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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
On-board Alliance Spaceship Atlantis
Parallel Arc 15823595
Year 2251
 
Military Alliance Captain Jamie Cartwright, nicknamed J.C for short, swiped impatiently at the trickle of sweat that was licking its way down the centre of her throat. She resumed her combat stance quickly, grinning all the while. 
“How’re you doing, Cooper?” she challenged.
Her fellow soldier grunted in response, and he flicked a droplet of blood off his lip with a big meaty fist. All the fun had gone out of his eyes now. What had started out as aimless friendly banter between the two of them had disintegrated into a shove, a push, and a punch. He was the first to throw, the first to miss, the first to hit the deck. 
Now he was no longer playing. 
He was tall, powerful. 6’3 to her 5’6, and heavy with a little more fat than muscle after a few two many weeks spent travelling through space on-board the ship. 
She on the other hand had kept herself in shape. 
She was lean, well-muscled, quick on her feet; and quite aware that this had just become serious. No matter how much weight he had put on recently this was still a trained special forces operator, a decorated Alliance soldier and combat specialist, and she had to be a little bit careful around him, even if this was just a game.
Every other soldier in the gym had stopped what they were doing and formed a tight circle around them. Bets were flying. Currently the odds were 80/20 in Jamie’s favour, although even those betting on her would not have minded a little win for their mate Cooper. After all, everyone always enjoyed watching an officer bite the dust, did they not? Even so, most of the guys assembled there that morning were feeling kind of sorry for their friend, who was about to get his ass kicked in spectacular fashion by the famous J.C Cartwright.
“Come on, Coop!” someone yelled from behind Jamie. “Get her down!”
“Go on, soldier!” somebody else roared.
Smiling, enjoying herself, Jamie stepped gracefully back and to the side just as another hard blow headed her way. She felt the rush of air past her left ear, dropped to the floor, rolled, and sprang up behind Cooper. She landed a well-aimed kick right underneath his arm and against his ribs, hard enough to hurt, not hard enough to break any bones. Maybe just a little friendly bruising, something to remember her by later.
“What is it, Coop?” she laughed, dancing away from his dangerous fists. “Too many pies make you slow, my friend?”
As a chorus of taunts and whistles erupted all around them he surprised her with an unexpected jab, followed with a targeted kick to the thigh. Now that was a good one. Jamie stumbled as her leg went dead, and he took the opportunity to land on top of her with all the delicateness of a dead elephant. 
Queue more cheers from the guys standing in the back.
“How’s your world looking now, J.C?” Cooper growled against her ear.
She would have laughed if he had not tightened his bare arm around her neck, making it slightly harder to do so. She smelled sweat and rifle oil on him, and the greasy bacon he had obviously knocked down for breakfast. 
“You stink!” she had time to exclaim, just before he started to strangle her.
In a friendly manner, of course. He shoved her head against the floor with the side of his elbow, and he put a decent amount of weight on it. 
“Say when,” he grunted. “Say when, and I’ll...”
He was careless, and way too quick to assume victory. In the end he never got to finish his sentence, because she managed to free her right arm. Her response to his question was loud and clear. She jammed two fingers on either side of his windpipe, and she pushed, hard. 
Much to her satisfaction the big soldier let out a sound resembling a tyre being pierced, and he jerked back involuntarily, not much, but enough for her to get a good grip on his hip with her free hand. Quick as lightning, she slid her leg up and to the side, wrapped it around his, and locked it behind his knee. She pulled herself up and off the floor until she was on his back. 
“Your turn, pretty boy,” she whispered in his ear. “Say when!”
He tried every trick in the book to grab her and pull her off him, but by this point she felt just like a hard sheet of melted iron melded around his body. And she was laughing too, which was annoying as hell, and only made it harder for him to concentrate. He could not get rid of her no matter what he tried, and her fingers against his throat only seemed to push harder with every attempt he made to free himself. 
She watched as his face grew redder.
“Say it,” she said louder.
He was breathing like a train, and she could feel his heart hammering against her fingers. Jamie glanced at him again and saw that his complexion was slowly turning purple. Say it, Coop, she thought, annoyed with him now for being too stubborn.
“Cooper,” she warned. “Stop struggling.”
“Shut up!” he gasped.
Jamie rolled her eyes. Now what? she thought. 
In the end she was saved by the bell, so to speak.
“Captain Cartwright to the bridge immediately,” the female robotic voice suddenly called out over the ship’s intercom system. “Captain Cartwright to the bridge.”
Perfect timing, Jamie thought, relieved. 
Once she had fought Cooper like this, in training, and he had held off admitting defeat for long enough to pass out and earn himself a couple of hours’ stay at the infirmary. She did not want the same thing to happen to him again, and now she had just been presented with the perfect excuse to end this exercise respectably for both of them. 
She let go of his throat and rolled off him. 
The crowd were clearly disappointed.
“Finish it, J.C!” someone yelled.
Jamie threw them all a wild grin.
“Sorry fellas, duty calls,” she said. 
Her eyes were on Cooper, who was still sitting on the floor rubbing his throat. 
“Hey, pie shop! You okay, big man?”
He nodded, tossing her a dark look at the same time. 
“Don’t call me that,” he muttered. 
“What? Big man?”
The comment earned her a reluctant smile this time.
“Very funny,” he sneered. “Hey, lucky for you they need you on the bridge, Cartwright!”
Jamie smiled sweetly at him.
“Yeah, I guess it is,” she said.
She met his gaze before she walked off, assuring herself that he was really fine, and she spotted the smile in his eyes which was only for her to see. She had won, fair and square. He knew it, and he was fine with it.
Good man, Coop, she thought.
 
 
Before she could make it to the bridge and find out what was going on her personal comms system echoed in her head, and Jamie went still, paying attention. 
In the year 2251 every officer serving in the Alliance of Planets carried a communications microchip at the back of their neck, under the skin, and all she had to do to accept the comms now was concentrate, and tune her mind in to it. The chips transmitted thoughts and feelings instead of words. It took a little practice at first, but everybody quickly learned how to live and work with their devices, including cheating, shielding transmissions they wanted to keep private, as well as their location when they needed to. 
This particular message was coming straight from the commander of the Atlantis, directing Jamie to forget about the bridge and go directly to her cabin instead. It was for Jamie’s attention only, and it was on her personal frequency. No other officer on-board would be privy to it, and this was both unusual and a little strange. Jamie detected a vague feeling of fear weaved into the transmission, and she felt a shiver of anxiety swirl around her consciousness. All of this perfectly transmitted from the commander’s mind into her own. 
She started to run, and she was still running when she burst into her boss’s cabin.
“Commander Harris?” she called out.
The cabin looked empty, and yet the transmission was going harder than ever. Jamie took a deep breath, and she relaxed her mind, forcing the communication to dissolve. 
“Commander,” she called again.
She took a couple of steps toward the rectangular window on the side which afforded a magnificent view of space, and what looked like a million stars glittering in the distance. From there she could see directly into the commander’s bedroom, enough to ascertain that it was empty. 
“Commander Harris…”
“Over here, Captain.”
Jamie spun around at the sound of the familiar voice, only to find herself face to face with a gleaming semi-automatic laser handgun. Behind the handgun stood her superior officer, a woman she both appreciated and respected. 
Jamie’s eyes grew wide at the sight of her now. 
Fifty-five year old Harris had always been a beautiful woman. Tall, and lean, with shiny blond hair, and green eyes that always held a hint of a smile, she tended to attract attention everywhere she went from both male and female alike. But now she looked about twenty years older. She was pale, her hair was uncombed, and deep shadows under her eyes made it look as if she were ill. She looked like she had lost weight. And her uniform was rumpled, and like she had slept in it too. 
“What’s wrong?” Jamie exclaimed.
For her, seeing the woman looking like this was even more of a surprise than having her pointing a weapon at her head. Her eyes drifted to the commander’s hand, to her index finger on the side of the trigger guard. 
The safety was off. 
“What are you doing?” she murmured. “What’s going on?”
Harris blinked a couple of times, but her eyes never left Jamie’s. Her resolve was evidently clear. When she spoke her voice was steady, and low.
“I need your weapons on the table please, Captain,” she said. “Now.”
Jamie frowned.
“Why?” she asked.
Harris gave an impatient nod toward the table. Trust J.C Cartwright to argue with a laser gun pointed at her head, she thought. Jesus! 
The woman had all the arrogance expected of an Alliance officer, and all the intelligence to know how, and crucially when, not to use it. Coupled with jet black hair, lean features, and a pair of sparkling almond-shaped blue eyes, she could easily have been a poster girl for Alliance recruitment. But there was a dangerous toughness to her which would not have fitted that job, and Harris knew how deadly she could be when in combat. She was not taking any chances with her now.
“Do it, Captain,” she said. “And then we’ll talk. We don’t have much time.”
Jamie stared at her boss for a second longer, reflecting on her strange request. But the gun remained steady on her head, and it was clear that nothing else would be said until she complied. Jamie trusted Harris immensely. Whatever this was, the only way to find out more was obviously to do what she asked.
“All right,” she grunted.
She reached behind her back for her personal laser handgun, and she set it on the table. The lethal-looking combat dagger she carried in a holster attached to her right calf followed. 
Then she straightened up and looked at Harris.
“All of them, Captain,” the woman said tightly. “Come on now, quit playing games with me.”
Jamie shrugged. 
She reached for the single flexible blade she kept hidden inside a small slit opening on her belt. She should have known Harris would know about that one too. She threw it on the table, and she stood in front of her with her arms held out wide.
“That’s it,” she said. “What you wanted.”
Harris nodded, and even though she lowered her weapon she kept it firmly in her hand. The intensity in her eyes was like nothing Jamie had ever seen before… And she had seen Harris in plenty of tense situations in the five years that she had spent assigned to the ship under her command. Except this time Jamie was getting a little angry with all the dramatics. What the hell was going on here?
“Has someone been stealing from the food stores again?” she said flatly. “Because I swear it wasn’t me, Commander.”
The Harris she knew would have laughed at this, but now Jamie watched as her composure dropped like a piece of lead in the ocean. Jamie did not know it at the time, but that cold look, and what was going to happen next would haunt her dreams for the rest of her life.
“We’ve lost Earth,” the commander declared. “It’s gone.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
 
After Harris’s short but devastating statement, everything went kind of blurry, and out of sync for a little while. Time appeared to slow down rather dramatically, and it was as if reality went on pause for a few moments. 
Jamie clearly saw her boss run toward her with her arms outstretched, and yet it seemed as if the woman were moving in extremely slow motion. She saw her lips move, but there was no sound coming from her mouth, and Jamie could hear nothing apart from a growing buzzing noise in her ears. As she looked down, her entire world started to go dark, and spin. It went spinning even faster than after the first time she had been out drinking with her fellow Alliance officers, when she was still at the Academy on her home planet. That night Jamie had been pretty much convinced that she would die of alcohol poisoning…
“Captain Cartwright.”
Harris’s voice finally pierced through the fog. When she regained her senses Jamie found that she was sitting on the floor in front of the window. Her weapons were still on the table, and Harris was holding on to her arm.
“Captain? Are you with me?” 
Jamie stared at the commander. Her heart was hammering in her chest, and she was feeling out of breath. Damn it, she thought; had she even fainted?
“What did you say?” she murmured.
“Earth was hit by a comet,” Harris said again, quietly. 
“Are you saying it’s… it’s gone?”
“Yes, it’s been destroyed entirely.”
Jamie took a hard breath, and she blinked to clear her vision.
“But it can’t be,” she argued. “We have satellites in place to monitor this sort of thing. We have hundreds of telescopes in orbit looking out into space! How could we not see a comet capable of doing this kind of damage aiming straight for us?”
Harris looked sad as she passed on the information that she had.
“Unbeknownst to us, our satellites and defence systems have not been operating at full capacity for a while. Our surveillance units were overcome by a renegade group made mostly of Xylon infiltrators. They blew a comet out of its normal path using nuclear weapons, and they accelerated it toward our planet. No one realised what was happening until it was too late.”
“You said mostly?” Jamie mumbled, frowning. “Who else apart from the Xylon?”
Harris looked her straight in the eye.
“Us.”
“Us?” Jamie repeated numbly.
She felt as if she had fallen into a huge black hole that was very slowly, and very deliberately, sucking all the oxygen out of her brain.
“The Xylon must have had a lot of help from high-ranking officials in our own military,” Harris said, looking pale. “And most likely our own government as well. Other civilisations must be involved too, there is no doubt about that.”
“Like who?”
“I don’t know. But an operation like this would have taken years to plan and execute. You would need a lot of people turning a blind eye to the clues of what was being planned for the renegades to be successful.”
Jamie shook her head in disgust. 
The Xylon, she thought darkly. 
Hybrids from another arc of reality, blood-thirsty warriors who travelled through space and time, and destroyed everything they could not subdue. They invaded entire planets, killed any inhabitants they could not turn into slaves, and mined and drilled until there was nothing left. Then they moved on to the next world, and the next. The Xylon had been enemies of the Alliance since times immemorial. 
Still, there had been some in the Alliance government who believed that they could be contained, and brought in line. Jamie had never agreed with their line of reasoning. She had been wary of disarmament treaties, and inter-planetary pacts which aimed to reduce the number of professional soldiers and military spaceships out in operation. Many like her had been wondering why some people in the Alliance government could be so careless as to ignore the real threat the Xylon presented. All the other ones were normally dealt with swiftly and efficiently…  Well, now she knew. It had been no carelessness, but instead meticulous, relentless planning.
She thought about her home planet. 
Earth. Gone. 
The mother she had not heard from in fifteen years. The few precious friends she still had left at home. They were all dead now. An icy shiver blew through her soul, and she closed her eyes and willed herself to breathe deeper. It took Harris’s harder grip on her arm to bring her back to the present moment. 
“I needed to be sure, Captain, I’m sorry,” she said. 
“Sure of what?” Jamie asked. 
And then it dawned on her what this little dance with the chief had really been all about. 
She stared at Harris in disbelief. 
“You cannot be serious!” she exclaimed, shocked.
“Listen, I…”
Harris took a careful step back when Jamie stood up abruptly, and hit the wall behind her as if she were intent on punching a hole through the cabin.
“You thought I was in with the Xylon?” Jamie shouted, her eyes wide with outrage. “You thought I would destroy my own planet, betray my men, betray you, and everything I believe in? What the hell is wrong with you?”
Harris stared at her, her eyes still hard but now also brighter than ever before.
“I suspected it would not be the case, J.C. But I had to see... I had to know if there was any way that you could be turned. I can see from your reaction that there isn’t...”
“No! Never!”
Harris nodded. 
She gave a sad little smile. 
“I can see that.”
Jamie shook her head in amazement.
“Do you really think we have been infiltrated?” she insisted. “That there are Xylon spies on our military ships? On this one too?”
Harris nodded again slowly, resignedly.
“Yes, that is quite probable,” she said.
Jamie stared at her as if the woman had gone crazy. She was too angry, too hurt, and too distraught to even think about the fact that she was yelling. And arguing with the most decorated officer on-board the finest spaceship the Alliance Quantum Fleet had ever commissioned. 
“So your solution is to call me in here and take my weapons away, good call!” she snapped. “We need to find them. Whoever they are, and if they are on this ship, we need to flush them out, and get rid of them. Then we have to fight back!”
Harris gave a slight shake of the head, as if she had thought about all this several times already, and reached a completely different conclusion. She went to sit on the couch in the far corner of the room. She seemed to find a star on the outside, and she fixed her attention onto it, going in a sort of trance while Jamie paced angrily in front of her.
“We have to raise the security level to Critical, and link up with Central Command on Mars,” Jamie declared, mentally going through the various steps to be taken. “And we have to tell the men,” she added, turning to her boss with a furious look on her face. “How long do you think you can keep a lid on that kind of news?”
“I don’t know.”
Harris gave a small shrug.
“We’ll do our best,” she said.
Jamie stopped dead in her tracks. 
She looked at her boss.
“What?”
Harris rubbed the sides of her face with both hands, and she returned her stare. The tears that had been glinting in her eyes were gone now, and her gaze had taken on a flat eerie shine.
“I want you to know that this is not easy for me, Captain.”
There was a moment of silence, and in that instant in between two worlds, everything came crashing down into the most horrifying conclusion of all.
“No,” Jamie muttered. “No, you don’t…”
She took a step back toward the table in the middle of the room, toward her weapons on it, but Harris stepped in front of her quickly, blocking her path. 
“Stay where you are,” she ordered.
She pointed her laser gun at Jamie’s head again, and this time her finger was not on the guard but resting heavily on the trigger.
“Men,” she commanded.
Jamie did not have to turn around to look. She felt the difference in air pressure as the door to the cabin opened and closed. She recognised the soft sound of military boots behind her. She heard the men breathe, and she felt their aggression. They would be standing only inches from her, ready to pounce. She was unarmed and outnumbered, and there was a good likelihood that things were about to turn very bad for her, very quickly. 
Still, Jamie faced Harris’s gun undaunted.
“So tell me, what did it take to turn you, Victoria?” she asked, her tone bitter. “What did they promise you? Money? Fame? A government job?”
She saw Harris’s lips tighten at the insult implied in her words, and this time she spotted genuine pain and regret glinting in her eyes. Behind her there was movement again, but still Jamie did not move. 
She needed to know.
“How could you?” she repeated. “What was it? Tell me!”
“My family,” Harris admitted eventually. “They have them, J.C, the Xylon do. My husband, and my son. Jake is only nine years old, he’s still a baby…”
A single tear rolled down her cheek. 
“They promised to let them live.”
When she said that her voice broke, and the hand holding her weapon trembled. This was all the opportunity that Jamie had been waiting for. It was now or never, and since it did not look like she would make it out of the cabin alive anyway, she might as well go down fighting hard. 
In a flash she lunged for the commander’s gun, and just managed to knock it out of the woman’s hand. Unfortunately it landed on the floor, and skidded across the room out of her reach. Jamie had to jump out of the way quickly to avoid being kicked in the head by one of Harris’s men. She landed a hard chop against his throat, and she followed up with a heavy punch to the centre of his chest. This was no play in the gym now, no training with a partner. She really wanted to kill that guy. 
But there were two of them unfortunately, big men with shaved heads and expressionless stares, two guys Jamie was certain she had never seen on-board the ship until now. Briefly she wondered if they were Xylon. 
As Harris collected her weapon off the floor, and yelled for them to get her, the second guy grabbed Jamie from behind, and he twisted her arm painfully behind her back. He slammed her against the wall, almost hard enough to dislocate her shoulder. 
“Finish it,” Harris ordered roughly.
Jamie did not have time to think about what this meant, and she had no illusions either. She pushed back against her attacker, kicked her head back as hard as she could into his face, and she heard his nose crack. She managed to move them away from the wall, and break free of his grip. She put him down on the floor with a single expert kick to the jugular. Sadly his partner had recovered by then, and he was on to her once again. He punched her hard in the chest, and Jamie dropped to her knees, winded. Before she could stand up again, the heavy butt of Harris’s laser gun slammed sledgehammer-like into the side of her face. 
This time when she went down, she stayed down.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
 
