Lamia, Part 3: Transformations

Miguel Ortega awoke in a cold sweat, as he did almost every morning.  He had dreamed of the white snake again.  But his new yacht was being provisioned in the port of Barranquilla.  Soon he would go to sea, leaving behind his family home in Cartagena, and with it, he hoped, these terrifying dreams of jungles and the snake.  With his yacht, he would voyage north to the United States, to revitalize his family’s drug trade and, he secretly hoped, find again the mysterious dark-haired, green-eyed woman he desired.
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Dema Culver looked in on her sister-snake, coiled on the bed in the guestroom at the back of the house.  Dema felt Kore’s yellow snake-form eyes focus on her, and knew that she was awake.  As she opened herself to Kore’s snake-dream, she heard her grandmother Sedna come out of the bedroom across the hall.  Together they joined Kore in the snake-dream, and helped her dream her body into human shape.   

As usual Kore remained pale.  She could not yet waken fully out of the snake-dream and regain her human color and metabolism.  But she had found her human voice, and said “Good morning,” as she hugged them.  Naga joined them, and Kore hugged her mother too.

Kore was still sharing Dema’s clothing, and Sedna bustled about shaking them out and handing them to her as Kore got dressed.  “Sedna, this is sooo much better than living in my old snake-den!” Kore said as she reached behind her neck to pull the mass of white hair free of her collar.

The four of them went to the kitchen where Dema and Naga began preparing their morning toast and coffee.  Sedna turned on the stove to fix something more substantial for Kore and herself, and Kore got the orange juice out of the refrigerator.  Her reptilian metabolism did not seem to be interfering with her human tastes.  

As they danced around each other between the toaster and the coffee-maker, Naga and Dema apologized to Kore and Sedna for running off to work. “Never you mind,” Sedna replied,  “You two just get along about your business.  Kore and I have a big day ahead of us too, and we’ll get started sooner if you clear out!”

So Naga went off to her clinic in the Medical District, and Dema headed for the DEA office.  At home, Sedna would once again join Kore in the snake-dream, and help her try to broaden it into the shaman dream that would in time allow her to master her transformations.  

This had become their routine since Dema had discovered that Kore had been living as a snake in the sewers beneath the streets of Chicago all the years since the night she disappeared.  Dema had found her and brought her home.  Sedna had nursed her through the drug-withdrawal.  Now it was Sedna’s self-appointed task to help Kore recover her full human physiology.

Naga, too, had become more involved with her family.  Although she had never learned to enter the shaman dream herself, Kore’s return, and her need, had revived their mother-daughter bond.  Naga left for her clinic later, and returned home earlier, than she had in years.  Often in the evenings she and Dema would talk about the shaman dream-state, Naga trying to understand it analytically.  She hoped in this way to learn something that might help Kore recover.  Although Sedna remained confident as always, Kore’s progress toward recovering her humanity was agonizingly slow, and both Dema and Naga had grown increasingly concerned.

But Kore was making progress, although she continued to revert to snake-form during the night.  At first it had required Dema’s skill to help her regain her human shape each morning, but soon Sedna could do it.  They had pretty much settled into this as a routine, until one morning Sedna had to call on Dema to assist her.

That night Kore had gone deep into the snake-dream, deeper than Sedna could follow.  Dema was upstairs getting dressed when she heard Sedna’s silent summons, and rushed down to Kore’s room.  There she found Sedna sitting on the bed, hands gently stroking Kore, who was still in snake-form.  Without hesitation Dema shifted into snake-form herself, and slid onto the bed with Kore.  She entwined her long dark coils with Kore’s pale ones, as she had done joyfully the night of their reunion, and went deep into Kore’s dream.  

Kore responded to Dema’s presence, sharing her dream, but she did not respond to Dema’s urging to dream herself into human shape.  Her snake-mind seemed to have become dominant again, and was intent on following the urging of another instinct, the instinct to hunt.  She welcomed Dema’s snake-presence, but wanted her to join in this snake-form adventure.  

Dema sensed that Kore’s naturally effervescent spirit had begun to feel frustrated and stifled by the long days under Sedna’s tutelage.  In her own irrepressible way, Kore was making a bid for freedom.  Dema passed this on to Sedna’s awareness, along with her own helplessness to persuade Kore out of this desire.  The fact was, Kore made it seem so enticing that Dema was sorely tempted to join her in it.

Naga had come into the room, and was watching the slowly twining bodies of her snake-daughters.  She stood back, doubting her own ability to help resolve whatever problem Sedna and Dema were encountering with Kore this morning.  But when neither daughter shifted form at all her concern mounted, and something stirred deep within her.  

Without knowing what she expected to accomplish, she found herself kneeling beside the bed.  She took Kore’s snake-form head in her hands, looking deep into her yellow eyes. The connection between them intensified, and she poured herself into it as she said, “Kore, I don’t know what’s troubling you this morning, but it will pass.  We will make you whole again, Sedna and Dema and I.  You don’t need to be a snake.  You will be free again.”

Instantly Kore’s body flowed from snake to human form and she was in her mother’s arms, embracing her, head on her shoulder, tears streaming from her eyes.  “I love you, Ma,” she croaked.  Dema too returned to normal and now stood by the bed, looking at her mother with awe.  Sedna was beaming.

-2-

That night Naga was more resolute than ever in her talk with Dema and Sedna to penetrate the mystery of the shaman dream.  Kore listened silently, understanding little of their technical talk, but taking in what she could, deeply aware that this was all about helping her.  After her rough start, Kore had gone through the day of Sedna’s shaman training willingly enough, confident again that she was more human than snake, despite the fact that she could not yet shed the pallor and reptilian metabolism of the Lamia.  Now she sat relaxed, her cold blood warmed by the care of her family.

“Dema, I can’t pretend to understand what it is you do when you shift your form,” Naga was saying, “But I know enough to realize that it is beyond the bounds of modern science as it is popularly understood.  

“It will take a new kind of science to explain it,” she went on after a moment, giving voice to her wandering thoughts.  “There have been hints that such a new view lies on the horizon.  For a hundred years scientists have been trying to get their heads around the laws of quantum physics.  About the best they can do is admit that, in the end, anything is possible.”  

“Wasn’t it Sherlock Holmes that said if you eliminate the impossible, what is left, however improbable, is true?” asked Dema.

“Exactly.  Except the place some of them are arriving at is that if nothing is impossible, then everything must be true.”

“That’s the multiverse theory you talked about before, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but what is really true is not, I think, their idea that all possible universes actually exist in some kind of parallel space.  The idea I like is the one that says all things are possible, but only one set gets elected to be real at any time.”

“That’s like what you called ‘quantum evolution’ before.”

“Very good, Dema.  At the quantum level the possibilities are there.  Then when conditions change, the probabilities shift, and a different possibility is realized.  It’s been demonstrated at the cellular level.”

“Where it’s relatively easy to maintain what they call quantum coherence.”

“Right again.  This is where the theorists hang up.  They believe their mathematics is telling them that coherence can’t be maintained over more than microscopic regions, that natural randomness will inevitably cause it to collapse too soon to extend it farther.”

“That’s the difficulty they have to overcome to build a useful quantum computer, for example, right?”

“Yes.  But that’s a problem in pure physics.  It’s an interesting problem, because the very mathematics that tells them a quantum computer ought to work won’t help them solve the problem unless they can build one.  Because the math says all answers are possible, and the only way to get a real answer is to throw the quantum dice and see what comes up.  Which only a quantum computer will allow them to do.”

