‘We will help you, but I do warn you: only be an observer. And though you may not remember, you have been here before, done this before, re-mem-ber. Bend space, fold time.’

			

			The Ashanti man raised his staff menacingly, and with a powerful lightning bolt, created a golden portal in the ceiling. It glowed mysteriously. With a simple wave of his hand, he molded the lightning bolt into a pulsating ball of golden light and blew it towards Gerald. 

			The ball rolled over and absorbed him into its light. It returned to the Ashanti man and absorbed him into its light too.

			The ball floated towards the Bennu bird, which was waiting for them with spreaded wings. Ethereal light from the bird’s heart merged with the light from the ball and gently lifted both men onto its back. The Ashanti man called out to Gerald. ‘Repeat after me, Gerald. Bend Space, Fold Time. Say it with me! Bend Space, Fold Time.’ The third time they spoke the mantra with one voice: ‘Bend Space, Fold Time.’

			The Bennu bird shot up through the golden portal as fast as lightning, like Gerald and the Ashanti Man were as light feathers. Gerald felt an overwhelming power, warmth around him and a deep sense of security. As they were carried higher and higher, the world below them faded into a blur of colors. Gerald could just make out the contours of his body, which still lay seemingly asleep in the living room.
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Lexicon

			
					1	Ghost: A rogue deceased human without a soul, roaming the realm of reality named Sabanna.


					2	Anansi: Trickster deity that often takes the shape of a spider. Is also known for his knowledge and storytelling.


					3	Motherlands: Land of the Moors, Nengre Kondre, the cradle of civilization.


					4	Djinn: Intelligent multi-dimensional shape shifting warrior race. They live according to a caste system.


					5	Magic: A high technological force of frequency that is enforced to – amongst others – create, disrupt, destruct or change by force of will and is fueled by Kama.


					6	Santería: An African diasporic religion. A syncretism between the traditional Yoruba religion of West Africa and Catholicism, mixed with Spiritism. Santería is polytheistic and revolves around deities called Oricha.


					7	Bennu Bird: Ethereal bird made of light. Its front half resembles a macaw and its back half that of a male peacock. It is the Eye in the Sky of the Sky Kings.


					8	Kamanti Kamadyah, Celestial lineage of: One of the most hidden African Caribbean secrets is the origin and appearance of the beings of the Kamadyah lineage. Mysterious beings that show themselves as African angels, deities, gods and war gods. Often invoked for protection against enemies or to be invulnerable in battle.


					9	Leviathans: Fallen creatures that ruled the Middle Worlds from their home planet Yahruth. After their fall from grace, the Creator decided to restrict their Kama by imprisoning them to all the waters; seas, oceans, rivers etc. These ancient beings are hyper intelligent, shapeshifting sea dragon-like creatures with some humanoid features.


					10	Magic tongue: Secret or holy language.


					11	Merkabah: A hexagon shaped forcefield of light created from the Gado Leti, the inner spark and light coding of a Mafu. 


					12	Bwiti tradition: Traditional cultural path and spiritual discipline that has been practiced by many tribes indigenous to equatorial Central West Africa.


					13	Ashanti people: Ashanti also known as Asante, part of the Akan ethnic group and native to the Ashanti Region of modern-day Ghana.


					14	Obeah: Another form of light that was not created by Kedua Amen. It has entered Ampong and predates the era of The Kingdom of Mankind.


					15	Bush Candle or Busi Kandra: Resin from the Locus tree (Hymenaea courbaril) used to cast out evil in rituals like exorcisms.


					16	Bakru: A deity known in the Caribbean and on the African continent. One of its appearances is a small child with a big head and sometimes is partially wooden. It’s very cunning and often used to perform services in black magic practices.


					17	Duppy: A haunting creature of the dead conceived in the Caribbean as a usually malevolent shadow or immaterial body.


					18	Tapu belt: Protective belts meant to close one’s energy field against evil external influences.


					19	Energy: Frequency of Light.


					20	Thunderstone: A small meteor that impacts the planet’s surface with a lightning bolt. It is considered holy and holds an unknown power.