It was dark when she came to, what felt like many hours later. She was lying on some kind of hard rubber flooring, and the room she was in felt much too hot. It stank of jet fuel. Whatever noise it was that had woken her had sounded frightening, and as she lay there in a kind of daze trying to figure out what it was, she heard it again. 
Somebody was screaming in pain.
And it sounded like a woman’s voice. 
Jamie shivered, as much from the terrifying sound she could hear as from the pain inside her head. She took a hard breath and tried to sit up, which was both necessary and a very bad idea. As soon as she raised her head above her shoulders her stomach lurched, and she twisted and vomited onto the floor.
She struggled to catch her breath. Her head was pounding so hard it felt as if it were about to explode, and although it had never happened to her before she realised this was probably what being stabbed repeatedly in the eyes with an ice peak would feel like. Too weak to even sit upright, and desperate to escape the pain inside her skull, she lay back on the hard floor again and curled up into a tight ball. 
She closed her eyes. 
“Yo, J.C,” a male voice whispered close to her in the semi-darkness. “Hey. I know you can hear me. Come on, wake up now.”
She kept her eyes shut tight, and she ignored the voice. She wanted to sink back into the soothing nothingness she had just awoken from, and she probably would have managed to do it if the voice, annoying and persistent, had not kept on intruding. Eventually it even went as far as shining a flashlight into her face. Jamie discovered that she had been wrong before. This was what being stabbed in the eye felt like. She aimed a wild punch at the light and covered her face with her other hand. When it came at her again she flinched.
“Don’t,” she hissed.
“Sorry. Hey, looks like they hit you pretty hard. Nice shiner though.” 
Finally it dawned on her who the voice belonged to.
“Cooper?” she murmured.
“Yeah. Welcome back, J.C.”
She felt something soft being pushed underneath her head, and when she managed to crack one eye open she saw that he was shirtless. Trust the best soldier on my team to give me the shirt on his back, she thought. All of a sudden she felt a little like crying. 
“Coop,” she groaned.
“Yeah, one and only.”
“How are you doing, man?”
She heard him chuckle.
“Me? Yeah, hundred percent, boss,” he replied. “Wish I could say the same about you, uh?”
Jamie took a slow deep breath.
“Where are we?”
“Lockup near the engine room.”
Right. Well, at least that explained the stench of jet fuel. But not the screaming though. Definitely not the screaming. Jamie gritted her teeth as she raised herself up on an elbow, and felt her stomach attempt to twist itself inside out once more. She knew from unfortunate past experience that this was what a concussion felt like. 
Damn Harris, she thought. 
“Yeah. Hate being hit in the head,” Cooper empathised as if it happened to him every day. “Don’t move too quick. Be worse if you do.”
He pressed two fingers on either side of her head, and he applied gentle pressure in soft circles until he almost had her back to sleep. Would have been nice, but it was not to happen unfortunately.
“I know about Earth, and the Xylon,” he said in a very low voice. 
Jamie’s eyes snapped open again. She met his gaze, and she realised that he was the one who looked on the verge of tears now. 
“Cooper,” she murmured.
She squeezed his shoulder, and his expression suddenly turned furious.
“Fuck, J.C,” he exclaimed. “What the fuck, uh?”
“Yeah, I know. When did you find out?” she asked. “And how?” 
He shook his head. When he spoke his voice sounded raw, and very strained.
“They started rounding us up a few hours ago. Simply came in the rooms with laser guns and started shooting, no questions asked.”
“Xylon?”
“Yes, a whole bunch of them all dressed in assault gear. A few of us got lucky, kind of like I was, and thrown into lockup. The rest they just vaporised.”
Jamie suddenly noticed the large laser burn wound on his shoulder.
“You’re hurt, Coop.”
“Nah. Just a fucking graze.”
Jamie threw him a look that confirmed she knew otherwise, and she sat up carefully. She told him what had happened to her, and what Harris had told her about the comet that had destroyed the earth. 
“You think there’s a chance that she was lying?” he asked after a minute’s pause.
Jamie shrugged, and she ignored the question. There was no way to know, although it was unlikely, and she had more pressing matters on her mind anyway. Like getting out of that stinky dark place for a start, and not getting herself killed in the process.
“How long have you been in here?” she asked.
“Going on three hours now.”
“And me?”
“You were already there when I got thrown in.”
Jamie scanned the dimly lit room.
“Only us two in here then?”
“Not at first. We had Hollister, Matthews, a couple fighter pilots and Meghan, a female engineer from Blue Troop with us. They came for her first, and they were back for the pilots a few hours ago. Then it was Hollister and Matthews’ turn.”
Cooper’s expression turned to stone, and he locked eyes with her. Just that silent look he gave her was enough to send a powerful spike of fear shooting up and down Jamie’s spine. 
Something he was not telling her.
“What?” she snapped.
“I’ve never heard men scream like that, J.C,” he murmured.  
Jamie exhaled sharply. The Xylon were renowned for their exquisite torture methods, if that word could even be used to describe such a revolting concept. They knew how to make interrogations last, and they enjoyed spending the time. They were brain experts, so to speak, meaning that they understood exactly which parts of their prisoners’ brains to remove in order to ensure total cooperation. To turn them into walking zombies. But Jamie refused to contemplate what was being done to her men right now, because she was powerless to stop any of it. By this time the soldiers would be either dead, hopefully, or their minds would have been broken, and they would have become Xylon slaves. There was nothing she could do to save them, but she could save herself, and she could save Cooper.
“I’m not going to let them cut my head open, you know,” he whispered, his dark eyes glinting in the low light coming from the ceiling. 
“Don’t worry. It won’t come to that.”
“No, I know that, because I’ve still got my blade,” he told her, sliding it from the side of his left boot. “You can use it first. If you can’t do it I’ll do it for you, J.C.”
She frowned at him.
“What are you talking about, Coop?”
“I’ll make sure you’re dead,” he replied fiercely. “That they can’t get you anymore. And then I’ll slit my own throat. You can count on me. I won’t let you down.”
Jamie flashed him a quick weary smile.
“I know you wouldn’t, Coop. But there’s something I want to try first. Okay?”
He gave her an intense look, the blade glinting ominously in his fingers. 
“They’ve been coming for us every forty minutes or so,” he informed her through gritted teeth. “Lots of ‘em bastards, and armed to the teeth. Means we got twenty minutes left alone in here, you and me. Max.”
“That should be plenty,” Jamie declared.
She stood up, careful not to move too quickly. But the pain in her head was not so bad once she got going, and she had a plan to keep her mind firmly off it and on the things that mattered.
“Hey Coop; remember the last time we had a fire on-board?” she asked.
“Hard to forget, I thought the entire stupid ship was gonna blow,” he muttered darkly.” J.C, did you hear what I said?” 
Jamie nodded as she walked slowly around the darkened room, and he played nervously with his blade. She ran her fingers lightly over the walls and some areas of the floor, searching, and he kept glancing at his watch, the blade, and the door at regular intervals.
“I tell you, we’re running out of time,” he warned her.
“Not if I can find it...”
“What the hell are you looking for?” he exclaimed.
“This,” Jamie said triumphantly. 
As he watched, she vanished into an opening in the wall. The powerful fighter scrambled after her, and he was just in time to see her boots disappear down into a pitch black shaft. Just as quickly, she slid back toward him and jumped out. She slapped him hard on the shoulder. She had never felt better in her entire life.
“After the fire,” she explained excitedly, “the engineers added several miles of tunnelling through the ship. They ran hoses through them, and the tunnels are designed in such a way that the fire guys can literally suck all of the oxygen out of a room. They can kill the fire in it from a distance just by opening and closing access to the relevant shafts.”
Cooper peered down into the narrow opening, looking rather perplexed.
“Coop, that means we can escape through these,” Jamie exclaimed, not understanding why he did not appear to share her excitement.
He shook his head and shrugged.
“Forget it. I’m too big. I’ll never fit through this.”
Jamie’s expression suddenly grew dark, and she stared at him with such intensity that it felt like having a flame thrower aimed at his eyeballs.
“Don’t give me that bullshit, Cooper,” she hissed. “You think I’m going to leave you behind and let you slit your throat? Get yourself down that shaft. Hold the flashlight. And keep going until I tell you to stop, you got that?”
She was glad when she finally got a grin out of him.
“Got it boss,” he replied.
“Then go!”
 
 
Cooper had been right, and the opening was almost too narrow for him in a couple of places. But never mind; she could push, and push she definitely had to. Jamie did not tell him that she had a phobia of being stuck in a small place in the pitch black, somewhere so hot she could barely breathe, and he did not stop to speak another word or question her strategy until forty minutes of relentless crawling had passed. 
Then eventually he came to a stop in front of her.
“You stuck?” she asked.
“No. I think I can see some light up ahead,” he whispered. 
Jamie heaved a huge sigh of relief. 
“If I’ve got this right we should be just above the aircrafts’ hangar area. Make sure it’s clear, and then we can get out of here.”
For the next ten minutes they remained still, and completely silent. Cooper kept his eyes trained on the room below them, which was almost the length of two football pitches put together, and built on two levels. As with old-times oceangoing warships the jets were kept below deck. They took off from a secure airlock area sealed off from the rest of the ship, and returned the same way.
Jamie spent her waiting time with her head resting on her arms and her eyes closed, trying to ignore a pounding headache, and regain whatever strength she could. The same questions kept rolling around and around in her head like storm clouds on a conveyor belt. 
Had someone realised they had escaped from lockup? Did Harris remember the tunnels, and was she now busy poring over maps of the ship with her Xylon friends? Or was she keeping that knowledge secret in order to facilitate Jamie’s escape? Was she herself dead? Did she regret what she had done? And why had they not killed Jamie when they had the chance? 
Jamie breathed deeply, and she tried to clear her mind. Her survival plan was pretty sketchy to say the least. Escaping the Atlantis and re-joining an Alliance vessel was what she had in mind. How she would make that happen was another story. 
Travelling through space in the year 2251 involved a series of jumps through space-time and wormhole corridors. There were an infinite number of realities and dimensions they could travel to, which in turn would lead to vast regions of uncharted space, more galaxies, and more planets. There was a lot more programming and punching in of algorithms than actual flying involved in steering a jet to the correct destination. 
Jamie was a combat specialist, not a space engineer, and she only had a vague idea of the sort of parameters required to make a spaceship go anywhere. She could jump in one, get it started, get it to the take-off pod and launch it into space, if she was lucky and they managed to avoid re-capture. 
But once they were out there they would be sitting ducks to the Xylon unless they had a destination locked into the on-board computer. If they did, they would simply vanish from their current arc of reality. If they did not, Harris’s new mates would soon turn them into stardust. 
Jamie gave a small thin smile when she heard Cooper’s stomach rumble. Man must be missing his bacon, she thought. She was glad to have him with her. And her plan might not be water-tight all right, but at least it was better than slitting her own throat.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
 