There was a pause as Naga’s eyes lost focus and she pursued her thoughts silently for a moment.  Finally Dema said, “So what’s this ‘new view’ you mentioned?”

Naga looked up, focusing on the question.  “It has to do with the realization that conventional mathematics is completely inadequate to deal with these issues.  More of an admission than a realization, really.  Isaac Newton already knew when he invented the mathematics that it couldn’t even solve the three-body problem.”

“Three-body problem.  You mean like the earth and the sun and the moon.”

“Right.  If you have just two bodies, like the earth and the sun, Newton’s mechanics can solve the problem of their motion exactly.  But add even one more body, like the moon, and no solution is possible without some kind of trial and error process.  Everybody knew that all along, but they had become so enamoured of the things the math could do, helping them build railroads and skyscrapers and radios and digital computers, that they’ve had trouble admitting there are things it can’t do.” 

“Like solve problems in quantum physics.  But isn’t that where statistical theory saved the day?”

“Statistical mechanics.  It did for a long time.  It gave them a handle on extremely complex problems.  But not quantum physics.  Statistical mechanics relies on consistent randomity.  Quantum coherence is anything but random.  It is completely nonrandom.  But it is also completely unpredictable.”

“Except by its own functioning, hence the need for a quantum computer.”

“Yes. The only thing that can model a quantum state is a quantum state.  But in the end, what good is that?  It’s not much better than saying if you want to find out how something works, you have to build one and try it.”

“Which, come to think of it, is exactly the way the whole world operates after all.”

“And now we are getting somewhere.  I’m beginning to believe that we are all operators of quantum computers.”

Sedna spoke up.  “If I’m following you, every shaman knows that, if not in those terms.  When the creator breathed life into his creatures, he endowed them with his creative spirit, with the will to live and the ability to create and evolve new life.”

“Every shaman does know this, from personal experience,” said Dema, “But what shaman was ever able to explain it, to put it into words that would really make sense to anyone but another shaman?  If saying we are operators of quantum computers does that, maybe we are getting somewhere.”

“The reason I think it may help,” said Naga, “Is that someone like me who is not a shaman can get the idea that, at some level, I must control my own reality.  I somehow generate enough quantum coherence to hold my own reality to the shape I believe it should have.  The thing you can do, Dema, that I can’t do, is alter that fundamental belief in a way that alters reality, for yourself and for others.  All creatures great and small are constrained by their own expectations.  It takes a shaman, or a powerful environmental pressure, to change those expectations and allow changes in reality to occur.”

Kore spoke.  “Like me.  It took plenty of pressure to change me into a snake.  But after it happened, it became what I understood reality to be.  It took Dema and Sedna to bring me back, to get me to expect to be human again.  But still, I guess, there’s some important part of me that only expects to be a Lamia.”  

“I went through the same thing, Kore,” Dema said.  “I found my key.  You’ll find yours.”

“And maybe, I hope, hearing us talk through these ideas will help,” said Naga.

“But enough talk for one night!” said Sedna, “To bed, the lot of you!”
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Miguel Ortega’s new yacht steamed into Montego Bay to refuel and pick up some fresh provisions before sailing on north to the United States.  Ortega was not finding it easy adjusting to life at sea, and went ashore to stretch his legs and feel the firm sandy soil of Jamaica under his feet.  Before long he worked up a thirst, and stopped at a tavern for a drink and a short rest.  As he sat nursing his rum cooler, his attention was drawn to a tall Jamaican with Rastafarian dreadlocks sitting at a table nearby.  The man seemed to be talking about a voodoo rite, but Ortega thought he heard him mention Chicago.  He began to listen more closely.

“Twas the Loa Damballah herself, I tell you.  Right there in Chicago.  Who else would have white hair and death white skin?  Who else could turn into a snake before Rankine’s eyes?  Yes, Rankine was smoking the divine weed.  But smoke does not cloud his eyes.  He knows what he sees.  ‘Twas not a dream.”  

As he heard these words, Ortega broke into a familiar cold sweat.  Somehow this story made him feel the presence of his own dream snake.  Never before had the dream come to him like this in the daytime.  Never before had he recalled the dream so vividly while he was awake.  But this man was saying the snake was real, and someone named Rankine had seen it in Chicago.  Could it be that his own snake was not a dream, that it had actually attacked him in Pennsylvania, had weakened him and clouded his mind so that he could not recall it, and then could not perform for the woman he desired?  He had to find this Rankine and talk to him.

Ortega approached the table.  “Pardon me, I could not help but hear you speak of the white snake, that it was seen in Chicago.  It is possible I encountered this same snake in Pennsylvania.”

Rankine studied Ortega coldly for a long moment.  Then his look softened and he said, “You are Senor Ortega, from the yacht in the harbor.  Please, join us.  Tell Rankine and his friends how you met the white snake.”

Ortega smiled and pulled up a chair, amused and slightly embarassed at being confused by Rankine’s island patois.  He told him that his memory of the encounter was not clear, that until now he had thought it was only a dream, but hearing someone else speak of it seemed to be bringing it back.  He asked to hear more of Rankine’s story.

Rankine was happy to have a listener who might really believe him.  He told of how the woman he called the Loa Damballah had entered his room, and entered his dream of home.  How she had danced with him, and he thought she had come to offer him love.  When Rankine got to the part where she had bitten his neck to drink his blood, Ortega went pale.  His hand went involuntarily to the small scar on his own neck. and his mouth opened.

“Thus does the earth-mother claim the blood of the evil-doer to replenish the lost blood of the innocent,” he said.  

It was the first time he had consciously recalled those words.  It was true.  It was all true.  And now he remembered something else.  The death-pale snake-woman who had taken his blood had become, before his eyes, the dark-haired, green-eyed woman he had been lusting after ever since.  His lust deepened, and changed form.

Rankine was staring at him. “‘The Lamia does not lightly permit the evil-doer to spill the blood of the innocent.’  Those were her words to me.  It is true, you know her too.  But you are not of the islands.  You are not one who the Loa would visit.”  

Rankine’s face darkened.  “She was not the true Loa Damballah!  She was a witch, a deceiver!  She drove Rankine from Chicago with lies!”  His fist pounded the table so that the glasses jumped and the rum bottle teetered precariously.

“It was because of her that I left Philadelphia, that my business operation there collapsed in the hands of fools,” said Ortega.

“It was because of her that Rankine left Chicago and returned to this island.  Rankine, too, had a business operation that collapsed when he left it in the hands of others.”

They understood each other perfectly.  Before long, Ortega invited Rankine to become his partner, to go north with him on the yacht.  It was Rankine’s suggestion that they set their course not for Chesapeake Bay, but farther north, for the St. Lawrence Seaway, Lake Michigan, and Chicago, where he had last seen the Lamia.
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In Chicago, events in the Culver household moved forward.  Once brought out of her snake-dream each day, Kore became more and more her old self.  She joked with Dema, making light of her situation, reminding everyone how much better it was to be a part-time human living at home than a full-time snake living in a sewer.