					21	Vessel: The material body of (a) settler(s)


					22	Mafu: The Imperial royal guard of the Kedua Amen, enlightened beings, the predecessors of Mankind.


					23	Kedua: Creator.


					24	Amen: First name of the creator of this universe.


					25	EL: The name of our Universe.


					26	Universe of EL: The name of our particular Universe.


					27	Kedua Amen: The Creator Amen, Father of Creation.


					28	Ampong: A prison planet. Known to many in this era as planet Earth.


					29	Light: The highest frequency of Energy.


					30	Seven Laws of Light: The laws of Kedua Amen in the Universe of EL to maintain balance. 


					31	The Abyss: A realm of reality on Ampong that resonates on the lowest frequency. It is the special maximum security prison for fallen cosmic creatures.


					32	Vodouh: A race of settlers with serpent-like features, they come from the star system Lights of Lan. In an ancient era they ruled Ampong. There are 33 species of Vodouh settlers on Ampong.


					33	Nengre Kondre: Sranan Tongo (language of Suriname, South America) name for Land of the Moors also known as The Motherlands.


					34	Pangaea: A supercontinent, where all the continents as we know today were physically connected around the equator.


					35	First: The First in rank, highest of a species, like a king or ruler.


					36	Kingdom of Mankind: The realm of reality where people of Mankind are dominant and reside. One must have a vessel, known in our Realm of Matter as a body, to live there. Those without vessel are forbidden from entering.


					37	Kama: Combination of wisdom, magic, power and cosmic knowledge.


					38	Claircognizance: The ability for a person to acquire psychic knowledge without knowing how or why they knew it. There are 4 main clairs of intuition: clairvoyance, claircognizance, clairsentience and claircognizance.


					39	Realm of reality: Range of frequency that makes a specific reality, also known as dimension. Each realm of reality has its own set of rules and laws. EL has realms of reality numbering from 0, the lowest to 36th, the highest.


					40	Empire of Light: A realm of reality where higher beings from the upper realms of EL, such as the Mafu, reside. 


					41	Sky Kings: They who came from the skies. The 12 Sky Kings are Mafu, enlightened beings, the predecessors of Mankind.


					42	Games of Mu: The celebration of era(s) of peace and balance in the Motherlands. Tournament in which all the clans of Bagadune will come together and meet in friendly battle and sports.


					43	Warrior Priests: People of Mankind that are specialized in spiritual warfare to protect this planet and all his settlers from cosmic criminals.


					44	Planetary Cycle: Equivalent to 100.000 years in our realm of reality.


					45	Womb-man: The female gender of the Kingdom of Mankind.


					46	El Anatsui: A Ghanaian sculptor who lives and works in Nigeria. He is well-known for his large-scale sculptures composed of thousands of folded and crumpled pieces of metal.


					47	Melchisedek: Emperor, The First of the Sky Kings, the highest Mafu in rank.


					48	Void: A place in the chest, behind the heart of all living things on Ampong. This place can be filled with Gado Leti or other forms of light.


					49	Merkaball: A forcefield of light, shaped like a ball, created from the inner spark, soul aspect and light coding of Mafu and Mankind. It is directed by intention and Kama. 


					50	Ma Arida: Spiritual representation of the creator of the planet, Kedua Ampong. She rules the planet much like mother nature.


					51	Higher celestial realms: The higher cosmic stars, planets and worlds. From the 30th to the 36th realm of reality.


					52	Moryah: The 36th realm of reality and the highest frequency in EL. This is where the Mafu reside.


					53	Mankind (people of): The prime example of the Creator’s image, not by appearance but by their Gado Leti, the divine spark within.


					54	Yorka: The manifestation of the energetic body of a deceased person.


					55	Obeah man: Someone who practices a form of magic. By conjuring, ordering, binding deities or creating deities by unknown otherworldly light.


					56	In-feel: The Kama of higher sensing of karmic patterns, imprints of past lives, light and its origin, sensing the meaning of energetic and etheric light coding (DNA).


					57	Light coding: The materialization of the spiritual and energetical coding, DNA.


					58	Ascension: To elevate oneself to a higher frequency of light.


					59	Gado Leti: The divine spark within.


					60	Kedua Ampong: The Creator of Ampong, Mother of Creation.


					61	Weighing of the Hearts: Ceremony where Kedua Amen (by proxy) will decide based on previous actions and internal light if one will ascend or descend in frequency.