The ship was ominously silent. Unusually there was nothing happening around the jets, no mechanics crawling under the wings carrying clipboards, no pilots huddled in groups drinking coffee and discussing sorties. 
The Atlantis had effectively become a ghost ship.
Jamie’s throat grew tight as she thought of her men. She thought of the crew, and she wondered if everyone on board had been killed, or locked up save the handful required to run the ship. It made her dread how many men the Xylon had actually managed to insert on board, right under her very nose… 
Eventually, she and Cooper climbed down from the fire hatch, and they hid in a corner of the vast hangar behind some cargo crates. 
Cooper must have spent the waiting time he had available thinking up questions Jamie could never possibly know the answers to, because he hit her with them the second he got the chance. They were the same sort of questions she had run through herself of course, and the same obvious worries about stealing a jet they did not really know how to fly. 
“Look, I don’t have any more answers than you do at this point, okay?” she told him in the end, her tone of voice betraying her impatience and her frustration. “I can launch us out into space, and that’s about it. You’ll need to figure out coordinates to a suitable destination while I do that.”
He appeared horrified.
“I’ve never done that before,” he protested.
She glared at him.
“Well, there is a first time for everything, Coop. Can you handle it or not?”
He stared at her. 
“Can you?” she insisted.
He looked grim but determined when he replied.
“Affirmative.”
“Good.”
Not that he had much of a choice really, and she squeezed his shoulder, and gave him a heartfelt smile. A little encouragement could go a hell of a long way at times like this, and she was the only one who could provide any just now.
“Listen, I’m glad I’ve got you with me, Coop,” she assured him. “All right? And we’re going to be just fine, you’ll see.”
She saw him swallow hard.
“Yeah, okay,” he murmured.
“Now come on, let’s do it.”
“J.C, wait!”
He grabbed her and pulled her back just as two armed men appeared on the far side of the hangar. Jamie retreated back behind the crate and flattened herself up against it. She closed her eyes. Her heart was pounding so hard inside her chest she felt sure they would be able to hear it. After a while she risked a glance in the men’s direction. 
They were dressed in the same kind of black assault gear as the guys in Harris’s cabin had been. Xylon operatives. They had to be. They made their way toward the back of the hangar and disappeared into the shadows. 
“The control room is back there somewhere, uh?” Cooper whispered.
“Yeah.” 
“Shit!”
“Doesn’t matter,” Jamie replied. 
She was past caring. She knew they could take their chances now and make a run for it, or wait until the place was crawling with Xylon. 
It was a really easy decision to make. 
“Come on,” she whispered. “Let’s do this thing.”
With him in tow she made her way to the nearest jet, which also happened to be the one nearest the exit airlock on the level above. She quickly punched in the side entrance panel code. They both hurried inside the craft, and she locked the door and scrambled the emergency access number. 
They exchanged a silent, nervous look.
They were sealed in now, for better or for worse.
“Cockpit’s this way,” Jamie said, pointing toward it.
“Yeah, I know the layout.”
“Okay, that’s good.”
She jumped in the pilot’s seat, and she took a few precious seconds to examine the controls in front of her. She flicked a couple of switches. She was extremely relieved when a familiar green holographic screen appeared in front of her eyes. It looked just as she remembered it from her last training.
“Right. All good so far. Coop?”
“Yeah, boss.”
“You sit over there,” she said, pointing to a seat slightly behind her and to the right. “As soon as I switch the engines on, your control panel will appear in front of you, just like this one here now. Okay?”
“Yeah.”
She could hear the tension, and the concentration in his voice.
“Safe to say what kind of reaction we’re likely to get from the guys in the control room when I do it, so be ready.”
“Roger that. I’m ready.”
He flicked her a thumbs up, and he flashed her his usual grin. Jamie reflected that she had seen that grin more than once in combat. This was the confident Cooper, a man she had trusted with her life more times than she could remember, and never had to regret it. Here they were again now, maybe doing it for each other for the last time… Jamie cleared her throat, and she flicked the switch on her emotions safely to Off before they could get the better of her. No use thinking about all that mushy stuff right now.
“Worst that can happen is we die tryin’, right, J.C?” he said.
“That’s right,” she replied, matching his easy grin. “Good luck, Coop.”
She hit the Engines On button. 
As a slow reassuring rumble filled the cabin, Jamie threw a quick glance toward the control room. She caught sight of a figure inside standing close to the glass window, watching, staring... Had they been spotted already?
“Never mind,” she muttered to herself. “Just concentrate, Cartwright, and get out of there.”
She grabbed the stick, and she got them into a waiting hover, as low as she could make it, using the other jets for cover. Unfortunately they were out of time now. As soon as the exit airlock area door started to slide open, a piercing alarm sound exploded across the entire hangar.
“Game on!” Cooper yelled.
Jamie quit trying to hide. 
She shoved the jet into motion, and she hit the exit outside door command at the same time. She was not worried about airlock equalisation. There was no one in the hangar room whose safety she was worried about now, and frankly, the more Xylon she could kill during their escape the better she would feel. Another glance toward the control room confirmed what she already knew. Laser fire hit the cockpit window, and she jerked back against her seat. 
“Faster!” she yelled at the airlock. “Coop! Got coordinates?”
When he did not reply, and after they got hit with another laser blast, she turned to look at him. Oh, this is not looking good, she realised. 
He was leaning forward in his seat with his lower lip caught in his teeth, frowning hard at the panel lit up in front of his eyes.
“Coop! Talk to me,” she demanded.
More Xylon were pouring into the hangar now. Jamie saw men all dressed in black running toward the remaining available jets, and she understood they were going to have an escort out into space. She slammed the stick into reverse to face them. She aimed her lasers straight at the enemy, and she starting firing. 
“Five seconds to launch, Coop,” she yelled.
“Roger that!” he shouted back. “J.C, looks like we got coordinates halfway saved into the system already!”
“What do you mean halfway?” she exclaimed. 
She yanked the jet back around, and she grinned from ear to ear at the sight of the wide open door in front of them. Space, freedom, and safety were all to be found on the other side of that door. 
“Here we go,” she shouted. “Hold on!”
She increased the engine power to maximum, and she released the brakes at the same time.
“Launching!” she screamed.
She had never done a manual launch on full power before because it was probably the worst thing you could ever do. If you wanted to live, that is. 
Full power provided a level of acceleration that was so powerful, so gigantic, that even the slightest, lightest touch on the stick during the procedure would result in a catastrophic change of direction. If you were on manual it would be almost impossible to avoid some sort of mishap. Then you might hit the carrier ship, or tear one of your wings off. Maybe both. Whatever the result you would be lucky if you did not get yourself killed in the exercise. 
Few people ever survived to tell the tale.
This time though Jamie had an excellent reason not to stick to standard procedure. She hit the side of the ship so hard on exit that she thought for a wild second that she may well have ended it for both of them. But the stars must have been shining on their lucky side, because by some miracle she still managed to get the angle just right. Instead of getting blown to pieces they just ricocheted off the side of the Atlantis, and were catapulted away from it and into empty space. 
The bad news was that they went into a horrendous spin at the same time. Cooper got thrown off his seat and slammed into the ceiling.
“J.C!” he yelled. 
“Got those coordinates yet?” Jamie shouted as she wrestled with the stick in her hands, on the edge of their maximum G-force tolerance. 
“I’m just…”
They got hit with another powerful laser blast, and the entire hull of the ship vibrated and shook. Several new warning alarms got triggered.
“Yes is the only answer I am after, Coop!” she informed him.
She caught sight of him as he crawled back into his seat, and shook the blurriness out of his eyes.
“Looks like half the coordinates are missing?”
“Is that a question?” Jamie snapped.
She saw him hit the deck in frustration.
“All I can see is just lines of numbers and symbols,” he said.
He glanced at her in despair.
“Shit, J.C, I got no idea what I’m looking at here!”
Jamie finally managed to regain control of the jet, and she started returning fire. She counted three aircrafts out there in tight formation coming after them. Probably more on the way. She knew she would only be able to hold them off for so long.
“Tell me what you got, Coop!”
“Habitable, Earth-like…”
They got hit again, and this time a high-pitched siren blared through the cockpit. This one sounded a little more serious, a little more final somehow. 
Cooper gripped the sides of his control panel.
“What’s that?” he asked through gritted teeth.
“I don’t know,” Jamie replied. “But I guess one more hit like that and I won’t be talking to you, buddy!”
She started a series of desperate evasive manoeuvres, twice managing to avoid another deadly hit. But then the jet began to grow really heavy and slow in her hands, and she knew something else vital must have been damaged by the strikes. 
“What else you got?” she wanted to know.
He shook his head in frustration. 
“Humanoid… Hang on… Uh…” 
Jamie did not wait for the rest of it.
“That’ll do,” she decided. “Hit it, Coop, I’m losing this fight.”
“But…”
“Just do it!” she screamed.
As the aircraft finally became totally unresponsive, she watched, powerless, as one of the jets lined them up for its final strike. There would be no escaping that one. 
“Oh, fuck,” she murmured.
She tried one more move in desperation, but it was already too late. 
All of a sudden it just felt to her like some invisible force had sucked her out of her seat. She went flying, and there was nothing she was able to do about it. As she got slammed against the side of the cockpit she heard an explosion in the background, and a series of grinding noises, like metal being split apart. Flames, and a scorching blast of painful heat blew right past her. She had to cover her eyes, and she struggled to breathe through it. Jamie did not know if Cooper had managed to get them through in time, or if the Xylon pilot had blasted them into oblivion. 
She did not know what the difference would be either way. 
She heard her partner yell something at her, but she could not make out what it was. Soon his voice was lost in the inferno. They were fast losing oxygen inside the cockpit, and for Jamie that is when everything went black, and soundless. 
The last image that registered in her mind, before she lost consciousness for good, was the tortured look burning in Victoria Harris’s eyes when she had mentioned the lives of her family.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
 
Jamie eventually regained consciousness because she was feeling so incredibly cold. It took her a while to recover her senses, several seconds to remember where she was, and a few more to figure out that she was lying upside down on the ceiling inside the overturned jet. 
We must have made it, she thought, relieved. But her elation did not last long, and her eyes grew wide at the sight of freezing water pouring in through the broken cockpit window. 
All right, this was bad.
“Cooper,” she muttered.
More than half the cockpit area was submerged under water, and it kept on coming. She could not see him, and he was not responding.
“Cooper, where the hell are you?” she called louder. 
She sprang into action. She went on a frantic search for him, but he was nowhere to be found. And as the downed aircraft shifted slowly and threateningly under the weight of incoming water, Jamie realised that she would have to get out of there, and make it quick too. 
But first things first. 
She stumbled over to the nearest weapons cabinet, yanked the door open, and found it was empty. Shit, she thought.
She stared at it, a mixture of numbing cold and disbelief keeping her rooted to the spot for dangerously longer than was safe. The only things floating around in there were a discarded rucksack, a combat knife, and a few MREs, Meals Ready to Eat. 
With an angry shake of the head Jamie grabbed the knife, and she shoved the ration packs inside the rucksack. She debated going further down the craft to look for supplies, more weapons, a comms set, anything she could get her hands on. It would have been tempting to do so, but the water was coming in faster now, and it was up to her waist already. The ship was becoming unstable. It was very likely to turn over and sink at any second, and she decided that she would just have to go with what she had. 
Yelling for Cooper at regular intervals, she waded her way to the opening in the window, and she pulled herself through it and up onto the hull of the aircraft. She caught her arm on a piece of broken metal, slipped, almost fell, but managed to regain her balance at the last second. 
She gazed all around her, and took stock of her situation. 
It appeared they had crash-landed in the middle of a massive, freezing lake, and now she would have to get herself to shore. As she stood on top of the jet for a few seconds longer she did her best to get her bearings. 
She realised that if not for the two twin moons shining above her head she would have had trouble believing that this was not Earth. A fresh-water lake, thick forest, and snow-covered mountains in the distance looked reassuringly like the little enclave of British Columbia that Jamie had grown up in. It was all extremely beautiful, and she knew how extremely lethal this type of environment could be too. She realised there was a good probability that Cooper had ended up being dragged out of the cockpit, and into the lake. She yelled out his name until her voice broke, and when there was no response from her friend she brushed tears from her eyes with her bleeding arm. 
She could not wait for him. 
She had to leave, and the only way to safety now was to swim. Probably half a mile, Jamie estimated, maybe just a little bit more. She was a good swimmer. She knew she could make it. She did not pause to reflect on the notion that this was not Earth, and that she had no idea what strange creatures may be lurking below the surface. She ignored her wounded arm, the pounding headache, and the fact that ice crystals were forming fast on her eyelashes. She simply thought of fire, and shelter. Food was one part of the equation she could not afford to think about just yet. Without wasting another second of her rapidly waning energy she jumped into the icy lake, and she started to swim. 
It was as bad if not worse as she remembered from the various artic combat trainings she had taken part in over the years. Except this time there was no military instructor waiting for her on the shore, and no rescue kayak floating safely alongside to monitor her progress, and help her out if she started to sink. 
After a while the pain sort of disappeared, and even the cold became tolerable. She knew it was a dangerous stage to be at, feeling nothing. 
Twice she almost blacked out, and went under, and twice she almost did not realise that she had until she swallowed a mouthful of water and choked on it. 
The shore looked just as desperately far away as it had when she had first started to swim, and she was aware that she was slowing down. It would have been very nice to just stop and drift, to just let go, but she could not afford to die. The thought of Cooper kept her going until at last she felt solid ground under her feet.
“Keep moving,” she muttered to herself.
She did not give in to the overwhelming temptation to collapse onto the shore, but instead she managed to half-run, half-stumble to the edge of the forest. As she had hoped and expected, there were patches of dry ground around some of the bigger trees, and she collapsed there underneath a huge conifer. She closed her eyes for a second. She struggled to catch her breath. The cold was making it harder. But she knew what she had to do now, she knew the rules of survival. Make a fire, get herself dry, get her clothes dry, and get warm as quickly as she could, or she would not be around in the morning. She forced herself to keep moving, to keep working, to stay awake. 
As fast as she could, which was not very fast now, she gathered some kindling and brought it back to her tree. On her knees, she reached for the little flint striker she always wore around her neck. She was working with a renewed sense of urgency now, because it was getting harder to think, and even harder to move. 
She was shaking so much that it took her several attempts, but eventually she did manage to capture a tiny ember inside her little dry nest of kindling. Feeling hopeful, she immediately cupped the precious bundle in her hands and brought it close to her face. She blew on it very carefully until she managed to produce a tiny flame, and she added more kindling and bigger pieces of wood to the pile, making sure not to go too fast, and forcing herself to take her time. 
When she had a decent fire going she pulled her clothes off of her frozen body and held them up to the flames. When they were more or less dry she put them back on, shivering violently all the while. 
Then, exhausted, she slumped back against the tree. 
Combat fatigues and a torn jacket would not get her very far in the mountains. Was it even winter, she reflected, or would this cold get even worse? 
She had no idea. 
She made a conscious effort to clear her mind to activate her comms chip, and she concentrated on it for a few seconds. There was not even a whisper of a connection coming through. Jamie shook her head a little, wondering what she had expected. Wishful thinking, that’s all it was. 
Her gaze drifted forlornly toward the lake, and the forest in the distance. She thought of Cooper, and she wondered for the hundredth time what had happened to him. Had he managed to pull himself out of the lake and on to safety? Pursing her lips, she decided that she would believe he had, and that he was still alive. And so first thing in the morning when it got light she would go and look for him. 
She pulled the combat dagger from her rucksack, and she fastened the leather sheath around her thigh. The smart thing to have done next would have been to eat one of her ration packs, but the thought of it just made her want to throw up again. Jamie threw more wood onto the fire, and she curled up at the foot of the tree. For now she was safe, sort of. It was time to get some sleep, and get some of her strength back.  
 
 
Unfortunately there was precious little rest for her that night. Morning came after what felt like an eternity, dawning freezing cold and foggy, and with the certain promise of further snow in the air. 
Jamie absently forced down some food, and she spent some time staring blankly out at the lake. She hated the thought of having to move away from the warmth and safety of her little fire. Every single bone in her body hurt, her head was worse, and she was still having trouble moving around. Minutes turned into a couple of hours, and it took a tremendous effort to finally get going. 
“Coop, I’m coming for you,” she murmured.
The first thing she did was stuff the remaining MREs inside the pockets of her trousers, and cut up the rucksack into a makeshift windbreaker. It would offer little protection against the cold, but it was a welcome psychological boost all the same. That was a good thing, because once she got down onto the shore she realised the enormity of the task ahead of her. 
There was no sign of the downed aircraft on the surface of the lake now, and the expanse of water appeared even bigger than it had the night before. The forest looked dark and forbidding, and as Jamie scanned the beach in front of her she knew her chances of finding Cooper were about one in a million. Still, she spent the rest of the day looking for her friend, and the next day after that. 
It was slow going, combing the shore for signs of his presence. It was hard work not dwelling on the fact that every minute she did not find him probably only meant that he was dead. As she walked Jamie saw fish in the lake, and she felt slightly better knowing that she would have fresh food once the MREs ran out. She heard birds in the forest, and she spotted what looked like beaver dams on the lake. She was thankful for her military survival training. At least it looked like she would be able to get by in this world. 
By nightfall on the second night her throat was raw from calling out Cooper’s name, and a thin layer of ice had accumulated onto her clothes once more. She was soaked, and freezing cold. Like the nights before she retreated to the edge of the forest, and she built another fire. She was slow doing it. She found a stone to sharpen her knife, and her thoughts turned to proper food. 
She was well aware that she was getting more and more tired, and dangerously hungry, walking around like this in sub-zero temperatures, and on almost no calories. She would have to get some real food, real soon. She remembered she had to be careful that she still had enough energy to hunt for it too, and so she decided that she would do it the very next day. 
Beaver, she thought.
She would go for that. She knew beaver meat was good, and full of useful fat that would help her fight against the cold. She could use the skin and fur to protect herself against the elements. Once she had taken care of that she could make her way to higher ground, and gain some perspective on this new world. 
After all, if the coordinates had already been programmed into the jet’s computer then there was hope... It meant that it had been on the Alliance radar. So it was probably, hopefully, a friendly place, and connected in some way. All that Jamie needed to do now was survive long enough to establish contact with the Alliance. She was burning to make her way back on-board a ship, any ship. She wanted revenge for her men, for Cooper and for the Atlantis, and the thought of brutally annihilating a few hundred Xylon sent a pleasant rush of heat through her body. 
Sadly it did not last for very long, and the cold returned to her bones with a vengeance at the sound of a branch snapping behind her. Jamie was on her feet in less than half a second. She moved quickly and quietly to the other side of her little camp fire, tightening her grip on the dagger as she did so. She held her breath and she listened hard. 
What’s it going to be, she thought, her heart beating fast inside her chest. If this world carried on being so very familiar, then it could be anything from an elk, to a mountain goat, even a grizzly bear. Jamie hoped and prayed that this turned out to be food and pelt for her, and not the other way around. 
As the noise and the rustling intensified she pulled a piece of burning wood from the fire, and she lifted it above her head, ready to strike. This did not sound good at all.
“Come on, come on,” she muttered nervously under her breath.
She had expected bad news, but still she was quite unprepared for the size of the grizzly bear that suddenly burst out of the woods in front of her. This was a brute of an animal, and for some reason clearly angry as hell. Its shoulders were massive, like giant walls of thick black fur. She could see the rolling muscles underneath that looked as hard and unforgiving as granite slabs. Sharp teeth gleamed inside its black open mouth. 
Jamie did not have time to be scared. When the animal started running, and it charged at her, she gripped her dagger harder, and she aimed for its throat.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
 