Naga remained analytical, engaging Dema and Sedna in more discussions of the nature of the transformational ability.  Sedna was a reservoir of lore about shamanism, and provided anecdotes about werewolves and other shape-shifters.  Naga continued to evolve her theory of the multiverse of possibilities, and the quantum-consciousness conditions that enabled the shift by favoring one possibility over others.  She challenged Dema to help her refine the theory, always in the hope of understanding Kore’s condition well enough to help her recover.  They discussed the four levels of Shaman awareness, and how they relate to the ability and its control.  Dema and Sedna agreed that Kore’s difficulty in reaching the higher levels of this awareness was part of her problem. 

One evening Naga asked Dema if she could shift to other forms than that of a snake.

Dema said, “The truth is, I’ve been trying to avoid that question.  After what I went through I’m happy to be human again, and content to stay that way.”

Sedna said, “I think Dema is unwilling to risk another bout of the trauma she experienced in first shifting to snake-form and being unable to control it.”  

Naga looked at Dema, who nodded her recognition that Sedna was right.  “I can’t blame you,” said Naga, “I wouldn’t want to push it either.  But I can think of no reason why your ability should be limited.”

“The snake-shape is our heritage from the Lamia,” Dema said, “I felt obliged to honor that, in a way, and to honor the snakes who helped me find the way.  But as I think about it now, there are some other things that I have done.  Like the little glamour I used so people wouldn’t see my yellow eyes when I was stuck in the Lamia form before.

“But I’m beyond that now.  Finding Kore cured me of the uncontrollable Lamia shifts. I realized that it was reminders of that unfulfilled promise to myself that made me keep changing.  So I haven’t needed to use the shaman dream any more, except to help Kore.”

“It’s the shaman dream that I still don’t understand,” said Naga, “What is it in that state of mind that enables you to change?”

In response, Dema went into the dream and became the snake.  She raised up on her long coils, sliding out of the pile of clothing she had shed onto the floor of the sitting room.  Then she dreamed back her human head, so that she could speak.

“Sedna called it ‘lucid dreaming’ before,” she said, “And that’s what it is.  When we dream, we are in our own world, separate from physical reality.  In lucid dreaming, we can control events in the dream world.  The shaman dream is lucid dreaming, but the dream becomes real.  Watch.”  

Dema dreamed back her hands and arms, and upper body.  Whenever she had done this before, she had retained her reptilian metabolism, as she had always done in the form of the Lamia.  But now she dreamed back her full, warm-blooded human form from the waist up, while remaining snake-like below.  

“See,” she said, “I can be as human as I want in parts, and still be snake in other parts.”  She dreamed herself a forked snake-tongue and flicked it out to taste the air, then dreamed it back to normal.  She dreamed herself back to fully human shape, and put her clothes back on.  While she was doing this, she dreamed her torso back to snake-form so that her waist lengthened by several inches.  Then she dreamed her neck into snake-form so that it too elongated and her human head swayed a foot or so above her human shoulders.  She smiled down at Naga and Sedna, then returned to normal and sat in her chair, winking at Kore.

“As you went through your changes, I tried to stay aware of my own expectations,” Naga said.  “I felt that on some deep level I was not surprised.  On some level, I already knew what you were about to do, and had accepted it.  I think that must be my own level of quantum consciousness.  In your shaman dream, you can influence others at that level.  But still I don’t know why that would be limited.” 

“I understand human, and I understand snake.  I can be as much or as little of either as I want.  But that’s all I can do,” Dema said.

“That’s all you are familiar with,” said Sedna.

Her three children turned to her expectantly.

“I’ve told you tales of shamans that could adopt other shapes,” she said.  “Always, they chose the shape of an animal that was familiar to them, usually from their spirit quest.”

“You mean kind of like the witch’s familiar in stories,” Dema said.

“Yes, but the stories may give the wrong impression.  To the shaman, a familiar is not simply an animal that she keeps around.  It is an animal she has shared her dream with, one that she knows intimately, whose senses she can share, an animal she can be at will.”

“Of course,” said Naga, “Every animal must have a deep sense of its own being, the sense that shapes its own reality.  A shaman must acquire that sense before she can assume the shape.”

“And I gained that sense from dreaming with the snakes in the cave, as well as in my past life as the Lamia,” said Dema.  “I can be a snake, the snakes are my familiar.”

Everyone looked at Kore, sharing the same thought.  The fact that Kore’s transformation took place without the aid of a familiar seemed to be an anomaly.  “She was aware of her Lamia heritage,” Sedna declared.  “Perhaps in her moment of need that was enough.”

“Kore, maybe I should take you to my cave in Pennsylvania,” said Dema.

Kore smiled.  “That would be fun!” she said.

“Getting familiar with some natural snakes might help you get deeper into your shaman-dream at that,” Sedna offered.  “But the zoo is closer.”

“I always loved to go to the zoo,” Kore said.  “I used to go alone, and stand in front of the snake displays for hours.  Sometimes I could see what they were seeing, even see my own self looking back at them.”

“Mystery solved,” said Naga, “Take her to the zoo, Sedna!”
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So Kore visited the zoo with Sedna, and did develop a deeper familiarity with natural snakes.  She became aware of their deep serenity of spirit.  She realized, she said, that this gave them the patience to endure there confinement in the zoo’s display cases.  She said that something like it had helped her endure her long years in the sewers.

And this deeper familiarity did help.  The next morning when Sedna went into Kore’s room, she was already up and dressed, in human form.  “Surprise!” she said, with a big grin.  Sedna hugged her and beamed back at her.  Naga and Dema too were elated when they found out.

After that, Kore had more control.  She was able to dream-shift herself to snake-form and back at will, much like Dema.  But she remained Lamia-pale.  Hopes were rekindled all around, but there was more work to be done.

Dema went to the zoo too, when she had some spare time, and did her own experimenting.  Through her shaman-dream she contacted the awareness of various animals, becoming able to feel whatever they were feeling.  She practiced Kore’s trick of learning to see through their eyes, and thought that this alone could prove to be a useful ability. 

Dema had spent some time sharing awareness with the tiger and other big cats.  She found herself attracted to one green-eyed black panther in particular, and went farther into the shaman dream than usual with it, becoming deeply familiar with its special nature.  She found it easy then to take on some of its feline characteristics, such as cat-eyed night vision and claw-like nails.  

She was demonstrating these new abilities one night at home.  Naga was especially interested, and encouraging.  At her urging, Dema took the plunge, and dreamed herself fully into the shape of a big cat.  She paced around the room for awhile, enjoying the limber musculature, the natural grace.  She was beautiful in this form, and she knew it.

As Dema was putting her clothes back on after returning to human form, Naga asked her, “Dema, have you ever tried including your clothing in the transformation?  It would be much more practical.  But I have to wonder if such a thing is even possible.”  

“The possibility never occurred to me,” said Dema, “Guess I just assumed that it wouldn’t work that way.”  

Sedna said, “If the stories can be believed, there have been any number of shaman shape-shifters who returned to human form fully dressed.”  

“Well then I’ll try it,” Dema said. “I suppose I could think of my clothing as part of my human form, like a second skin, when I dream the change, so it will become part of my animal body.”  They watched her go into the shaman dream.  She was wearing denim jeans and a patterned blouse.  When she shifted into snake-form, the jeans ended up in a heap on the floor as usual.  But the blouse did not.  Instead, her scaly skin bore the blouse’s pattern.  Dema looked down at herself, then smiled at the others.  

“Pretty, huh?” she said.  She returned to her natural form, and was again wearing the blouse.  She pulled her jeans back on the normal way.