					62	Melchisedek, Noble Order of: The very first and highest noble order of this universe.


					63	Sabanna: The shadow realm of reality where the settlers reside that didn’t manage to stay within the frequency favor of the Creator Amen.


					64	Universal cycle: Equivalent to 700.000 years in our realm of reality.


					65	Realm of Matter: The realm where the siblings reside and we usually refer to as the third dimension.


					66	Anana: The African Caribbean honorary title for high royalty, also referred as the Lord or the most high.


					67	Djumbi: An evil creature from the realm of The Abyss.


					68	Fula: Giving spiritual commands to an object thereby giving it certain powers.


					69	Sreka: Initiation, rite of passage, The Journey.


					70	Adjinqua: The name of the deity that uses the vessel of uncle Jacka to be in the Realm of Matter.


					71	Tamandua: Giant Amazonian anteater.


					72	Bilongo: A magical elixir and medicine.


					73	Isri Bolani: Iron warrior, god of War.


					74	Watra bosu: They show themselves to people as water deities or human ancestors with native american traits. Their origin is unknown. 


					75	Piai: A native american spiritual specialist, healer, herb specialist, exorcist and seer.


					76	Luangu: A mysterious high ranking deity, known across the world by different names. In Africa and the Caribbean known for its intelligence and knowledge of technology. It can also grant its followers luck or good fortune.


					77	Djibril: An African war deity. 


					78	Obeah yuru: The middle of the night. A time where the energy of specific deities is more powerful.


					79	Adagoni: A shackle used to contain a form of energy, magic, deity or ghost.


					80	DNA: The materialization of the spiritual and energetical coding; light coding.


					81	Orb: Transparent, colourfull, flying ball of light or energy. 


					82	Ni’buru: A planet from a different universe, traveling towards Ampong from unknown origin. Its light will not only change this planet but the entire universe.


					83	Descension: To lower oneself to a lesser frequency of light.


					84	Homeostasis: A state of balance among all systems needed to survive and function correctly.


					85	Chitahuri: A reptilian fallen race with crocodile features, descendants of the lineage of Sobek from the star system Lights of Lan. In an ancient era they ruled Ampong.


					86	Ogri Sani: Evil creatures and beings. 


					87	Adatu: An ancient species familiar to the saber-toothed lion.


					88	Ma’ Dosina: The name of the (ancient) Chitahuri that uses the vessel of a white crocodile, originating from the Lights of Lan.


					89	Lights of Lan: A star system on the outskirts of the Universe of EL. The original home of the ancient reptilians and other reptoid races.


					90	Aghori: The Aghori are Shiva worshippers in India. They engage in post-mortem rituals. They smear cremation ashes on their bodies, and use bones from human corpses


					91	Maraca: a percussion instrument in the form of a hollow gourd or gourd-shaped container filled with dried beans or similar objects and played, usually in pairs, by being shaken. 


					92	Wood: Another name for all flora. Wood is a specie on Ampong.


					93	Aurora Borealis: The Northern Lights, A visible phenomenon where energetic particles from the sun reach Ampong’s atmosphere and its magnetic field redirects these particles towards its poles and creates a dance of colorful rays of light.


					94	Yepi: Help, This is a cry for help.


					95	Ma Arida’s lock: Gravity.


					96	Kamaball: A popular ball sport among the citizens of Bagadune. Players with enough Kama are able to create a ball using their inner spark (Gado Leti) which they then move over a net by pure intention or their feet in martial arts like acrobatics.


					97	Bonwaku: Elevated race of apelike creatures that originate from the Middle Worlds. In the older era they came to aid the Mafu in their mission for balance and restoring order on Ampong.


					98	Ifrit: The highest class of Djinn. They can fly.


					99	Molasses: Molasses is a dark, thick and sticky substance resulting from refining sugarcane or sugar beets into sugar.


					100	Aradjini: A cosmic military rank. Best comparable to the rank of General.


					101	Sangrafu: The First in rank of the species of Wood. Like a king. It is a plant species.


			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

		
		
			“All is now.”
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