 They had been looking for a downed aircraft, but what drew her to the scene of the kill was the blood. The sweet metallic smell of warm, fresh hot blood in the air attracted her to the lakeshore as surely and powerfully as a clear beacon of light. 
Blood was life. It was energy. 
It was what kept her grounded in this world.
On the edge of the forest she spotted the remains of Jamie’s little camp. And walking further down the slope toward the beach she paused to contemplate the remains of the dead grizzly bear. A little grin was playing on her lips. This was a beast alright. Whoever had killed it had to be very powerful, and quite unafraid to die. 
Closer now, the old woman pulled the dagger from the animal’s neck, and she stared appreciatively at the thick, broken blade. She discovered the rest of it inside the bear’s throat, and she marvelled at the kind of fight that this must have been. This one would have taken a while to bleed to death. It certainly would not have gone down without a fight. The scene was one of total carnage. It would have been fascinating, and so exciting to watch…
Before she moved away she produced a long thin blade from beneath her own coat of grizzly fur, and she hacked into the animal’s chest cavity. She removed the heart quickly. It was still warm when she placed it inside a pouch she carried on her waist. Then she drained blood from the animal into a small vial.
She discovered the slayer of the beast lying a little way away in a pool of her own blood. Her hair was short and as black as the night, and her body looked hard and chiselled, slender and powerfully muscled, as trim and useful as any of the young male warriors of the tribe. 
The woman bent over this warrior now, fascinated by the deep lacerations and claw marks on her left thigh and shoulder. Those were down to the bone and life-threatening. But still she took her time watching. She knew this woman’s destiny was not to die on a frozen beach in the middle of nowhere. 
Well. 
At least not today anyway… 
She poked Jamie in the leg eventually. 
When she got no reaction from her she shook her harder, and finally she rested her palm just about an inch away from her chest, over her heart, and she waited. She shook her head when she felt it. The heart was weaker than she would have liked, but it was a start.
“Come on, you can do better than this, Ashakaan,” she whispered.
She whistled for her companion, and while she waited for her to catch up she brought the small vial of warm blood to Jamie’s frozen lips. She dribbled a few drops inside her mouth, and she rubbed some more over her lips, encouraged when Jamie swallowed and instinctively tried to turn her head away. 
“Drink it,” she instructed, her eyes wide and fever bright. “It’s all yours. You’ve earned it.”
 
 
The only thing Jamie would remember of the journey back to the village was the incessant sound of distant drumming in her head, and the soothing voices of invisible women swirling around in the darkness surrounding her. There were gentle hands on her body, the lancing pain of bone needles pushing into her skin, and the sweet and pungent smell of healing potions being applied to her wounds, bringing blessed relief and soothing comfort.
She slept, and she dreamt of Earth often. 
And when it was not the beautiful forests of her British Columbia childhood she saw herself flying over in her mind’s eye, she saw the smiling faces of the friends she had led into battle, and she heard the cries and angry shouts of the ones that she had killed. There were good dreams, but mostly bad ones, and throughout it all one voice always stood out amongst the others, strong and clear. 
Jamie learned to recognise it, she grew accustomed to it, and she missed it when it was not there. On the night she landed firmly back amongst the living it was that gentle voice that made her want to do it.
“… and in the summer the nights are always full of stars. It’s warm too, and you can stay up on the mountain all night looking at the sky…”
The woman talking softly by her side interrupted her quiet monologue when she felt Jamie’s breathing shift almost imperceptibly. Looking up, she discovered Jamie’s eyes were open for the first time, and locked firmly onto hers. She gazed deeply into swirling layers of blues and greys, as crystal clear as lake waters on a summer’s morning. And the first moment of surprise over she leaned forward, and her face broke into the most beautiful smile.
“Welcome back,” she said softly, using the universal language favoured by the Alliance. “You were gone a long time, Ashakaan.” 
The woman whose voice had made Jamie want to climb up and out of the dark looked to be about her age. Late twenties, early thirties probably. She was of average height, slender, and her long shiny blond hair was braided into beautiful intricate patterns. She had the deepest, darkest, warmest and most expressive brown eyes Jamie had ever seen. 
“My name is Elija,” she said.
Jamie gave a faint nod. 
She tried to respond. She tried to ask a question, but her throat felt raw and painful, and like she had not spoken in weeks. She choked on her first word.
“Here,” her companion said quickly. 
She helped to lift her head up and bring a cup of water to Jamie’s lips. 
“This will help. Not too fast… That’s it.”
The water was a jolt to her system. Jamie could not remember the last time she had drunk anything that tasted so good, so clean, and pure. They certainly did not have water like this up on the ships.
“Thank you,” she murmured.
Elija smiled. 
She rested a soft hand on her forehead.
“It’s all right. Take your time,” she said.
Jamie closed her eyes again, struggling against the deep fatigue that threatened to pull her under once more. She allowed herself to rest for a couple more seconds before she let her gaze drift slowly around the room. 
She was lying on some sort of raised wooden bed, naked underneath several bearskin covers. It appeared this was some kind of tent, with an opening in the ceiling and a campfire positioned right underneath it. She spotted wooden shelves on the left lined with pots of all different shapes and sizes, jars and vials. Animal skins, traps and tools dangled from a length of rope double-stretched across the small space. Some kind of trapper’s dwelling no doubt. But the woman sitting next to her did not look like one. 
Jamie returned her attention to her slowly. She found that even that simple movement seemed to require a tremendous amount of effort. 
“Did you find my friend?” she asked. 
Her voice sounded like a whisper to her. 
It was hard to talk, and hard to think.
“Your friend?”
Jamie blinked slowly.
“Yes. We crashed into the lake, and I… I lost him there.”
Elija’s response was gentle.
“You were on your own when we found you, Ashakaan,” she said. “You were wounded, and close to death.”
“I need to get back there,” Jamie murmured. “Search for him…”
“Of course. But I don’t think you’re ready just yet.”
Jamie sighed, and she struggled to lift one side of the heavy covers. She wanted to see what sort of damage her encounter with that grizzly bear had left her with. She thought she counted twelve stitches on her thigh, and it made her realise the woman by her side was most certainly not exaggerating when she said that Jamie had been close to death when she was found. A wound like this would have cost her a lot of blood. Still, whoever had stitched her up had done one very tidy job of it. Jamie ran her fingers over the wound in her shoulder, and she found more of the same. 
Exhausted, she collapsed back onto the bed.
“You did this?” she asked. “You put those stitches in me?”
“Yes.”
“Thank you.”
The woman smiled.
“I’m glad I could help you.”
Jamie drifted again for a few seconds. 
“I really have to go…” she repeated.
But even as she said the words she realised how unlikely it was that she would be able to leave this tent anytime soon, wherever the hell it might be... 
“Who are you?” she whispered.
“I am a friend. You are safe here.” 
“How long was I out?”
“A few nights. It’s good you finally woke up tonight.”
“You saved my life out there, didn’t you?”
“I did, Ashakaan.”
Jamie’s vision blurred a little. 
She was struggling to keep her eyes open.
“You keep calling me that…” she whispered. “What does it mean? My name’s Jamie.”
Elija smiled a little.
“Ashakaan means Slayer in our ancient dialect. Our shaman Altea decided this would be a good name for you. She’s the one who taught me the language you speak.”
“Shaman..?”
An image of a woman’s face flashed in front of Jamie’s eyes suddenly. It looked kind of old, tanned and leathery, but the woman’s dark eyes were shining with a sort of pulsing and powerful heat. Jamie felt it build up fast in the centre of her chest, and she was dismayed to find that it hurt a little. She rested a hand over her heart. She winced. There was something strange in the woman’s unwavering stare, something threatening, almost like a warning. 
“Alt… Alta?” she murmured.
“Altea,” Elija corrected gently. “We were together when we found you on the beach. In that spot where you killed the bear. Do you remember?”
Jamie thought hard for a minute. She could remember the bear all right. But the old woman’s face faded slowly from her mind, and she had no recollection of anything else.
“I don’t remember,” she murmured. “Just… I remember your voice, but…”
She was finding it so hard to keep her eyes open. 
She sighed again in frustration.
“Don’t worry about it,” Elija said.
“No. I can’t…”
“Shh… It’s okay.”
Jamie felt her fingers wrap softly around her wrist, and she welcomed the gentle, warm and reassuring pressure that came with it. 
“Don’t fight it,” the woman whispered, speaking close to her ear. “I’ll be here when you wake up, and we can talk some more anytime you want. For now you must trust me. Sleep. You are safe here in my village, I promise.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
 
For a while there was peace, and under Elija’s gentle care, a very strict diet of strange yet effective herbal concoctions, and a healthy dose of enforced bed rest, Jamie grew stronger pretty quickly. Then one morning she awoke at dawn to discover a new set of clothes had been laid out for her at the foot of her bed. 
Finally, she thought.
Unusually the healer Elija was nowhere to be seen, and Jamie decided that it must be a sign. She quickly threw the heavy blankets off her legs, mustering all the energy that she could. She was out of there now, whether anybody liked it or not.
“Let’s go, Cartwright,” she murmured under her breath.
It was leggings, and a simple tunic fashioned out of animal hide, buckskin by the look of it, accompanied by a heavy warm coat with a sturdy fur lining, and knee-high footwear also lined with fur that just about fit her. She felt a little bit more like herself once she was dressed, although it was an effort to be moving around. She had to sit down on the bed and catch her breath for a few seconds, and she was a little tempted to crawl back under the blankets. 
On the side of the tent she discovered a walking stick, and she used it to lean on while she tested her injured leg. It felt quite sore, and extremely weak as expected. But not too bad really, Jamie decided, all things considered. She had barely escaped bleeding to death in the snow after being mauled by a grizzly bear after all. 
She went prowling around the small space some more.
She felt naked without a weapon, a laser gun or at the very least a knife of some description, but to her disappointment she found nothing useful in the tent, and so she decided that she was done with this tiny little room, and the smell of dusty camp fire. She needed fresh air, and to feel the sun on her face. She needed to move around, and to get her body healthy and working again. And most important of all she needed to figure out a way to make contact with her Command.
Her mind made up, a plan of action already forming in her head, she threw on her new coat and fastened it around her waist with a large belt. Then she pulled the tent flap open, eager to get her first look of the village on the other side. 
She could hardly have imagined a more beautiful sight.
“Wow…” she murmured. 
The village of mostly yurts and a few wooden huts was ensconced against the side of a rocky mountain, facing out onto vast snowy fields on one side, and thick forest on the other. A sun was just appearing over the top of the mountain peaks, bathing the entire scene in brilliant light reflected off clean virgin snow. 
Jamie stood frozen in place as she took it all in. The place looked pretty big. There must have been about fifty or so yurts, and some of those were pretty large too. She took a deep breath. The cold was invigorating, and she filled her lungs with pristine mountain air, enjoying the sun on her face and in her eyes, and feeling her skin tingle under its caress. 
This was pretty close to perfect. 
“Ashakaan.”
Jamie turned around at the sound of the familiar voice behind her, and she was unusually pleased to find Elija standing there, watching her with one hand raised to shield her eyes from the sun. Jamie did her best to flash her a bright smile, despite the fact that her legs were shaking a little, and that she was feeling faint. 
“Hello,” she said.
Her new friend quickly closed the distance between them. 
“Hello, Ashakaan,” she replied.
She cupped Jamie’s face in her hands briefly. She looked into her eyes, inspected the receding bruise on her temple, and she gently touched her fingers to the healing cut on her lip. Her hands came to rest on her shoulders then, and she smiled. Jamie felt grounded by the touch, and Elija nodded as if she knew it, and it was a perfectly normal thing to be feeling.
“You’re up early,” she remarked. “How are you feeling?”
“I feel great,” Jamie declared. “Couldn’t spend another second in bed.”
Elija gave a soft laugh at the spirited tone in her voice. She recognised it was a little forced. Jamie was so pale still that you could almost see right through her. And she looked rather unsteady on her feet as well, although it was clear that she was doing her best to hide it.
“It’s all right. We’ll take it slow,” Elija murmured. “And I’m glad the clothes I left for you seem to fit. Are you warm enough?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
Jamie felt her slow gaze on her as she inspected the clothes. It could have been her body. Whatever it was that she was looking at, Elija seemed pleased with what she saw.
 “Are you hungry?” she asked.
Jamie’s eyes turned slightly dreamy at the thought of solid food. She could not remember the last time she had had anything that did not come in a cup, mashed up and totally unrecognisable. She nodded, and her stomach growled violently. 
Elija’s grin widened. 
She laughed.
“Good, that is just the answer I was hoping for. Come with me. And you don’t need that stick by the way. Just lean on me.”
She wrapped her arm around Jamie’s waist, told Jamie to put hers around her shoulders, and the Alliance officer was a little surprised to discover how strong she felt. 
“Thanks,” she said.
As they walked slowly down the slope leading to the heart of the village she was mostly silent, looking all around her with interest. While she had been lying in bed, recovering, Elija had told her about her people and the village, but it was nice to be able to see it all for herself at last.
Men and women came out of their yurts to watch them, and they stood huddled together in twos and threes, staring with interest and curiosity as they passed. The men all sported shaved heads and dark tattoos on their skulls, and they all wore similar clothes to Jamie’s. She reflected they looked more like farmers than soldiers, and she noticed that none of them seemed to be armed. The women wore longer tunics and skirts, and they seemed to wear their hair long and braided tight like Elija. Jamie was amused and quite relieved to realise that the healer had outfitted her with men’s clothes. 
There were young kids amongst the villagers, hiding behind their parents’ legs, and peering out from behind tent flaps. Elija nodded and smiled at everyone they encountered along the way. She was obviously well-known, and liked amongst her people.
“Say’heen,” she said a few times. “Amoshte.”
Jamie glanced at her.
“Say’heen?” she repeated. “Is that hello?”
“Very good,” Elija replied with a smile, and a quick glance toward her. 
“And Amoshte is...?”
“Good morning.”
Jamie nodded as she repeated each word to herself a few times, getting used to the sounds. A bit further down the village she raised her hand in greeting, and she nodded at an older man standing alone by the side of his yurt watching them go.
“Amoshte,” she said.
He smiled at her and responded in kind, and Jamie was pleased to have elicited a smile from one of the locals. Elija nodded her approval too.
“I knew you’d be a quick learner,” she declared. “That is good, Ashakaan.”
“Well, it’s not the first time I’ve landed in a new world that’s a little bit different,” Jamie reflected. “I’m kind of used to it.”
 She was even getting used to her new name, since apparently Elija could not quite get her head around using the real one. Cooper would have laughed his head off at her if he had found out that she was now referred to as Slayer, but the name somehow always sounded a lot softer than its true, darker meaning whenever Elija used it. 
Jamie glanced over at her companion now as they carried on walking slowly through the village. 
“Is it always this quiet around here?” she asked.
“No,” Elija replied, laughing. “The place is normally quite loud, and a hive of activity. People are just feeling a little shy today that’s all. They’ll get used to you.”
Jamie raised a dubious eyebrow.
“They’re shy because of me?” she asked. 
“Indeed, Ashakaan,” Elija replied.
“Why?”
“You look different.”
“Do I?”
“Yes. You’re taller than most of our women, and even some of our men. Your eyes are a different colour. And your hair is very short, which is unheard of for a woman.”
Jamie gave a non-committal grunt.
“That’s it?”
“And they’ve heard you flew down from the sky too.”
Jamie shook her head.
“I crashed-landed into a lake. Hardly an impressive feat.”
“Maybe not to you,” Elija admitted. “But you come from a world that is so advanced, and so different from this one, that they cannot even begin to imagine any of it. We have no technology here.”
“Right…” Jamie murmured.
She looked down at the snowy ground, frowning, lost in a world of thought. No technology was really not good news, she reflected rather unhappily.
“To my people,” Elija added, oblivious to her reaction, “beings who fly across the stars and travel in between invisible worlds are gods, or shamans. They’ll be a little bit afraid of you until they get to know you better.”
Jamie glanced at her. 
“Well, maybe you should introduce me quickly then,” she remarked, sounding a little dismayed. “I certainly do not want to scare anybody.”
She felt Elija rub her arm gently as they walked.
“Yes, we will do that soon, Ashakaan.”
“And what about you?” Jamie challenged. “You’re not afraid of me, that’s quite obvious.”
Elija smiled at her, looking a little amused at the comment.
“That’s right, I’m not.”
“And you talk about technology as if you understand it.”
“I understand about it.”
“Great,” Jamie said. 
She was feeling a lot more hopeful all of a sudden.
“So how come?” she asked.
“Because I am Altea’s apprentice. Our shaman has told me things about your world, and what you call your technology. You only fear what you do not understand, and I know and understand a lot more than most people here do, about a lot of things.”
Jamie let go of Elija’s shoulders, and she came to an abrupt stop next to her. 
“Wait,” she said.
“What is it, Ashakaan?” Elija enquired softly.
She gave her a little more space, but she kept a safe hand out for her all the same, ready to catch her and steady her if she had to. 
“This Altea woman,” Jamie asked, her eyes sparkling with excitement all of a sudden, “you’re saying she knows about my world?”
“Yes.”
“How? Is she able to travel there?” 
Elija nodded a little. Her eyes had grown a little bit darker, and very serious, and she looked almost reluctant to carry on with the conversation.
“Sometimes,” she said. “But it’s different for her.”
“But then she can help me go home, right?” Jamie said, ploughing on with the only idea that made sense to her, and ignoring all the signs that should have alerted her that this was not a welcome subject for discussion. “When can I see her?”
“Altea does not live in the village with us.”
“Well, tell me where I can find her,” Jamie insisted.
Elija gave her a slightly thoughtful, lingering look. 
“I don’t know where she is,” she declared.
“Please, Elija.”
“Our shaman comes and goes, my friend. I never know when…”
“But you said you were her apprentice,” Jamie interrupted, her tone at once hopeful and impatient. “Surely you must be able to get in touch with her, right?” 
“I would if I could.”
Jamie bit her lower lip in frustration. Elija’s last remark had sounded like a conversation ender, and Jamie could feel her temper rise at her lack of a proper response. She tried not to sound as annoyed as she really was, but she could barely contain herself. 
“All right,” she started again. “So how can I…”
The sudden pain in her chest brought her to her knees as surely as a good punch. It was a sharp burning sensation in the centre of her chest, like a sudden bolt of electricity shooting through her. Thankfully it only lasted a couple of seconds, and once again the face of the old shaman appeared quite clearly in front of her eyes. Jamie jerked back as the image seemed to rush forward at her, and then just faded away.
“What the hell was that?” she gasped.
Elija knelt next to her in the snow.
“A message,” she said quietly. 
“What do you mean?”
“Altea will come to you when the time is right. You just have to be a little bit patient. Come on, let’s get you up. You have to be careful with your stitches, okay?”
Elija pulled Jamie up with her, and Jamie stood watching her for a moment, rubbing her chest in silence. Her eyes were searching, darker than usual, and her gaze was intense and very preoccupied.
“That pain in my chest,” she asked. “It was her?”
“Yes.”
“How does she do that?” Jamie exclaimed.
Elija gave her a gentle smile.
“In your world you make magic by flying through the stars in your ships, Ashakaan,” she said softly, patiently. “In my world it is magic of a different kind.”
“What? Hurting people at a distance?”
Elija did not reply immediately, but Jamie clearly spotted the pained look in her eyes before she looked away. Think before you speak, Cartwright! Jamie admonished herself. 
She backed down immediately.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean you do, Elija,” she said. “I’m just a little worried about how someone could do this so easily... It’s kind of scary, right? Do you understand?”
“Yes. I do. But there is nothing to worry about, I promise.”
Again came that gentle smile, and the soft pressure of Elija’s fingers around her wrist. And once again Jamie felt herself grow a little calmer, and a lot more settled under her touch. It was eerie how this just seemed to happen.
“Altea does not hurt people,” Elija said. “She is good… even if a little abrupt sometimes. Trust me. You will get used to her ways.”
“You know all I am planning on doing is getting back to my world as quickly as possible,” Jamie insisted. “Not get used to being here…”
“Yes. I know,” Elija replied quietly.
Jamie held her gaze for a little while longer. 
She could not help but smile eventually.
“What is on your mind, Ashakaan?”
Jamie’s expression grew a little thoughtful. Just wondering how you can convey such comfort and compassion with just a single look, Elija, she reflected.
The thought felt a little too private to share somehow. 
She shrugged as if it did not matter.
“Nothing,” she said. “And I am sorry,” she added a little more firmly, meeting Elija’s eyes. “I do appreciate your help. I shouldn’t be taking my frustrations out on you.”
Elija laughed.
“Don’t worry, my friend. I understand. Now come on, let’s go eat. You look like you’re ready to fall down.”
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
 