“ I could start wearing something simple under my street clothes, like that black jersey dress I wore as the Lamia once, so I can change back and forth without abandoning my modesty.  Thanks, Mom.”  

“Well, this is quite a development!” said Naga. “This means the possibilities included in our theory are broader than what I’ve been thinking of as shamanism.  It might start to explain other kinds of magic.”

“Hmmm,” said Dema, “Let me try something else.”  She picked up one of Sedna’s books and held it in her hand.  After a moment, she was holding a tumbler instead.

“Let me see it!” said Naga, holding out her hand.  Dema passed it around.  Everyone agreed that it felt like a tumbler too, it wasn’t a book that looked like a tumbler.

“That was a good book!” Sedna said as she turned it over in her hands.  

Kore looked at it too.  “What else can you do, Dema?” she asked.

In reply Dema started looking around, trying to come up with another idea.

“Look at the book!” said Kore.  In her hands, the tumbler was indeed a book again.  Kore gave it to Sedna, who opened it to check the pages, then put it on her table. 

“So it isn’t permanent,” said Naga.

“No, when I stopped thinking about it, it went back to normal,” Dema said.  “It was not much more than a glamouring, I guess.”  She did the same with another book, handed it to Naga, then let it revert while Naga held it.

Naga thought about this for a moment.  “Maybe what this means is that there is some fundamental quantum-level consistency to the way the world is that can’t be permanently violated.  She turned the book over in her hands, then gave it back to Dema. “Do it again,” she said.

So Dema did, and gave it back to Naga.  Naga examined the tumbler in some detail, looking at it from every angle.  “Now stop thinking about it,” she said.

Naga held on to the tumbler, focusing her attention on it.  It remained a tumbler for a long moment, then suddenly it was a book again.

“You did that, didn’t you, Mom.”

“I tried, and I guess it worked for a while.  But I couldn’t keep it from changing back.  I was trying to concentrate on believing it was a glass, but some part of my mind knew it was really a book, and kept expecting it to change back.  I couldn’t overcome that.  You know, it may be that many things in the world hold their shapes because of the unconscious expectations of people.”

“I’m sure you’re right, Mom,” said Dema, “But there are more than just human expectations involved.”
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The next morning when Dema joined the others at breakfast they could tell she was very excited about something.

“What’s up, Sis?” asked Kore.

“I kept thinking about what Mom said last night,” she said. “I think she was right, and it has something to do with you.  You’re a book, not a tumbler.  I mean, your natural condition is to be human.  Just like when I was stuck in your condition, you must still have some really strong hidden reason to not return to normal.”

“I think Dema’s right,” said Naga, “Your snake-attributes are not in the natural order of things.  They could not persist without your will.”

“Of course Dema is right,” Sedna put in. “What do you think Kore and I have been trying to do all this time?  I thought Dema knew that already.”

 “I don’t know everything I know yet, Sedna.  I mean, sure, now that you put it that way, I sort of knew.  But after last night I understand it better, and I’m more sure of it than ever.  We have to help Kore unbury her secret, whatever it is.”

“Well, I think we’ve made some progress,” Sedna said, “We know it’s not that she needs to be the Lamia, like you did.  But I’ve only been able to go just so far.  Whatever it is it’s buried pretty deep.”

“Maybe I can help.  I want to stay and work with you today,” said Dema.

Naga hugged her daughters and sincerely wished them luck before she left.  Then Dema and Sedna settled down with Kore and went into the shaman dream with her.

With Dema’s help, they probed deeper and deeper, trying to find the source of Kore’s trouble.  Dema kept telling Kore to go earlier, to look for some decision she had made, maybe even before she became the snake.  

“But I can’t go back,” Kore said.  

“Keep trying,” said Dema.

“I can’t, I can’t go back,” Kore said again.

“Where does that come from?” Dema asked, “That idea that you can’t go back?”

“I don’t know,” said Kore.  But even as she said it she realized that she did know, and finally, it clicked.  It was a simple thought from the time of her original transformation that had remained unresolved.  

“Dema wanted me to stay home that night, to go talk to you, Sedna.  But I couldn’t.  I couldn’t face you unless I stood up to the drug dealers first, because that was what I thought you would have expected me to do.  But it didn’t work out right.”

That fateful night, at some deep level she had promised herself that she would not go back to Dema and Sedna until she had told off the drug dealers, and she had remained burdened with her failure in that.  As she relived these thoughts and shared them with Sedna and Dema, deep in the shaman-dream, Kore felt an immense sense of relief.  

“Gosh, Dema,” she said, “What a silly thing to get all hung up over.  I was just confused, that’s all.”  She laughed, and as she laughed she lost the Lamia pallor and became fully human again for the first time in many years.

Dema called Naga, who rushed home.  They knew Kore was really back to her old self when she said she wanted to go shopping.  “Now that I’m back to normal I look too much like Dema to keep wearing her clothes,” she explained.  And indeed, when the two stood side by side they did look a lot alike.  Except the eyes.  Dema’s eyes were jade green, flecked with just a tinge of yellow, a permanent reminder of her time as the Lamia.  Kore’s eyes, which once had been hazel, remained Lamia yellow entirely. 

“If the eyes are the windows of the soul,” said Kore, “Then I guess I still have the soul of a snake.  But I don’t mind.  In fact, I kind of like it.”

“Me too,” said Dema, “The yellow is a sort of badge of honor, like a war wound, a reminder of having been through the Lamia experience.  And I’ve got to admit, Kore, you’ve got me beat hollow on that score.”

“So, Sis, you want to take me shopping?  We’ll knock ‘em dead wherever we go.”

“Let me take you, Kore,” said Naga, “Dema might want to report in at her office.”

Dema nodded at that, and Kore said, “Really, Mom?  That would be super!  And we’ll still knock ‘em dead.  We could pass for sisters too.”

Kore was right.  Naga, though some twenty years older than her girls, was still trim, and could easily pass for ten years less than her age.  Her dark hair had not lost its auburn highlights, and her eyes matched Dema’s jade green color.

“Grandma Sedna, do you want to come too?” asked Kore.  But Sedna was never much one for shopping, or going anyplace crowded with people.  When she went out she preferred solitary walks in the woods.  So she begged off, saying with a smile that she’d be just as happy to resume her normal routine now that Kore was herself again.

When Kore left with Naga, Dema turned to Sedna and said, “You’ve got your family back, Grandma.”

“Yes I do, thanks to you, Dema.”  They hugged, and shared a deeply emotional moment before Dema went off to the DEA office and Sedna turned to other neglected chores.
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Dema had already settled back into her DEA routine.  She had reported to Captain O’Mally that the rumors of incidents of a snake attacking drug dealers had stopped.  As far as Dema could determine, both from police records and from Kore’s own memories, none of Kore’s Lamia-victims had died after the first three. Vince Mattock had recovered, and Kore’s attacks after that were driven less by the Lamia-vengeance than by the drug craving his tainted blood had aroused in her.  

With the effect of the drugs she had become less able to sustain the attacks, and all her later victims had recovered.  Since it was the fact that they had been loaded up on drugs that had drawn Kore to them, any reports they made of her attacks were of course considered drug-induced hallucinations, even when they were true.