Jamie managed to put her reservations aside about the mysterious woman called Altea for a little while. In fact, any thoughts of her completely disappeared from her mind as soon as she got a whiff of the delicious food cooking on the fire. Damn, she was hungry!
Once in the communal tent, over a simple yet delicious breakfast of grilled salmon, warm bread and sweet tea, she got confirmation that she was indeed the object of everyone’s curiosity. She sat with Elija at a table close to the fire, and as she ate slowly she could feel eyes on her. She returned every stare with a smile and a gentle nod, and she got plenty back in return. Eventually she leaned a little closer to her companion, and she nodded toward a group of men standing at the far side of the tent.
“Who are they?” she asked.
Those guys looked bigger and tougher than all the other men she had encountered on their short walk through the village. They wore long knives threaded through their belts, and they carried bows and arrows on their back. Unlike everybody else in the tent they were keeping pretty much to themselves, and they had not even spared a single glance in Jamie’s direction. She was curious.
“Our warriors,” Elija replied.
Jamie’s heart started to beat a little faster.
“You need warriors in your world?”
“Unfortunately we do.”
“Why? What’s the threat?”
“There are a handful of tribes out there who are not peaceful like we are. They steal food, horses, livestock, and they burn fields.”
Jamie shook her head. Sadly this felt very familiar to her. In all of her travels she had not yet encountered one peaceful civilisation that did not have to worry about violence from other less advanced groups.
“They’ve got nice weapons,” she remarked.
Elija gave her a pointed, rather amused look.
“And it is nice to see some colour back in your face, Ashakaan,” she commented.
She called out to one of the men, and they exchanged a few words. He was full of muscle, with flashing black eyes, and the same beautiful tattooed markings over his shaved head which Jamie had seen on some of the other men. The warrior glanced at her, drew his dagger, and presented it to her. 
Jamie immediately dropped her food, wiping her hands on her leggings as she stood up. She took the dagger, enjoying the feel of the well-worn wooden handle against her palm. It seemed to fit her hand perfectly, and she gently and carefully ran her fingers over the clean sharp blade.
“Beautiful,” she murmured.
Elija translated, and the man gave an appreciative grunt. Jamie passed the dagger back to him, and next she pointed at his bow, and the arrows he was carrying.
“Those are nice too,” she said, smiling.
Apparently now quite interested in Jamie, the man looked to Elija for translation. With a quick nod he then gestured for them to follow him, and he stepped outside. He drew an arrow from the quiver on his back, and carefully selected a target, a frozen shard of ice dangling from a nearby tree. 
He was quick with it, and he did not miss. 
With a smile, he turned to Jamie and offered her his bow.
“He says to try for the icy bit on the right,” Elija declared.
Jamie looked in that direction, and she hid a knowing smile at the sight of it. He had conveniently selected a much thinner, smaller sliver of ice, barely visible. Of course he would. This was a little test obviously, and she was happy to take it.
“Watch,” she said, flashing a quick smile in his direction.
She aimed, fired, and tore the icy filament right off the tree on her first try. 
Next to her Elija was smiling. 
“Ashakaan,” she said proudly, in response to something the man had asked.
He looked Jamie up and down, and gave what sounded like a grunt of appreciation. Then he said something else to Elija, and handed Jamie his dagger again. 
With a nod he gestured for her to put it on her belt.
“He says a slayer should not be without a weapon.”
Jamie was impressed with the gift.
“How do you say thank you?” she asked.
“Kohai.”
“Kohai,” Jamie repeated. 
He grinned at her before pointing at his chest, his eyes glinting with a mixture of amusement and approval. 
“Ayael,” he said. 
“Ayael. Amoshte,” she replied with a nod.
This time he laughed, looking very pleased, and he patted her on the shoulder before going to re-join his friends. Jamie watched them walk away in silence. She could tell by the way they moved together that these guys were obviously a tight bunch. They reminded her a lot of her team, the Alliance soldiers she had travelled and fought with. Her friends, the men who had lost their lives to the Xylon. She felt her heart tighten at the memory of them, and Cooper. 
“Where are they going?” she asked, unable to tear her eyes off the little group.
“Hunting in the forest. They’ll be out all day.”
“All right…”
Elija glanced at her, and she spotted the tension in her face. 
“You will be able to go with them soon,” she promised. “For now there is something else I would like to show you. Are you ready for a small hike?”
Jamie met her gaze, and she nodded.
“Absolutely,” she replied.
Some part of her wondered what the woman meant by being able to go with the warriors soon. Jamie was not planning on staying long enough to get used to anything, or go on any outings with anyone... But this time she decided to let it go, and she followed Elija into the forest, on a well-trodden path leading away from the village. 
After about ten minutes they turned east, and started climbing. It felt really good to be out and moving, Jamie decided immediately, even if she was still feeling rather weak. Elija maintained a steady slow pace, turning every now and then to check that her companion was still there.
“How is your leg?” she asked after a while.
“Fine,” Jamie replied, forcing a smile. 
It was hurting quite badly really, but she was not about to admit that, and she knew she needed to get better fast if she wanted to leave. 
“Not going too quick, are we?” Elija insisted.
“No.” 
“Sure?”
“Positive,” Jamie assured her.
Elija’s response was an amused chuckle. And Jamie came to a sudden halt when she discovered her standing in front of her, in the middle of the path, with her arms crossed over her chest and a little knowing grin playing on her lips.
 “What’s up?”
“You are out of breath, Ashakaan,” Elija remarked. “And you are limping quite badly. Let’s take a break.”
Jamie felt a little too grateful to protest.
Finally the path that they were on levelled up, and they came to a rocky boulder field in between two high mountain peaks. Jamie stopped again to catch her breath, and she looked all around her in complete awe.
“This is beautiful,” she said, squinting into the sunshine.
“It is.”
“What’s behind those peaks?”
“More mountains,” Elija replied.
“And beyond that?”
“Forests and deserts. And then the sea.”
“Other tribes like yours?”
“Other tribes, and other cultures. Yes.”
Jamie smiled. Other cultures, she reflected. This sounded promising.
She did not ask any more questions, because she understood that Elija could not possibly know what sort of technology these other people may have access to. Jamie would just have to go and see for herself. But at least it was something to look forward to for when she felt better. 
“You know,” she remarked after a while, “I have never been to a world that looks and feels so much like home. Your planet is very beautiful, Elija.”
The woman rested a soft hand on her arm.
“I am sorry about what happened to yours.”
“How do you know about that?” Jamie asked, surprised.
“Altea told me.”
“Oh. Right,” Jamie muttered.
She did not even bother to ask how the woman could possibly have been aware of such a thing. Elija gave her a quick smile, amused at the sombre look on her face at the mere mention of the shaman. She touched Jamie’s hand, and she allowed her fingers to linger there for a few seconds, just watching her with a pensive look on her face.
“You look worried,” Jamie observed. “What’s the matter?”
“Your world is gone, Ashakaan... You must be feeling very lost.”
Up until this moment Jamie had very successfully avoided thinking about how she was feeling. About Earth, Cooper, being stranded on an unknown planet on her own, the Xylon, and a whole bunch of other stuff. Fleeting thoughts had been okay, and she had been very careful not to go too deep into any of them. She was keen to carry on the same way. 
“It’s fine,“ she replied quickly, and with just a hint of a shrug. “I’ve been away so much in the last twenty years… In all that time I only spent a few months on Earth. After a while it became a bit of an illusion. So I guess there’s not much difference now.”
Elija nodded slowly, watching her with that little thoughtful look in her eyes.
“I understand,” she said. “I think.”
She looked a little sad despite her words, and Jamie was eager to change the subject before she could think about it all a little too much. The people of Earth, her friends, her roots, they were gone. There was nothing she could do about it, and it would not help to dwell on what she had lost.
She took a deep breath.
“So, where are we going?” she asked.
“To the hot springs.”
“The hot springs?” 
“Yes.”
Jamie shook her head, grinning. 
“Wow. This world keeps getting better and better, Elija…”
And it really was. 
Another five minutes easy walk, a bit more of a climb, and then they came upon it, hidden just behind a rocky outcrop. Jamie’s mouth dropped open at the sight of one of the most beautiful places she had ever laid eyes on. 
There was a waterfall all right, and a big expanse of clear blue-green waters in front of it. The surface of the water was dotted with large flat rocks here and there, and surrounded by tall magnificent trees. A magical layer of steam drifted lazily over the whole thing. 
Elija stopped next to Jamie. 
A single glance at her was enough to tell her that her new friend was completely under the spell of this beautiful and tranquil place.
“So, what do you think?” she asked, smiling.
“I love it,” Jamie exclaimed.
“Good. I’m glad.”
“Looks almost otherworldly…”
Elija gave a soft laugh.
“You’re not far off. The waters here have healing powers.”
“Really?”
“Oh, yes.”
She walked to the edge of the water. 
“It’ll be good for your recovery to swim here,” she added, glancing back toward Jamie. “And don’t worry. The water is always very warm up here, even where there is snow on the ground like today.” 
She sat on a rock and started to take her boots off.
“Are we going for a swim now?” Jamie asked.
“If you feel like it,” Elija replied with a smile. 
Jamie did not have to be told twice.
“All right,” she murmured.
Taking her cue from Elija, she stripped off her clothes extra quickly, took a couple of steps, and executed a perfect dive into the water. She took several long strokes under the surface, enjoying the feel of her body responding, feeling muscles she had not used in a while waking up and kicking nicely into action. When she broke through again, smiling and a little out of breath, she was just in time to see Elija pulling her tunic over her head. 
Jamie shook water out of her eyes. 
Something in her went a little still, and quiet again at the sight of Elija standing there. She watched as the woman walked carefully along the rocks, looking for a suitable place to enter the water. She moved with quiet, elegant grace. She looked strong and beautiful, and the sight of her like this literally took Jamie’s breath away. 
Elija swam quickly over to her, smiling all the while.
“Feeling all right, Ashakaan?” she asked.
Her eyes were sparkling in the morning sun reflected off the surface of the water. She looked so happy, so alive, and absolutely gorgeous.
Jamie returned the smile.
“Feeling great,” she replied.