As for the first three, Dema knew that Kore’s Lamia-instinct had been right, they all had the blood of innocents on their hands, and at least by Lamia standards their fates had been well deserved.  So there was nothing to be gained on any level by Kore turning herself in for the attacks.  The best she and Dema could do was put the episode behind them.  Although Kore was the older, Dema now had far more human experience and education.  So, perhaps not surprisingly, their sisterly roles had been reversed.  Kore regularly looked to Dema for sisterly advice, and willingly followed her lead in this.  

So the case had been dead-filed, and Dema had moved on to other things.  An interesting new development she had just heard about was that an ocean-going private yacht had appeared on Lake Michigan.  It had put in at the port of Chicago a few times, but seemed to be spending an unusual amount of time out on the lake.  Private yachts were always of interest to the DEA.  Their potential for involvement in drug trafficking was high.  But there was little the DEA could do to justify investigating them without direct evidence.  So they were mostly watched rather casually, unless they did something to attract attention.  This new one, by seemingly trying to keep a low profile, had gained a high profile on the watch list.  But so far the reports on it had not offered anything to arouse DEA suspicions very much.
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If Miguel Ortega had known that his yacht had become an object of DEA surveillance, he would have been only mildly annoyed.  He believed he knew how to operate in such a way that they could not touch him, bound as they were by the rules of law.  He and Rankine had high hopes for their plans.  Already Rankine had renewed several of his contacts in the city, and the groundwork for their new operation was beginning to take shape.  

Rankine was as bold as ever.  He disdained any suggestion that he should lay low until they knew what had become of his old operations, and frequently took the yacht’s motor launch to go ashore.  He went about the city as if he had never left it.  

Ortega had only been ashore twice, but Rankine had recently talked him into going for a tour of the city, saying he should get acquainted with his new territory.  Rankine had acquired the use of a limousine, and the trip was planned for the next day.

Rum-Belly Rankine’s idea of showing Miguel Ortega around Chicago would have involved stops at a number of lakeside bars and other hang-outs, but Ortega would have none of that.  He did not want to meet Rankine’s contacts, he preferred to keep a low profile, to mastermind the operations and let Rankine be his front man.  So it was mostly a riding tour, up Western to Lincoln and back down Ashland.  

Rankine had just pointed out his former residence, and was telling Ortega the advantages of being located in the Medical District, explaining its connection to the drug trade, when Ortega happened to see Naga Culver walking toward her clinic.

“That’s her!” he shouted excitedly, pointing her out to Rankine.  “That’s the woman I’ve been hoping to find, the one who came to me in my camp in Pennsylvania.  She is the witch, the one you say calls herself the Lamia!”

“Are you sure?” Rankine asked.

“It’s her, there can be no doubt.  There can’t be another woman like that in all the world!”

The limousine was slowed by traffic, and Naga was keeping pace with them on the sidewalk.  She could not see them watching her through the tinted windows.  

“I know this woman,” said Rankine, as his eyes took in her naturally confident stride.  “She operates that clinic just ahead.  ‘Tis a drug-free clinic, and ‘tis well known that she despises all who deal in drugs.  Not only the like of you and me, but also those in her own profession who, as we know, create so many of our customers.  It would not surprise me if she disapproved of Rankine’s operation when ‘twas so nearby.”  

A few steps farther down the street Naga went in the door of her clinic.  Ortega stared at the door for a long moment as the limousine slowly pulled ahead, then said, “I must have her aboard the ship.”

Rankine stared at him for a while, then said “You mean, you want to abduct her?  Grab her off the street?”

Ortega nodded.  “That is always the easiest way.  It takes but a moment to stop a car and pull an unsuspecting lone person into it.  It can be done in broad daylight, because it happens so fast it arouses no suspicions in those nearby that a smile and a wave won’t quell.  But it is best done at night, if possible.”

Rankine was fascinated at this new facet Ortega was revealing of his former methods.  Ortega looked at him and went on.  “It cannot be you or I that do this.  She knows us, and would resist too soon.  

“But it must be someone reliable.  Once, in Philadelphia, I sent three men to bring back one woman, a DEA agent who seemed to be learning too much.  They almost let her escape, and had to shoot her as she ran into the woods.  A waste.  I would have enjoyed extracting what she knew from her.” A sadistic grin curled the corners of Ortega’s lips, and once again Rankine was fascinated at what this seemed to reveal about his partner.

“I can find such men,” said Rankine, “But this is the Lamia we are talking about.  She will transform herself into a snake!  I cannot find men to handle that!”

“They must be prepared to drug her, to inject her the moment she is in the car.  Then, as you have told me, she will be helpless.  She will be mine.”

“This may be possible,” said Rankine, thinking of his own reasons for wanting to get his hands on this woman. “I will make arrangements.”

“Tonight!  It must be tonight.  I have waited too long for this.  The moment is here.”  Ortega was nearly trembling with anticipation.

“A car will be waiting to follow her when she leaves the clinic,” Rankine said.
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That evening, Kore became anxious when Naga did not come home at her usual time, but Dema and Sedna both reassured her.

“Before you got better, Mom’s top priority was to be here for you,” Dema said, “But now that you are yourself again, she’s no doubt staying late to help one of her patients.”

“That’s right,” added Sedna.  “All the years you were gone she came home very late almost every night, and often did not come home at all.  She has a lot of other people to care for.  There’s no cause for concern.”

But Kore continued to fret, and went to bed earlier than usual.  Dema and Sedna were still sitting up, talking about their day, when suddenly they felt a dream-summons from Kore.  “Sedna, Dema, some quick!  Mom’s in trouble!”  They quickly realized that as she had drifted toward sleep Kore’s concern had somehow brought her into a dream-connection with Naga.

They rushed to her room, opening themselves to the shaman-dream as they did so. “She was grabbed off the street right outside her clinic,” Kore relayed to them.  “She’s been taken somewhere out on the Lake!”

Dema could see it too, now that she was linked with Kore in the shaman-dream.  Naga had been taken aboard a yacht.  She had not been badly mishandled, and seemed more puzzled and angry than frightened, but something was wrong with her.  Kore, Dema and Sedna all tried to convey to her that they knew what had happened and would try to help.  Sedna felt certain that they had reached her, but the link was fuzzy and it was hard to be sure she understood.  

Then through Naga’s eyes they saw her being ushered into a cabin.  Waiting for her inside were Rankine and Ortega.

“I know those men!” said Dema.  “They were drug bosses I visited as the Lamia.  Last I knew they were both out of the country.  Can they have come here and grabbed her to get back at me?”

“Or perhaps they think she is you,” offered Sedna.

“Rankine saw me only as the Lamia,” Dema said.  “Only Ortega saw me as myself, there in his cabin in the Poconos when I first returned to normal.  But he was so befuddled I’m surprised if he remembers me at all.”

“Dema, you would not be easy to forget,” said Kore.

“It is more than possible he thinks Naga is you,” Sedna said.

“We’ve got to help her!” said Kore.

“Yes,” said Dema, “But how?  I know of this yacht, the DEA has been watching it.  But it could take hours, even days, to put together a DEA raid.  With these men, we may not have enough time for that.”

“We need to get a boat and go out there!” Kore said.

“And storm their ship?  They would see us coming.”  Dema paused in thought.  “But you and Sedna do that.  See if you can find a boat and head out there.  I’m going to try to get there another way.” Sedna and Kore both knew what she was thinking.  She was going to fly. 

“Dema,” said Kore anxiously, “Being a snake is one thing, but flying?  Even if you can take on the right form, are you sure you can do it?”

“I did some hang-gliding while I was in college,” Dema answered, “I’ll be fine.”

She ran from the room and headed up the stairs.
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On the yacht, Naga’s abductors left her seated in a cabin with Ortega and Rankine.  She did not try to stand.  She knew she had been drugged, and was still very light-headed.  She barely remembered the abduction, but the trip here in the open launch through the chill night air had cleared away some of the fog.  Dema had told her enough of the Lamia’s encounters with these two for her to be pretty sure who they were.  She suspected that they thought she was Dema, and the drugging was to prevent her from becoming the Lamia.  She didn’t hold many cards here, and would have to play them right for them to do her any good.  She knew she was having trouble thinking straight, and her best plan for the moment would be to wait for the drug to wear off a bit more before she tried to be too clever.

Ortega sat and watched her with a smug, brooding look.  Rankine spoke first.

“Ah, lovely lady,” he said, “Welcome to our yacht.  Very kind of you to pay us a visit.”

“It seems I didn’t have much choice,” she replied groggily, “But you do have it nicely appointed.”  She swept her gaze over the furnishings, not so much nautical as reminiscent of the islands, with bamboo frame couches and chairs.  It was a big cabin, probably the biggest on the yacht.  It could have been an island cabana, but for the sea-tight doors and portholes and the continual slight rocking motion.

“You think I don’t remember you,” said Ortega at last, “But no day goes by that I do not recall our last time together.  I am shamed by my performance then.  This time, the outcome will be different.”

His words were too guarded for Naga to be sure of his intentions.  Nor did she know what part Rankine might play in this, or how these two had come to be together.  She would have to try to draw them out.

“How could I forget you?” she said to Ortega. “You had a reputation as a man of power.  But you left Philadelphia, and now you are here.  Why?” 

“Something happened to me that I don’t quite recall.  You saw me in a moment of weakness.  But I am quite strong, now,” he said.  His eyes bored into her.  He seemed possessed, enraptured.

She met his gaze boldly.  “I see that.  This ship, the fact that you are here, this man you have at your side, all speak to me of your power, your strength of will.  That a man such as you should think of me at all is very flattering.”  

“Lovely lady, you are a puzzle to me,” said Rankine.  “I know of you, and your clinic where you teach people to avoid drugs.  Yet you seem to know my friend Miguel, and have been to see him in Pennsylvania.  This does not make sense to Rankine.  You are a mystery.”

“I know of one Rankine who had his own business establishment not far from my clinic.  Yet I’ve been told he left it behind, and returned to the islands.  If you are that Rankine, now here on this ship, then you too are a mystery,” she said.

“You know of Rankine in Chicago, and yet you visit Ortega in Pennsylvania.  How is it that you visit Ortega, and not Rankine?” he asked.

Naga did not reply, but she saw something in his eyes that made her believe he was toying with her, that he thought he knew the answer to his own question.  That could be dangerous.

Ortega was staring at her again.  She turned to him and said, “Perhaps you meant this to be a pleasant visit for me, but I’ve had a long day at my clinic and no chance to freshen up.  Would you mind terribly if I use your facilities?”

Ortega stood and bowed to her.  “But of course, my lady!  Pardon our rude manners. This was to have been but a brief introduction.  Let me show you to your cabin.  I’m sure you will find there everything you need.  When you are quite ready, you will join us for dinner.”  

She got to her feet, still unsteady.  Ortega took her hand and led her to a smaller but still quite luxurious cabin just across an inner passageway from the one they had been in.  He left her alone and closed the door.  An inner door opened on a well-appointed bath.  She went inside and washed her face, trying to clear her mind.  

She began to hear some commotion in the cabin beyond the bathroom door, then it got quiet again.  She took her time cleaning up and smoothing her rumpled skirt and blouse.  Then she opened the door to the cabin.  

The room was clouded with marijuana smoke.  Rankine sat in one of the padded bamboo chairs, holding a bong in his hand.  But the pipe was not the only source of smoke.  Rankine had several smoldering bowls set about the room.  Naga waved her hand in front of her face in a vain attempt to clear the air, but it was too thick to avoid.  Almost immediately she began to feel light-headed again.

“Ortega does not remember clearly, and may wish to fool himself about you.  But Rankine remembers.  Rankine knows that you are not the Loa Damballah he once took you for.  Rankine knows you are a witch, a deceiver!   ‘Tis you who calls herself the Lamia.  ‘Tis you who becomes a snake and slithers into Rankine’s dream.  But Rankine knows you cannot abide the divine smoke, it drives away your power!  You will not have power over Rankine this time, witch-woman.”

Naga coughed from the smoke, and leaned unsteadily on the back of a chair, but she glared angrily at Rankine.  “Fool!” she said, “You think you understand the power of the Lamia?  You are too filled with your own smoke!  Never will one such as you, with the blood of innocents on his hands, escape the wrath of the Lamia!”

Rankine cowered visibly for a moment before her intensity, but then he recovered his bold façade and said “Ah-ha, the witch thinks to make Rankine tremble with words.  But Rankine is not fooled.  He sees her powerless before him.  She does not show Rankine the face of Death.  She does not become a snake and bind Rankine in her coils.  Instead she leans on a chair, unable even to stand in the power of Rankine’s smoke.”

Indeed, Naga had become so light-headed she could barely keep her feet, and looked desperately toward the outer door and fresh air, not even sure she could walk that far without stumbling or fainting.

Then the inner door burst open and Ortega came into the room.  He took one look at Naga and rushed to her side, supporting her.  “Rankine!  You fool!” he shouted, “You would ruin everything.  She is mine, and she is not to be treated this way!”  He led Naga straight to the outer door and swung it open.

“You are the fool, Ortega, if you do not keep her drugged.  Do not let your fancy for her sway you.  Let the witch regain her power and she will turn on you in an instant!”

“I know what I’m doing.  I warn you, Rankine, don’t defy me in this.  It will not go well for you if you do.”

Naga was leaning dizzily far out over the rail, trying to clear her lungs.  Ortega had turned his back to her, facing Rankine in the doorway of the cabin.  Suddenly the ship pitched as the wake of another large vessel rolled under her hull.  The unexpected motion was ever so slight, and Rankine and Ortega, accustomed to being on board, did not even notice it.  But it was enough.  Naga, already dizzy, reacted wrongly and tumbled head-first over the railing.  The breath was driven from her lungs when she hit the water, and then she was sinking, down and down into the cold depths of Lake Michigan.
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Meanwhile at home, Dema had lowered the retracting stairs in the ceiling of the second floor hallway and climbed into the attic, dream-shifting her eyes to cat-vision the better to see in the dark.  Once there she let herself out through a garret window onto the flat part of the roof.  She had been thinking of using the pigeons that roosted under the eaves there as familiars, but they were asleep and stirred only slightly when she reached in among them.  

She had backed up a step, wondering if they would cooperate if she roused them or merely be frightened by her, when suddenly something flew by her head.  She looked up.  The shadowy forms of a swarm of big brown bats were flitting about above the rooftop, chasing moths and other night-flying insects.  Excited by the possibility, she opened herself to them in her shaman-dream.  As she did she was intrigued for a moment by the simple joy of catching tasty insects on the fly.  But she did not have time to allow herself to be distracted.