 



 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 
 
After that first morning Jamie developed a habit of going swimming at the waterfall almost every day. Elija would not hear of her wandering away from the village until she was fully healed, and so eight days later Jamie was back there on her own just before sundown, looking forward to a good soak. 
She had spent most of the morning and afternoon in the forest hunting with Ayael. Since the little bow and arrow test he had put her through she had learned that he was the leader amongst his warriors, and that this more or less made him the leader of the whole tribe. 
Between them a solid friendship was developing, despite the fact that they barely used any words to communicate. But they spoke the same language when it came to weapons, hunting, or simply wandering through the forest for hours on end because it felt good. Jamie did what she had to do to make sure she slept at night, and daily physical exhaustion was much preferable to staying up all night obsessing about finding a way to go home. 
And of course she was enjoying spending a lot of time with Elija. She was quite aware that it was this, more than her rapidly healing injuries, or even the fact that it was the beginning of winter and not a suitable time to travel, which was keeping her waiting in the village longer than she would have done normally. It was not something she decided to dwell on too much.  
The hunting had been good that day, and they had come back to the village with one deer and three mountain hares. She was pleased. Ayael had given her one of the hares to keep. She was going to take it to Elija, but before she went to see her she wanted to scrub the sweat and animal blood off her body. And so after a quick swim and a good scrub she was back in the village in record time, just before it got really dark, and eager to see her friend. She went straight to her yurt, and paused for a second on the outside.
“Elija?” she called.
“Come in, Ashakaan,” came the usual, friendly reply.
Jamie walked in, feeling tension in her shoulders she did not even know was there evaporate as soon as she stepped inside Elija’s home. There was something about the little private space that was reassuringly peaceful, quiet, and felt incredibly safe to her. Jamie was not really sure what it was, but she loved it. And as always the sight of Elija herself, smiling and looking happy to see her, brought a pleasant settled feeling all over her heart.
“Say’heen,” Jamie greeted her softly. “I brought us dinner.”
Elija smiled, looking pleased.
“Great. Thank you,” she said. 
Jamie set the impeccably skinned and gutted hare down by the side of the fire, and she took her heavy coat off. The dagger she had started to wear on her waist like Ayael she rested carefully on top of a bunch of blankets on the side.
“Anything I can do to help?” she asked.
“Yes. You can take the rest of your clothes off, and go lie down on the bed, please.”
Jamie froze. 
She raised a perplexed eyebrow.
“You want me to do what?” she repeated.
Elija waved her over from the other end of the tent. 
“It’s time to take your stitches off. Let me do that first, and then we’ll eat.” 
Jamie relaxed, and she hoped that Elija could not spot the embarrassing rush of colour that suddenly suffused her cheeks. For a crazy second there she had actually wondered what the woman wanted to do with her naked in her bed… Get a grip, Cartwright, she thought, annoyed. 
While Elija got the few things that she needed ready she undressed next to her bed, and she slid under the blankets as instructed. She watched her friend as she moved around the small yurt, pausing once to smile at her, and she allowed herself to sink a little deeper under the bearskin. 
“It’s warm in here,” she remarked with a happy sigh. “It’s nice.”
“I’m glad you like it, Ashakaan.”
“Smells good too.”
“It’s herbs and spices. And the smell of vegetables cooking on the fire,” Elija replied. “Nothing that special, you know…”
“Well. It’s nice,” Jamie repeated. 
Like home, she reflected. 
It struck her what a strange, unusual thought this was for her to have. After all, home to her had only ever meant a bed in some dorm room on-board a military ship of some description, and a hot meal at the end of the day if she was lucky.
But this was different all right. 
And it suddenly dawned on her as well how very different Elija’s yurt was even to her own, with the animal skins hanging everywhere, and the cold and damp that always awaited her there when she first walked in after a day out. It was the place they had very generously let her have the use of while she stayed with the village and recovered from her wounds. But after only a few days Jamie had taken to sleeping in a corner of the communal tent with some of the other warriors. It was what she was used to after all… 
And she had not mentioned it to Elija. 
Only a few more days of this and she would be on her way, travelling over the mountains in search of civilisation, and a way to make contact with the Alliance. It would not be helpful to get too used to the notion of home, and how special that might be. 
“So, how was your day with Ayael?” Elija enquired, interrupting her thoughts.
She sat on the bed next to Jamie, and she lifted a side of the blanket off her leg to expose her thigh. She gave her a little inquisitive glance as she did so, having noticed the rather serious look on her face.
“Good. The hunting was good.”
“You like spending time with him, don’t you?”
Jamie nodded, a faint smile playing on her lips.
“I do. We understand each other.”
“And he tells me your language is coming along fine too.”
“That is all down to you, Elija. You’re a good teacher.”
Elija smiled at her again, pleased with the compliment. She started to gently pick at the fine thread in Jamie’s thigh, catching the way the hard muscles quivered under her touch.
“Does this hurt?” she murmured.
“Not really… Just feels a bit weird.”
“Well, your wounds are healing very quickly. You’re doing well.” Elija glanced at her again. “You’re trembling. Are you sure this is not hurting?”
“Sorry. It’s fine.” 
Jamie tried to stay still, but like every single time that Elija was touching her she was finding it difficult not to react. The healer looked at her as if she could read her thoughts. Jamie decided it would be safer to change the subject. 
“Elija?”
“Yes.”
“What’s the difference between a shaman and a healer?” she asked.
Elija paused. 
She looked at Jamie with a soft smile.
“You ask good questions, Ashakaan. A shaman is a healer, but also a seer, and a traveller of worlds. A shaman can see far and wide into the past and the future, and on every level of reality. They can exist in several dimensions of reality at once, and travel at will through and in between each one.”
“And that’s why you want to become one?”
“I have the gift. I want to use it.”
Elija was finished removing the stitches, and she started to cover the thick, bright red scar on Jamie’s leg with a lightly coloured, thick sort of paste.
“This is made with three different types of plants, all with antiseptic properties,” she explained. “I’ve mixed it in with healing water from the spring. It will speed up your recovery even more.”
Jamie nodded, and she was quiet as Elija softly massaged the cream into her leg. She could feel herself go a little drowsy under her touch, and the intense and delicious feeling of heat that the ointment generated on her skin. 
“Elija, why do you live on your own?” she asked then out of the blue.
The woman gave a surprised laugh, blushing softly at the unexpected forwardness of the question. But she was glad that Jamie had asked, glad that she was taking an interest in her. Elija had grown very fond of their village guest over the past several days of looking after her, acting as her translator, guide, and even more importantly, hopefully, her friend. She was glad that Jamie wanted to know more about her, even if this particular question may not have been the easiest of all for her to answer.
“You think that’s strange, Ashakaan?” she asked, buying herself a little time.
“No. I just wondered, that’s all. None of the other women in the village live alone... Everybody seems to have a family.” She smiled. “Ayael’s wife Alis is expecting a child, you know?” 
“I do. He is hoping for a boy.”
Jamie gave a soft chuckle.
“Yeah, he told me.”
“But in your world you live alone too, right?” Elija added, watching her, and stalling some more.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because of what I do for a living. It’s easier.”
Elija pulled the blanket back over her leg softly, and she moved up to her shoulder. 
“I feel the same way, Ashakaan.”
She leaned close to Jamie, close enough that Jamie could smell the sweet scent of the herbal lotion she used to bathe, close enough for her to see the little changes of colour in Elija’s eyes, and the soft beating of her heart on the side of her neck. 
“You understand, don’t you?” 
Jamie nodded.
“Yes.”
She was quite surprised, and rather taken aback when her eyes filled with tears all of a sudden, and she quickly closed them so that Elija would not see. She did understand, and yet she knew how excruciatingly lonely this kind of life could be sometimes. It was impossible to hide the sudden flush of emotion the thought of her own loneliness brought to her cheeks, and the sadness in her eyes when she opened them again and looked at Elija.
“Ah, hell,” Jamie muttered. “Sorry. Got something in my eye…”
“Ashakaan.”
Elija’s gaze was steady on hers. 
Her fingers brushed lightly against her cheek.
“It is easy to mourn the past, and easy to worry about the future, and each other,” she murmured. “Sometimes the hardest thing is simply to enjoy the moment. Isn’t it?”
Jamie nodded again, tears still glinting in her eyes. 
“Yeah,” she murmured. “I guess you’re right.”
“Want to hear a secret?” Elija whispered.
“Yes?”
“I usually am.”
She was glad when Jamie laughed.
“Remember that, Ashakaan,” she added with a smile.
“I will, Elija.”
Jamie nodded, smiling, and she leaned back against the blankets. That’s what you get for asking too many personal questions, she reflected. She allowed Elija to finish her work in silence, and when the healer was done she yanked her clothes back on quickly, and she insisted on cooking the hare, getting the meal ready, and preparing the tea.
“You’ve done nothing but look after me for days now,” she pointed out. “And I am thankful. But I think it’s about time I started pulling my own weight, don’t you think?”
She was feeling a little shaky, and she was keen to hide it from Elija. She knew she was only feeling this way because she had been dwelling on something that she would never be able to have. She belonged to a different world. However nice it might have been to be spending time in this new one, and with this particular woman, there was no changing the fact of who and what Jamie was. She belonged to the Alliance, and she would be leaving soon.
“All right,” Elija said.
She was far from being fooled, and she wondered what was really going on in her friend’s mind, but she decided to let it go for the time being.
“All right, you do the cooking,” she conceded. “But forget about brewing tea. We are not doing that tonight.”
“What else did you have in mind?” Jamie asked.
Elija gave her a knowing grin, and she produced a bottle of a strange looking honey-coloured liquid she called wosham, which smelt pretty awful. In Jamie’s experience the worse the smell, the quicker and better the effect with these things, and she was far from disappointed with this one too. It scorched her throat all the way down, and it made her cough and her eyes water, but it filled her chest with the most delicious warmth afterward. 
She loved it instantly. 
The thick stew of hare and wild vegetables mixed in with spices and several lashings of the stuff was delicious, and as Jamie rested her head in her hands several hours later, faking exhaustion, Elija called her to her bed.
“Ashakaan. Don’t stay over there all on your own,” she laughed. “Come sit here with me, where it’s warm.”
“It’s late. I should go,” Jamie said without much conviction.
The wind was screaming outside the yurt, and a quick look out the tent flap had confirmed it was a complete wipe-out. Elija insisted for Jamie to join her.
“Or are you in such a desperate hurry to get out into that blizzard?” she asked. “And return to the communal tent to sleep with a bunch of men?”
Ah. Busted, Jamie thought.
“I’m in no hurry,” she said, smiling.
“Didn’t think so. So come over here. Our evening together is far from over yet.”
Jamie ambled slowly over toward the bed, wondering where this was all going, and realising at that precise moment that even a gang of Xylon armed to the teeth with grenades and laser guns would not have been enough to drag her away at this point. Knowing she should not, but wanting to, she followed Elija’s lead. She allowed her to pull her down onto the bed, and she exhaled softly when Elija wrapped her arms around her neck from behind, pulling her close, and holding her tightly in her arms.
“Relax,” she whispered. 
“Elija, what are you doing?”
Jamie felt her lips brush softly against her temple, and she felt tears sting the back of her eyes once more. She was quick to blame it on Elija’s deliciously lethal drink, the wosham she had drunk far too much of over the course of the evening. Also, too much gentleness could undo her, and this woman was proving particularly skilled at slipping past her defences.
“Ashakaan,” Elija murmured against her ear. “It is not so bad in your new world here tonight, is it?”
“No. Of course not.”
“Good. I’m glad.”
“But it’s never bad anyway,” Jamie added truthfully. “And especially not when I am with you.”
Elija kissed her again, this time on the side of her neck, and her fingers went up into her hair. Jamie had to close her eyes when she did that. She shivered.
“And when you’re out spending time with Ayael?”
Jamie nodded a little. 
“Yeah… That’s good too.”
She could feel herself melting dangerously under every single one of Elija’s touches. She wanted to touch her too. She started to reach for her, but Elija spoke again.
“Then why are you so sad?” she asked.
The question took Jamie completely by surprise. 
It seemed to wake her up all of a sudden.   
“I’m not sad,” she said.
Elija met her gaze.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I just need to leave.”
“Tell me why.”
Jamie rubbed her face with both hands.
“Unfinished business,” she mumbled.
“What do you mean by that?” Elija insisted.
“My world is at war right now,” Jamie replied. “I should be there, it’s my duty. I want to be there, but I can’t. I know it makes me sound ungrateful to you, Elija, and I am sorry. I love being here. But I’m not…”
“You love being here?” Elija interrupted softly. “Really?”
“Of course I do. I grew up in a place just like this one, you know that.”
“So it reminds you of home. That’s good, isn’t it?”
Jamie nodded a little reluctantly. Home, she reflected, disturbed. Here we go again with all that stuff I don’t want to think about. 
“Yes,” she replied nevertheless.
It was the truth after all. Wasn’t it? 
“What else?”
“You’re here, Elija…” 
Jamie had blurted the words out before she could stop herself. Damn that stupid wosham drink! she thought, shaking her head.
“And what else?” Elija pushed her.
Jamie took a deep breath.
“I love the mountains,” she said, “always have. And I love spending time in the forest. I enjoy… This kind of life, the one you have here with your people, once upon a time it would have been the perfect sort of life for me…”
Jamie looked into Elija’s deep dark eyes, and she held her breath when the woman caressed her cheek, and allowed her fingers to drift softly over her lips. She let her voice trail off with the rest of her jumbled drunken thoughts. 
The perfect life for me, she reflected, confused all of a sudden. Was it maybe the perfect life for her right now, not just once upon a time? And did she even really have a choice in the matter at this point? 
As Elija pushed her gently down onto the bed she felt a strange falling sensation start off somewhere at the back of her mind. All of a sudden the air inside the yurt seemed to grow heavy with a kind of pulsing presence. There was a tightening in her chest, and a numbing sensation spread throughout her entire body. It was unusual but not totally unpleasant.
“You know that drink of yours… Sure packs a punch, doesn’t it?” she murmured.
The sinking sensation intensified, as if every molecule inside her body was being slowly sucked downward. She looked away and to the side as the space inside the tent started to shimmer and shift, as if the sides were melting away. She could see the blizzard raging on the other side, and the stars above her head. 
She tensed.
“Elija?” she asked. 
“Easy. It’s okay.”
“What’s happening?”
Jamie felt her hands on her forehead and on her chest, and she heard the healer’s voice against her ear, only this time it seemed to be coming from somewhere deep inside her own head.
“This is going to feel a little strange,” Elija said calmly, reassuringly. “Don’t fight it. When it gets dark don’t be afraid, just keep going. Remember you are just moving through… moving through…”
As darkness enveloped her, and the stars above her head disappeared, Jamie found herself sinking fast into the damp earth below.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
 
She was alone when she woke up, in the middle of a vast emptiness. Lying on her back in what looked like miles and miles of deserted shrub land. The snow was gone, and the ground underneath her body was hard, and felt kind of warm too. 
She sat up, and for a few magical minutes she simply stared at the clouds above her head, mesmerized. A strange shade of green, blue and purple, they changed shape constantly, sculpted and pushed into new forms by an invisible wind Jamie could not feel. She sensed a presence behind the clouds. The mountains and the forest were gone, and so was Elija. 
Jamie started walking. 
Every once in a while the scenery would change. She walked through deserts, frozen expanses of ice, jungles, and over mountain passes, rivers and grassy hills. She saw glittering oceans, and magnificent lakes. She felt neither the sun on her face nor the sand under her feet. There were no people. There were no animals. She walked for miles and miles through an empty world, all the while feeling like she were hardly moving, sometimes aware that her feet were not even touching the ground.
Eventually she reached a world of canyons and hidden caves, under a sky so bright it was almost white. At the entrance to one of the caves there was a huge boulder, and Jamie stopped in front of it. She watched, fascinated, as the boulder morphed into a giant bear, and started talking to her.
“Who are you?” the bear said. “Am I dreaming?”
Jamie stared at the piece of broken dagger that dangled out of the animal’s throat. I know you, she thought. She stared at her own hands, unmoved at the sight of fur and claws extending out of her forearms and fingers, and growing. 
This is going to feel a little strange… Don’t fight it… 
“Altea, are you there?” she said quietly.
Immediately the bear melted into the shape of a woman, and Jamie’s hands shimmered back into their usual appearance. She looked up into blinding sunshine. There was that now familiar burning in her chest again.
“You drank the bear’s blood,” the old shaman said, moving forward to block the light. “Now it is inside of you, forever in your heart as your animal spirit. The spirit of Bear is a good one to have.”
She stood in front of Jamie. She was dressed in animal skins from head to toe, and wearing what looked like the remains of a deer’s antlers on her head. Jamie’s gaze drifted slowly over the many necklaces she wore around her neck. Animal teeth, claws, and what looked like ribbons of snake skin were dangling from her neck. Her face was dark with trail dust, but her eyes were shining intensely in her ancient face.
“I don’t remember it,” Jamie said slowly.
The woman gave a kind of condescending grunt.
“I know you don’t. You were just lying there like a useless piece of dead wood when I found you. Some warrior, uh.” 
She pointed at the ground in front of her. 
“Sit. Let us talk, my friend.”
Jamie nodded. She sat down, and she seemed to settle into the moment. Thankfully, the dreamlike quality of her experience started to solidify into something a little more concrete. For one, this woman in front of her now appeared real, really real, as if made of good old flesh and blood. And she could feel the beating of the sun on her face, and the reassuring feel of hard ground under her feet.
“Just trying to make it a little easier on you is all,” the old woman muttered. “Considering that this is your first time…”
She gave a knowing smile.
“Our friend Elija would not like it if I roughed you up too much, now, would she?”
She sat down opposite Jamie, watching her intently.
“Ashakaan. You have questions. Ask.”
“What is this place?” Jamie enquired.
“My world,” Altea snapped. “Next. Ask what you really want to know.”
Jamie swallowed hard. She met the old shaman’s eyes.
“My friend Cooper,” she murmured. “Is he still alive?”
“No. Your friend is dead.”
Jamie had been expecting such an answer, and it was why she had been so reluctant to ask it in the first place. How? she thought, and she did not even have to say the word. Just thinking the question was enough, and in the blink of an eye she was back inside the spacecraft, except this time she was inside Cooper’s body. 
She saw herself from his position, sat in the pilot’s seat wrestling with the stick. She saw a set of coordinates flashing in front of her eyes, and Cooper’s clenched fist as he used it to pound the Lock Entry button on the control panel. 
Then they were crashing, and she felt his body being dragged out into the cold dark lake. Under the surface, fighting to escape, and only managing to sink deeper, and deeper. Too tired. Hurt. Hurting. It was too much. She felt his fear inside her own heart. She felt the cold hard pressure of the freezing water as it invaded his lungs, stealing the life out of him, and she experienced the bone-breaking desperation in his scream as he lost his final battle. For a moment she became that scream. And then in the next second all the pain was gone, and she was light as a feather, drifting, drifting… 
Peace, at last.
“He drowned,” Altea said sharply.
Jamie gasped. There was this excruciating sensation of being sucked out of her own body again, and all of a sudden there she was, back with the shaman in her strange incomprehensible world. She blinked, feeling out of breath. She looked at Altea, struggling to clear her mind, still able to feel the pressure of the water inside her lungs. All around her the desert stretched out for miles in every direction. Everything was quiet, and incredibly still. It was hot. Jamie shook her head to help dispel the lingering images of her friend’s horrific death. She shivered violently. 
Altea leaned forward to look into her eyes.
“Finding it a little hard to cope with the reality I am showing you, Slayer?” she snapped.
Jamie gritted her teeth.
“It’s fine. Now show me how I can get home.”
The old shaman raised an interested eyebrow.
“Home?”
It was Jamie’s turn to snap at her.
“Yes!” she exclaimed impatiently. “Home to my world, Altea. Elija told me that you can travel there. So how do I get back to it?”
The woman’s face broke into a slow, dreamy kind of smile.
“There are many worlds, Ashakaan,” she said. “Many worlds indeed. What makes you think you can lay claim to any one of them?”
 
 
Jamie would have described coming back into the real world, or at least what she hoped was the real world by that point, as something akin to slamming a jet into a brick wall at maximum speed.
“Breathe,” Elija instructed.
She pulled her up into a sitting position. 
She slapped her hard on the back a couple of times. 
“Come on, breathe!”
Jamie squeezed her eyes shut, and she clutched at her chest, coughing. She had to make a real conscious effort to draw a breath, then another one, and another one after that.
“Okay,” Elija said to her. “Okay, you’re back.” 
Jamie took several deep breaths.
“What… What just happened?” she exclaimed as soon as she could speak again. “Elija, what the hell did you put in my drink?”
Elija sat back on her heels in front of her, her hands firmly on Jamie’s shoulders. She raised a careful eyebrow, looking deep into her eyes.
“Well. Did it work?” she asked calmly.
Jamie glared at her, blue eyes flashing.
“I met with Altea.”
“Good,” Elija smiled. “Tell me what she said.”
Jamie shook her head, realising she had fallen into that trap like a stupid rookie. The meal, the alcohol, the soft embrace, all of it had been carefully designed to make sure she did not realise what was being done. Then again, she reflected, she had wanted to speak to Altea. She had wanted to meet with her in her world. She had told Elija this, requested it several times in fact.
“I guess I should be grateful,” she mumbled.
Elija ignored the comment.
“Do you want some water?” she asked.
“Depends what you’re going to put in it, Elija.”
Elija smiled at the remark, but she did not reply. She simply took Jamie’s cup, and she went to get her some much needed water. Meanwhile Jamie looked all around her, as if in a daze, slowly merging back with her environment. There was the fire, the smell of thyme and spices in the air, the warm and reassuring feel of the yurt. 
And Elija, of course. Always. 
She grew a little calmer at last.
“How long was I asleep for?” she asked.
“You were not asleep. You were in a trance.”
“Okay… So how long?”
“Probably ten minutes.”
“It felt like years. I travelled through entire continents.”
Elija nodded as she came back with Jamie’s water. 
“You were in the realm outside of time,” she said.
“The what realm?” Jamie repeated, eyes wide.
“Please. Drink,” Elija told her gently. And then, “Time only exists in this world. The place you went to exists outside of time. This is where Altea resides. This is where I go when I do healing work for my patients.”
Jamie took several sips of ice cold, cleansing pure water from the spring. 
“I sank into the earth,” she said. “Everything sort of melted around me, and I went through it…” 
She shook her head in wonder, looking at Elija.
“Yes,” the woman agreed with a smile. “That is what it feels like most times.”
Jamie stared at the bed that they were still sitting on as if it were a living breathing thing about to swallow her whole at any moment. 
“I went through this thing, and the blankets and the soil…” 
She shook her head again, remembering. 
“I melted into the ground somehow.” 
“Yes, you did. Although not physically,” Elija replied. “You did it in spirit form. I wish I could have prepared you a little bit better for what happened. I wish I could have explained it to you. But Altea asked me not to.”
“Why not?” Jamie asked, sounding highly suspicious.
She was somewhat extremely relieved to hear that this sneaky little set-up had not been Elija’s idea. It did not fit with what she knew of her somehow. Elija did not lie. She did not manipulate. Jamie trusted her. She did not want to have to change her mind about that.
“Altea said that if I told you ahead of time, your desire to contact her would probably have prevented you from passing through.”
“Right. Well, it does kind of make sense, I guess,” Jamie admitted somewhat grudgingly.
Elija was still sitting very close to her. She wondered if the kisses and the touching had all been for show, or if it had been genuine. 
“Did you get the answers to your questions?” 
This brought Jamie back to earth with a bang. 
She stared hard into empty space.
“Some,” she said slowly. 
She shivered as she remembered the terror in Cooper’s scream, and the horror of experiencing it for herself. 
“My friend is dead,” she whispered. “He drowned in the lake.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Yeah…”
Elija refrained from touching Jamie again. She could see any gesture of sympathy would probably not be welcome. There was anger in the set of her jaw now. Grief. Even rage. A whole bunch of stuff that suddenly made her feel very remote, isolated. And very sad and vulnerable too.
“Did Altea say anything about how you can return to your world?" she asked.
Her tone was very soft, warm, and gentle. What she felt it was not appropriate to express with touch just now she would definitely do her best to convey with her voice. 
“No,” Jamie said. 
She shook her head in disgust.
“And she won’t,” she added. “Because she doesn’t know how.”
She turned to Elija. Her eyes were bright with tears again, but it was anger and frustration that she felt this time. Her voice was quite rough when she spoke.
“When you said Altea doesn’t live in the village,” she said, “that’s not really the truth, is it? She doesn’t live in this reality at all.”
Elija was rather vague with her answer.
“Altea exists in between worlds,” she said. 
Jamie stared at her. 
“I don’t understand what that means.”
“Of course you do,” Elija countered, softly but firmly. “I told you. She is nowhere and everywhere all at the same time. She exists…” 
“Oh yeah, she exists in the realm outside of time, that’s right, I forgot!” Jamie snapped. 
Her temper was beginning to get the better of her. 
“So what is she? What does that make her? Dead?”
“She lives in spirit form, Ashakaan.”
Jamie tightened her fists, and she stared into the fire in silence for a few moments. Eventually she shook her head, and a single tear rolled down her cheek.
“It’s my fault,” she murmured. “I believed… I put all my hopes into this… this woman… this ghost! That she could show me a way home somehow. Now after tonight I know it’s never going to happen.”
She stood up to leave.
“Ashakaan,” Elija whispered. 
She did not move, she did not touch her.
“Please, stay with me tonight,” she murmured.
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She wanted to kill something. Preferably something that would put up a fight and make her sweat a little. Jamie stormed out of the village just before dawn the next morning, on her own, with just her knife and murderous thoughts for company. She was not sure that she would be back. 
“Crazy mind stuff,” she raged, walking fast away from the village with her head down.
Extraction, she thought. 
Now that was a good, exciting word. She wanted extraction out of this world like never before, but unfortunately it looked as if there would be no hidden beacon in the woods, and no secret technology only a mysterious and apparently all-powerful shaman was aware of. Gone was her hope that somebody, somewhere, would be able to help her figure something out.  It was all bullshit. 
All there was in this strange new world was a bunch of dodgy magic, gullible people, and some powerful hallucinogens. Not to forget a woman who was far too intelligent to believe in all that crap but did so anyway, someone who was entirely too gentle and beautiful to be completely safe. A woman Jamie had been stupid enough to allow to get too close. And worst of all trust. She did not allow herself for a second to even think of what else might be involved.
She picked up the pace as she got high up above the tree line, running fast on top of the rocky ridge, dodging dangerous patches of snow and ice as she got into a nice rhythm. She was feeling strong, and just about the same kind of pissed off. And it was precisely because she was in that sort of mood that she had not wanted to stick around for breakfast with her exquisitely charming, kind, disarming host. 
The night before Elija had convinced her to stay over, claiming it was not safe for her to be alone after a journey into the other realms, as she called them. Jamie was angry with herself for giving in. She knew damn well it was not because she was worried Altea would return in her dreams that she had stayed. It had been because Elija had wrapped her arms around her waist, kissed her softly on the cheek, and looked at her with eyes that promised a world of relief away from all the confused and crazy thoughts that had been racing through Jamie’s head at the time. Truth be told, she could not get Elija out of her mind. 
And try as she might as well, Jamie could not deny that what she had experienced the previous night had felt real to her at the time. That was the problem. She did not know enough about it to make complete sense of it the way Elija obviously was able to, but she had experienced enough to know she was kidding herself that it was not real somehow. 
She had no frame of reference for it inside her head, and she had reached saturation point at about the same time that she started to accept the cold hard truth of her situation. She was stuck in this precarious world where the inhabitants seemed to hover in between the spirit and the material, there was no instruction manual for it, and there was nothing she could do about it. 
All that magic mind-spirit stuff had started to be a little too much. Even big tough Ayael, the warrior who enjoyed wrestling with bears in his spare time, could not put a single piece of food in his mouth without saying some weird blessing about it first… Jamie wanted out.
Since she could not just magically make herself disappear though, the next best thing to settle her nerves and clear her mind was a nice long run, and so she carried on for a while. She stopped only when she got to the end of the ridge, and the sun appeared over the horizon. 
Even in her agitated and angry state this was too much to resist, and she could not ignore it. She stopped to watch the beautiful golden light drift slowly over snowy peaks and rocks, bringing the world to life gently, washing over her in a magnificent display of power and indifference. 
After taking several deep breaths, Jamie reflected that a typical day in what she was quickly coming to regard as her ‘previous life’ would never have involved watching the sun rise over the mountains; fishing for food in wild, crystal clear rivers; or spending long evenings by the fire in the company of a woman she found both mysterious and familiar, challenging and soothing all at the same time… 
Damn it, she thought. 
She had to get Elija out of her head, or…
Jamie’s disconcerting musings came to an abrupt halt when she noticed a bunch of heavy dark clouds forming in the sky right above her head. She frowned. There was not a breath of wind in the air, so how could that be? Intrigued, and feeling slightly uneasy because it reminded her of the clouds she had observed in Altea’s world, she kept watching for a moment. 
Her mouth hardened when she recognised the old shaman’s face shimmering in the air up there.
“What do you want?” she snapped.
And then immediately chastised herself for talking to a ghost! I must be going soft in the head too, she reflected moodily, shaking her head at her own reaction.
She kept on watching, although there was no communication from the apparition in the sky. But it kept on looking intently it seemed in the direction that Jamie had just come from. And after a few seconds Jamie reluctantly turned to look over her shoulder. 
“What the hell…” she murmured.
She froze at the sight of the two thick columns of smoke she could see, rising slowly up into the air right above where the village was located. 
Then she heard screaming. 
Jamie turned around, and she started to run.
 
 
When she arrived back at the village she found that all hell had broken loose. 
Yurts were going up in flames. Frightened villagers were pouring into the forest, scrambling for their lives. Kids were screaming as they were being carried away by women who themselves looked absolutely terrified. 
Jamie pushed her way through the fleeing crowd, running in the opposite direction everyone else was headed for. 
Men she did not recognise were darting in and out of yurts, and coming out with big armfuls of goods. The bottom half of the village was lost in smoke, and Jamie’s heart sank when she realised it was over in that direction that Elija’s yurt was located. But before she had time to make her way to it and look for her friend, she spotted Ayael running toward her, his face covered in blood, and his eyes wild.
“Ashakaan,” he yelled. “Arjun. Arjun hai!”  
Kill them. Kill them all. 
Well, it looked like Jamie was going to get her wish after all. She spotted several invaders trying to set fire to a nearby yurt. She saw one of them grab a running child, and kick her in the head. Enraged, she threw herself into battle without a second’s hesitation. 
After this, she quickly found out that as pretty much always in hand to hand combat it was brutal, raw, and merciless fighting in this world as well. Dirty techniques, three on top of one and more if you could do it. The aim was to stab, cut, and slice to main, disable, and cause the most pain and harm. 
Jamie witnessed some horrendous injuries. 
She saw men kneeling on the ground, missing body parts and writhing in pain, screaming. She saw fighters covered in blood staggering blindly around the village with half-broken arrows sticking out of their chests, eyes, and limbs. 
Some of the wounded belonged to her tribe. 
Her tribe… 
The ones who did not belong, the ones who came at her with rage and bloodlust in their eyes, she fought back and she killed, not pausing to spare them a single thought. Time seemed to stop, and pretty soon she was lost in the nightmare of battle, fighting for her life, and for her friends’ lives. At one point she spotted Ayael, in front of her and to the side, facing an opponent, unaware that a second guy was creeping up behind his back.
“Ayael!” she screamed.
 The attacker held a machete raised up above his head, ready to strike. Jamie ran at him. She tackled him from the side, fell on top of him, and she nailed him in the back of the neck with her dagger. She met Ayael’s gaze for a brief second. She nodded. He did the same. More intruders ran at them, and Jamie gripped the dead fighter’s machete in her right hand, and stood up next to Ayael to face them. 
Soon her blade was dripping with enemy blood again. 
All around them the snow had turned to red, and Jamie did not have time to observe any of it. There were so many of them, and it all became a blur after a while. She did not know how long the battle raged on for. When the fighting finally ended, with a clear victory for her side, she could not have said how many she had killed, how many she had wounded, how many villagers’ lives she had helped to save. 
It was over. 
That was all she knew and cared about. 
Jamie dropped to her knees, still clutching her dagger in her hands. She too was covered in blood, her own as well as others’. But she knew her injuries were not serious, and that she had come through it all pretty much unscathed. She rested for a minute, catching her breath as fighters all around her did the same, and started to take stock. There were a lot of dead bodies lying around. The fires had stopped fortunately. Jamie could smell blood in the air mixed in with the smoke. She closed her eyes.
“Ashakaan.”
She jumped when she felt a hand on her shoulder, only to find Ayael standing by her side, looking down at her. He said something to her that she did not understand.
“What?” she muttered.
He pulled her to her feet and said something else. He was looking at her closely, and she realised he was probably trying to find out if she were injured. She smiled at him and waved him off.
“Eyema hai,” she added in his language. I’m fine.
“Eyamahey,” he corrected roughly.
She shrugged. 
He grinned at her.
“Ashakaan,” he added. “Good.” 
In the hours that followed the mindless attack on the settlement Jamie helped to carry the wounded off to safety, and she assisted with the dead. She helped to round up the kids whose parents had been hurt, or lost, and she stood in a circle with Ayael’s men, holding on to the guys on either side of her as they held tightly on to her. Ayael spoke slowly for a while, looking at each of them in turn, his voice low and full of emotion. 
Jamie could not make complete sense out of all of the ancient words he spoke, but she had been in enough battles to understand what was going on. She was bloodied and bruised, and every muscle in her body felt like it had taken a good pounding. But she drew comfort from the circle, and strength from the presence of her fellow warriors. At that moment in time this was where she belonged, and not a single atom in her body or mind felt out of place. 
She was home at last, if only for a little while.
 