She picked one bat in particular that seemed to respond to her, and let her shaman awareness begin to absorb its sense of self.  As she did this she realized that the bat, being mammalian and having a simpler wing structure, would be far easier to emulate than a pigeon.  She opened herself to it fully, flying with it in the shaman-dream,   familiarizing herself with its native sense of form and function, until she was ready to begin the transformation.  

Retaining only her black shift for clothing, she dreamed her hands and arms into the elongated spars of bat-wings.  She knew that her weight would work against her, requiring proportionately more than the twelve-inch wingspan of these bats to carry her aloft.  She pictured herself with batwings that spread over an area equivalent to the wing surface of a hang glider.

 Dema dream-shifted much of her body mass into broadening her wingspan and strengthening the musculature that would control her arms and finger-spars.  Then, keeping her color dark, she dreamed membranes between her wing-spars, down the sides of her body to her toes, and even between her legs, emulating the bat.  

She had given up her cat-vision, needing to concentrate on the bat-form, and the night sky looked very dark around her.  Tapping into her familiar’s navigational senses, she enlarged her ears and modified her throat to emit the high-pitched chittering clicks of bat-form echo-location.  The intensified sound-reception was disorienting for a moment, but again she was able to absorb her familiar’s bat-sense, and quickly adjusted to it.  A new part of her mind began to make shapes out of the echoes, and the darkness became less threatening.

At last she felt ready and spread her wings.  When she did the slight breeze over the rooftop almost swept her off her feet.  Leaning into it, she flexed her powerful new chest and back muscles and was airborne.  There were some long seconds of struggling for control, as she adjusted the flight-sense she had learned from the bats to her larger form.  Then she started beating her way eastward toward the lake, echo-locating her way among the dark masses of buildings.  Her familiar accompanied her at first, and she found it comforting to share its senses while she gained her own familiarity with this new form.  But soon it was attracted to the swarms of moths circling the street lamps below, and flitted off after them.  She was on her own.

As Dema emerged from among the city’s tall buildings she was suddenly buffeted by a strong thermal rising between the buildings and the waterfront.  For a moment she was afraid she would be dashed into the wall of a building, smashing her delicate wingbones.  But the air itself cushioned her against that, and she was able to angle herself into a swooping dive and recover her control.  As she did, she realized that even in the dive the thermal was lifting her up.  Recalling her hang-gliding experience, she rode it aloft as high as she could.  When it began to slow and threatened to carry her inland, she angled herself into a long shallow gliding flight that would take her far out over the lake toward the yacht.  

Able now to devote less attention to staying airborne, she widened her shaman-awareness and quickly picked up the presence of Sedna and Kore below.  They had found a boat, and were motoring out onto the lake.  They were being guided by Kore’s link to Naga, and Dema picked up the connection.  

When she made contact, she found her mother’s mind a welter of confusion and anger.  Through her eyes, Dema got a distorted view of Rankine and Ortega arguing, and of Ortega leading Naga out of a cabin and onto the deck.  Dema urgently tried to convey to Naga that help was on the way, that she should slip away quietly and hide, if she could, while Rankine and Miguel had their attention diverted from her.  

Like Sedna and Kore in the small boat below, she was still much too far away to help.  She felt she was not getting through, or if she was there was something interfering with Naga’s awareness.  She seemed to be feeling only the need to escape.  Then Dema sensed what had gone on in the cabin and knew that her mother had been drugged by Rankine’s marijuana smoke, just as Dema herself had been long before.  She sensed Naga’s confused perceptions, knew that she was leaning dangerously far out over the rail, and was with her as she tumbled over the side of the ship and plunged into the cold waves below.

Suddenly Dema was back to herself, yanked away from her link to Naga by the realization that she was no longer flying, but was tumbling headlong herself, down toward the surface of the lake.  In her concern for her mother she had forgotten that she was airborne, and had lost control.  Desperately, she struggled to spread her arm-wings against the rushing air that pressed them to her sides.  Bit by bit the edges of her wings took hold, and she was able to spread them further as her descent gradually slowed and the air tore less violently at the membrane of skin.  She leveled her flight and began beating upward and outward toward the ship.
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Mere seconds had elapsed since she had lost contact with Naga, but when she located her again she was already sinking deep below the surface.  Dema sensed that the impact with the waves had knocked most of the air from her lungs, and she had no buoyancy.  Although Naga’s mind remained in a semi-concious drug haze, she had enough swimmer’s instinct that she was not attempting to breathe.  But Dema knew that her body’s physiological response to lack of air would soon suck water into her lungs.  Dema beat her way onward, desperate to reach her before this could occur.  

But then Dema sensed that, like her daughters, in this emergency Naga’s deeper instinct was to transform.  Suddenly hopeful, Dema swept her own awareness through the aquatic environment, and guided Naga’s opening shaman-sense to the presence of fish.  Together they located one big muskellunge in particular.  A muskie, king of the northern pike.  Perfect, thought Dema.  She helped her mother open her awareness to the big fish’s sense of itself.  

In response Naga plunged deep into a shaman-dream with the fish.  A spread of feathery gills formed on her neck and her jaw gaped open to let the cold oxygen-rich water flow across them.  As the life-sustaining oxygen entered her blood stream, Naga relaxed further into the link with her fish-familiar.  Her fish-dream deepened, and her legs became a fish tail, her arms long fins.  Still confused by the drug, but with her metabolism now altered to permit survival in the watery environment, she swam off in this new form, with no other thought than to get as far away from Ortega’s yacht as she could. 

With her mother safe for the moment, Dema was pulled two ways.  She wanted to board the ship and take down Miguel and Rankine for having caused all this.  But that had to wait.  Naga was swimming away from the yacht, but she was also swimming away from the small boat that Sedna and Kore were racing across the waves.  Closing in on the area where her mother was swimming deep below the surface, Dema skimmed low, dreamed away her bat-wings, and plunged into the waves.  

Once in the water Dema shifted quickly to snake-shape, but although this form was far better suited to swimming than her human body, she knew she couldn’t match her mother’s speed.  And she would have to go back to the surface periodically to breathe.  So once again she reached out to the big muskellunge, and she too used it as a familiar, adopting its fish-form gills and fins.  Still strongly aware of her mother’s presence, and trusting her shaman-sense to guide her, with powerful tail-strokes she set out in pursuit.  

With water rushing in through her gaping mouth and out over feathery gills, Dema felt the life-giving oxygen finding its way into her cooling blood, giving her energy for the chase.  Along with the water came the taste of all the substances it contained.  There was a taste of fuel oil from the yacht, but this was diminishing as she swam away from it.  Dema suspected that this alone might have been guiding Naga’s headlong rush away from the area, for she continued to head north toward deeper water, away from the Chicago shore.  

Before long, Dema picked up a taste that she somehow recognized as her mother, and gained hope that she was closing the distance between them.  She reached out to Naga with her shaman-dream, and encouraged her to slow her pace.  This time, Dema found Naga more receptive.  The cold water, the changed metabolism and the exertion of swimming had combined to clear her mind of much of the drug’s effect.  

But for Naga, it was like waking from one dream to find she was in the middle of another.  She understood that she was in a shaman-dream, that she had become fish-like in form and metabolism, that she was swimming deep beneath the surface of the lake.  She knew that her daughter was also in fish-form, and was racing toward her.  Naga was amazed, and analytical as ever, pleased to now have first-hand experience of the phenomenon.  But she was not quite sure how or why all this had happened.  She stopped her headlong rush, no longer under the compulsion to flee, and waited for Dema to arrive.  

As she swam closer, Dema stayed in the dream with Naga and asked her to look back through what had happened, starting with leaving her clinic.  Slowly, with Dema’s coaxing, Naga recaptured the moment when she had been abducted, and the ensuing hours when her mind had been fogged by drugs.  She recalled her escape from the smoke-filled cabin, the fall overboard, and sinking into the depths.  She recalled becoming familiar with fish-form through her shaman-contact with the muskie, and shifting into this new shape.  As she recalled these things, her mind became more at ease.  She started to swim back toward Dema.

Dema turned her shaman-awareness to Sedna and Kore.  Sedna had been keeping their small boat headed in the right general direction, but they were still miles away when Naga and Dema found each other.  Remaining in fish-form, a pair of mermaids, they started swimming toward a rendezvous with the boat.  The first gray light of morning was dimly illuminating the waves when they finally surfaced to see the boat approaching.

Dema helped Naga make the shift back to human form.  Not having suffered the kind of deep trauma that Kore and Dema had experienced, for her it did not take much more than seeing the boat approach and knowing it would now be safe to wake from her fish-dream.  It helped that Ortega’s yacht was nowhere in sight.

Dema had retained her black shift, and somehow Naga had not lost her blouse and skirt.  But Sedna wrapped them both in big towels she had found stowed under the deck of the boat.  The ride back to shore was long but uneventful.  They returned the borrowed boat to the marina where Sedna and Kore had found it.  Sedna left what she felt was a generous payment for the use they had made of it tucked between the cushions of the pilot’s seat.
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For Dema there remained the matter of Rankine and Ortega.  The DEA had nothing new on the yacht.  The events of the night before, so personal to Dema and her family, had gone unnoticed.  Dema waited until the following night, then once more went up to the roof of her home.  The bats were out, and on entering the bat-dream she again found her familiar among them.  This time she reveled for a few minutes in the pleasure of their insect-snatching before assuming bat-form herself and flying out to the yacht.  

Once there she circled it a few times, but there seemed to be no one on watch.  After landing a bit unsteadily on the deck, she dreamed her body normal, once again sheathed in the black jersey shift.  She sensed that the crew was below decks, while Rankine and Ortega were together in the main cabin, the same one where they had greeted Naga the night before.  

She went into her shaman dream, and walked in on them wearing the pallor of the Lamia.  She locked the door behind her.  Having shared their thoughts individually before, she found it easy to access the realities of both of them in her dream.  Before their eyes she transformed her lower body to a long snake-tail, and glided forward across the cabin deck.  

Ortega went rigid, but Rankine reached for a pistol on a table near him.  Before his hand could close on it, Dema glamoured it into the shape of a book.  Rankine’s eyes widened, and his belligerence evaporated.  

“So you thought you had captured the Lamia, you thought to weaken her with drugs,” she hissed.  “The woman you took last night was not me.  You were warned once.  Now you will learn what it means to defy the Lamia, to continue to prey on those who are under her protection.”

Dema had soon enraptured them both.  They were already completely cowed by her mere presence.  She was aware that when she swayed their inner realities to her own designs she was using the same method her shaman ancestors had used to influence the beliefs of entire communities.  She loomed large in their minds, got them to sit back to back in the bamboo chairs, then caused their own clothing to transmute into ropes that looped around and bound them.  

Rankine had some of his voodoo shrines here, and his marijuana.  She piled the marijuana in the bowls before the shrines, and set it smoldering.  This time, knowing well the danger of the cannabis toxin, as the thick smoke billowed into the room she proofed herself against its by simply dreaming the smoke away from around her head.  Rankine and Miguel had no such protection.  She guided them into a smoke dream, making them believe the yacht was back in the Caribbean, and slowly sinking just short of an island.  

When she had them both deep in the dream and they were reinforcing each other’s acceptance of the alternate reality, she said, “You are the evil ones.  Your crew of lackeys has already abandoned ship.  You are alone here, with no way to escape.  Such is the fate that awaits those who defy the will of the Lamia.”

Leaving them in their rapture, she undogged and opened a single small porthole.  Then she shifted fully into snake-form and slid her long slender body out through the port and down into the water.  Adopting fish-form once again, she started the long swim home, confident that Rankine and Ortega would not soon recover from this lesson.
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Back at her DEA office the following morning, she mentioned to Captain O’Mally that she had picked up a rumor that the yacht’s owner was indeed involved in drug traffic.  He thanked her for the heads up and said he would make sure the other agents were keeping tabs on the activities of the ship and its crew.  

Several days later, one of the field agents reported that the ship had docked, the crew had left it, and the rumor at the marina was that it was up for sale.  Then an agent who had talked to some former members of the crew came in, and before long his report was the buzz of the office.  

“Did you hear? According to the crew, the owner and his mate locked themselves in their cabin for days, for no apparent reason.”  

“Yeah, and when some of the crew finally broke in on them they were sitting with their backs to each other in the middle of the cabin.  They wouldn’t move, they thought they were tied to their chairs.”

“Not only that, they thought the ship was in the Caribbean and was sinking.”

“They wouldn’t believe it when the crew tried to tell them the ship wasn’t sinking and was still in Lake Michigan.”

“They even refused to believe the crew could get them to shore, so the crew had to take over and run the boat without them.”  

“Even after the boat was safe at the dock, they still wouldn’t snap out of their delusions, just sat there in the cabin waiting to drown.” 

“I hear the crew pilfered whatever they could carry off the ship and abandoned it.”  

“Yeah, as far as they knew the owners were still aboard, still in the cabin.”  

“They must have gone completely nuts.” 

“Well, that is an occupational hazard of the drug trade.” 

Dema retold all this at home that evening.

“A DEA team finally went aboard after that,” she said, “And Ortega and Rankine were still hiding in their cabin.  The team had them both moved to some psychiatric ward in the District.”  

“You mean they might get turned loose again?” asked Kore.

“No need to worry about that.  Even after what the crew had taken, the DEA team found enough evidence on the ship to lock them both up, if they are ever judged competent to stand trial.”

“So our little secret is safe,” said Naga.

“The crew never mentioned your visit, and no one is believing what Ortega and Rankine said about mine.”

“Anyone who did would be sharing their room in the psycho ward!” said Kore.

“Ortega was the only one who ever saw you change from the Lamia to yourself, the very first time you came out of it, isn’t that right, Dema?” Sedna asked.

“That’s true.  Even Rankine was only working off of what he got from Ortega.”

“Well,” said Naga, “Now that it’s over, I have to say it was an enlightening experience for me, but not one I want to repeat any time soon.”

“And as for me,” said Kore, “I don’t think I could change shape again if I wanted to, now that I’m out of it.”

“And I’m just too old and set in my ways for that sort of thing,” added Sedna, “So, Dema, you are still the only real Lamia in this family.” 

Dema just smiled.  She was content to leave it that way.

Miguel Ortega awoke in a cold sweat, as he did almost every morning.  He had dreamed of the white snake again.  But his new yacht had sunk in the Caribbean, and he was locked in a room on this small island, far from his family home in Cartagena.  Never again would he voyage north to the United States.  Never again would he have a chance to find the mysterious dark-haired, green-eyed woman he had once desired.
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