 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
 
As soon as she got the chance to break away she went in search of Elija. She discovered that her yurt was still standing, although it had been ransacked. Someone had obviously tried to set fire to it and been unsuccessful. Jamie sincerely hoped it was one of the ones that she had killed. 
“Elija?” she called as she walked briskly in. 
At first she was worried to find the yurt empty, but then she quickly realised that her friend would probably be found where she could do the most good, with the injured. A little reassured, and energised by that thought, Jamie picked up her coat off the floor, shook the dirt out of it, and trudged up to the communal tent. 
As she walked through the wounded village she was surprised, and touched, at how many people stopped to acknowledge her, with a nod, a smile, a pat on the shoulder.
Ashakaan. Kohai, they said. Thank you.
It felt good, Jamie realised. Really good. 
As expected the communal area was packed with wounded villagers and homeless families. Several fires had been lit up, and people were busy preparing food for themselves and their neighbours. Kids were sleeping in packs under big piles of blankets. Everyone looked a little bit worse for wear, tired, scared, but mostly relieved that their ordeal was over. Jamie was immensely glad when she finally spotted Elija at the back of the tent, moving slowly in between rows of wounded people lying on improvised litters on the ground. 
She watched her for a moment, from a reasonable distance, not wanting to distract her from her very important work. She noticed how gentle her movements were, how quick she was to smile, how patiently she listened to what the people were saying to her. She remembered what it felt like to be looked after by Elija, how comforting it could be, and she exhaled softly.
Elija was safe. 
Now Jamie could relax.
A full day of battle had left its mark on the village, and for the first time that day she herself hit a brick wall of heavy fatigue. Thick, numbing exhaustion washed all over her, and it was all she could do to remain standing. She rested Elija’s coat somewhere she was sure the woman would spot it easily, and she started to walk away.
“Ashakaan.”
Jamie paused. She looked around.
When she turned she found Elija standing right in front of her. Her dark eyes were shining unusually bright, betraying her pleasure at seeing Jamie in one piece, looking strong despite everything, despite the blood the healer could see on her face and on the side of her neck. 
Elija rested both hands on her arms.
“Don’t disappear so quickly, my friend,” she said. “Let me take a look at you.”
Despite her fatigue, Jamie still managed a brilliant smile for her. 
“I didn’t want to interrupt your work,” she explained. “Are you all right, Elija?”
The woman’s eyes sparkled.
“I’m fine. Are you hurt?”
Jamie shook her head. 
“No. I’m fine too.”
Elija nodded, looking relieved. Without another word, she wrapped her arms around Jamie’s neck, and she pulled her hard against her. 
“Ashakaan…” she murmured.
Jamie returned the embrace without a single hesitation. She closed her eyes, and she allowed herself to rest against her friend for a few peaceful seconds. It was only then that she fully understood how desperately worried she had been about her. She wanted to tell her that. She wanted to tell her she was sorry for disappearing on her in the morning. She wanted to tell her a lot of things…
“I have some work to do,” Elija whispered.
Jamie smiled. Mind reader, she thought. All right.

“I know,” she said.
“Come to me in a few hours. Will you?”
“Yes.”
Elija lingered for a second longer, watching her in that little private and thoughtful way she sometimes did, as if looking for the answer to a secret question. Then she kissed Jamie on the cheek, and she looked satisfied as she walked away, and back to her patients. 
Left to her own devices Jamie spotted Olgin, one of Ayael’s older warriors, motioning for her to join him next to the fire. He looked exhausted but he smiled when she joined him, and he signalled for her to sit down next to him. He was looking at her like she had done something good. It made her feel a little less tired, and a lot happier. He offered her some food. Smoked fish and a piece of bread, and a mug of fresh water. 
Jamie accepted gratefully.
“Kohai shakron,” she said softly to him; thank you my friend.
She spent most of the rest of that night on what her old Alliance buddies would have called stag duty, with some of the other warriors. Some things were the same throughout the entire universe, she reflected, shaking her head at the irony of it. When she had asked Ayael if he expected any more attacks, simply by pointing toward the forest and using the word hoj, which meant more, he had grinned and said no. Still it paid to be careful, and Jamie knew from experience that no matter how tired she was after violent action in the field, she could never fall asleep right after a hard fight anyway. So she might as well spend her time doing something useful for the village. 
Ayael sent her away when it came close to dawn, making a gesture that seemed to refer to sleeping, and eating.
“Elija?” he queried. 
“Aj,” she said, yes.
He met her gaze, smiling a little thoughtfully.
“Mayee,” he replied, good.
Jamie nodded. 
Indeed it was, she thought. 
The events of the previous day had done wonders for her clarity of mind, and her earlier misgivings about her developing feelings for Elija had completely evaporated. If there was anything good about Jamie’s situation right now it was the people. The villagers, her fellow warriors, and Ayael of course. Elija was top of her list, and Jamie was so looking forward to seeing her again it felt almost like an ache. This time she wanted to give in to it.
“Arkan,” she told him; see you later.
 
 
The village healer was standing just outside the communal tent when she spotted Jamie. She went a little still at the sight of her, taking pleasure in watching her approach. Jamie looked powerful and confident, and as if nothing could bring her down. Already, stories of her daring feats during the battle were circulating throughout the village, jumping from yurt to yurt and picking up pace like wildfire through the prairie. Brave, lethal, and relentless were some of the adjectives most commonly used to describe her. She was a solid warrior. A dangerous adversary. A useful ally, and a faithful friend. All those things, Elija reflected, yes. 
And an extremely beautiful woman too. 
She noted the little unconscious grin on Jamie’s lips now as she made her way quickly toward her. She spotted a few traces of blood on her face still, and an angry red welt on the side of her neck where someone had obviously wounded her. But her clear blue eyes were flashing, and her cheeks were nicely flushed from walking fast in the cold morning air. She looked very alert, and relaxed, compared to some of the tired warriors who had sought Elija’s services throughout the night. She was a welcome picture of health and strength.
“Ashakaan,” Elija greeted her with a smile.
“Say’heen, Elija,” Jamie said softly. “It’s good to see you.”
Something felt a little bit different about her when she spoke too, Elija realised. As if she had let go of something, or found a new kind of peace. She sounded a lot more grounded, a lot more settled, and a lot happier.  
“So, how is everybody doing in there?” Jamie asked, glancing toward the tent. “Do you need any help?”
Elija gave a satisfied nod.
“They’re in a good place. I’ve done everything I needed to do. The people just need to rest now, and grow strong. They will.”
“Good. And how are you doing?” 
Jamie’s gaze when she met Elija’s was laser-like in its intensity. Yes, the woman reflected again a little thoughtfully, something had definitely changed in her friend.
“I’m a bit tired, “ she admitted. “But I’ll be fine once I’ve had a bath, and some hot food,” she added, smiling. 
This made Jamie laugh.
“Oh, a bath would be heaven,” she declared.
“Would you like to go up to the waterfall with me?”
“If you’re sure it is safe to leave the village so soon after the attack,” Jamie replied, looking all around her with a serious look on her face.
Elija wrapped her fingers around her wrist softly, claiming her attention. She noticed how the touch brought a lovely flash of pleasure across Jamie’s eyes.
“From what I can gather our attackers learned a good lesson yesterday, and they will not be back in a hurry,” she declared. “And also from some rumours I’ve heard, I think I am very safe as long as I have you as my escort.”
“You’re quite right about that,” Jamie replied huskily. 
Her tone was deadly serious, and sharp.
Elija nodded.
“Then come with me, my friend. Let’s go find some peace.”
They gathered some clothes, and some food, and soon they were on their way. 
Jamie stayed close to Elija during the entire short walk to the waterfall, but she did not touch her. She was still in combat mode. She walked slowly and in silence, her right hand resting safely on the handle of her dagger. She matched her friend’s pace, her eyes constantly scanning the area to the sides and in front of them. Fortunately all was quiet in the forest and on the ridge, and they made it to the waterfall without encountering a single other soul.
“It will be fine now,” Elija commented. “You can relax.”
Jamie nodded, but all the same she kept a close eye on the woods when Elija went into the water. She herself chose to remain near to the rocks, and within easy grabbing distance of her dagger when she waded in to scrub the blood and grime off her body. Then she wrapped herself up in a thick bearskin cover, and she built a fire on one of the flat rocks by the water. 
She chose a spot on the far side close to a bunch of trees, and away from prying eyes should anyone else decide to join them at the springs. It was quite an unconscious move on her part, but Elija joined her shortly after a slightly longer swim, and she remarked on it.
“Nice private spot,” she said quietly. 
She stood naked by the side of the fire for a while, allowing the heat of the flames to dry off her body. Jamie tried her very best not to stare at her, but it was hard.
The woman looked absolutely stunning. 
As she stood, small droplets of water glinted on her perfectly round breasts. They clang invitingly to dark nipples made tightly erect by the cold. Jamie struggled some more to keep her eyes on the fire as Elija raked her fingers through her long wet hair, with her head tilted up toward the warming sun, and her eyes closed. 
She was a picture of sensuality and wild beauty.
When she turned to face her eventually Jamie lost her battle with her eyes. Elija’s brilliant smile when she looked at her felt like a beam of light slicing through her heart.
“Is there any room for me next to you under that blanket, Ashakaan?” she enquired gently. 
She enjoyed watching the furious flush of heat that her question fuelled across Jamie’s cheeks. And without waiting for an answer she claimed her place by her side. She draped her arm around her shoulders, pulled her close, and she wrapped the bearskin tightly around their naked bodies.
“Ashakaan. Your skin feels really hot,” she murmured.
Jamie’s jaw flicked at the comment. And she promptly lost the use of her brain as soon as Elija pressed herself a little tighter against her.
“How did this happen?” the healer asked.
“What?” Jamie mumbled.
Elija softly traced the outline of the swollen red mark on her throat with her fingers. She frowned a little at the appearance of it. 
“This. It looks painful.”
Jamie brushed absently at the abrasion. 
“It’s nothing... Some guy tried to strangle me with a length of rope.” 
Elija shook her head in wonder at the overly casual tone of her voice. She was not surprised by it, because she had heard Ayael speak like this countless times before. It was the language of the invincible warrior. And she knew why they all did it. If they adopted such a detached attitude to their own mortality, if they never allowed themselves to consider the seriousness and future consequences of the injuries they sustained, then it made it easier for them to put themselves in harm’s way again, and again. 
And again.
But Elija did not like to hear Jamie talk in this way. 
She had nursed her body back to health after the bear attack. She had taken care of her wounds, and she had spent long nights with her when Jamie’s fever had been at its worst. She had watched her fight for her life, and she understood how vulnerable life could be. She hated the thought of her ever getting hurt again.
“I was worried about you during the battle,” she admitted.
Jamie gave a small shake of the head. She looked a little impatient, a little bit annoyed even. 
“Thanks,” she replied. “But please don’t. I know how to fight. It’s what I do.”
“Yes… That’s probably true.”
Jamie gave an amused chuckle. 
She glanced at Elija.
“Probably?” she challenged.
Her friend favoured her with a conciliatory nod. 
“No. You are right. I know how good you are.”
She brushed a lock of wet hair off Jamie’s forehead, just because she liked touching her. She smiled at the temper that she could see bubbling up just under the surface, and reflected in her beautiful eyes. She knew someone like her would be impatient with other people worrying. She knew Jamie would probably not consider anything that she did, especially fighting to save other people’s lives, as anything special or even particularly brave. It would just be something that she did, and who she was.
“Stories of what a fine warrior you are have been circulating around the village all night, Ashakaan,” she added, watching for her reaction.
She was not surprised when Jamie rolled her eyes again.
“There is no need to sound so dramatic about it,” she said.
“No?” 
“No. Don’t get yourself killed, look after your friends, and live to fight another day. That’s pretty much all there is to it.” 
She met Elija’s gaze, her eyes a little darker all of a sudden. “I’m no miracle worker, Elija.”
“Not according to Ayael.”
Jamie laughed again at that.
“Yeah, well. Doesn’t take much to impress him,” she declared.
Elija rested a light finger on the side of her face, turning her head until she could look into her eyes. She rubbed her thumb over Jamie’s lips, looking thoughtful, and she watched a little vein pulsating fast against the side of her neck.
“On the other hand,” she said softly, “it does take quite a lot to impress me…”
She felt the slow tremble that started in Jamie’s body when she said that, and when her hands softly caressed her cheek, her neck, and drifted down between her breasts. She brushed her thumbs over her nipples, and she watched as Jamie’s eyelids grew a little heavier.
“Really?” Jamie whispered. 
“Really. You have no idea.”
Jamie smiled at her.
“I think you underestimate me, Elija...” 
At first she returned Elija’s caresses in exactly the same way, taking her time. And then she knelt in front of her, and she opened up the blanket a little more. She allowed her fingers to travel down lower, over her hips gently, over her thighs, higher and higher in between her softly parted legs until she noticed the hazy look in the woman’s eyes.
“How am I doing so far?” she murmured. 
Elija gave her a dreamy smile.
She sighed.
“Hmm… Don’t know yet.”
“No? Are you sure?”
“Yes…”
“ You liar,” Jamie whispered, grinning.
She pushed Elija gently down onto the blankets they had laid out on the warm rock, close to the fire, and she covered her body with her own. She allowed Elija to capture her leg in between hers, and she started to sway gently against her centre. Delighted, Elija arched her head back, and her breathing quickened.
She laughed.
“That is much better now, Ashakaan,” she declared.
“Good,” Jamie groaned.
And then she kissed her.
 



 CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
 
 Jamie woke up several hours later, in the middle of the night, feeling more refreshed and at peace than she had ever felt in her entire life. And for the first time since the night of the crash it did not take her any time at all to recognise her surroundings. As soon as she became conscious she knew exactly where she was, and everything made perfect sense to her. 
 This was where she belonged, in bed with Elija.
 As she focused on her lover’s slow, peaceful breathing next to her Jamie exhaled softly. She relished the delicious sensation of the woman’s naked body wrapped tightly against her own, and the way that Elija held possessively on to her arm in her sleep. Nothing in the whole universe had ever felt so right to Jamie. 
 She smiled at the memory of the last few hours they had spent together.
 They had stumbled back into the village like a couple of naughty teenagers just before dark. Then they had run into none other than Ayael himself, on a round of security checks with one of his warriors. Jamie was not entirely sure what exactly had been said between her two friends. But she got the gist of it. Some of it was pretty obvious from the man’s initially surprised and shocked expression, and the knowing grin he had graced her with at the end of the conversation. 
 Apparently the exchange had involved Ayael asking Elija to explain a round of nightly duties to the new member of his team, and the woman promptly responding that the Slayer was assigned to her team, not his. She had followed this with a clear directive that Ayael would do good to stay well away from their yurt during all the hours between nightfall and sunrise. 
 Each and every night for the foreseeable future.
 As Jamie lay there now with her eyes half closed, enjoying the moment and staring dreamily into the fire, she recalled how Elija had cried out her name twice whilst they were making love, near the waterfall under the trees. She had used her real name. She had meant it too, and Jamie experienced a strong shiver at the memory of it. 
 She felt her companion stir lightly on top of her.
 “Ashakaan. What’s wrong?”
 “Shhh. Nothing, it’s all right. Go back to sleep,” Jamie whispered. 
 She shivered again when Elija ran her fingers through her hair, grabbing a handful and pulling her head back sharply. The kiss that followed was taken from her. It was raw, hungry, pulsing with a delicious kind of heat.
 “Ah… Elija…”
  Jamie closed her eyes. She was unable to resist the pull of her partner’s desire, and unwilling to even try to. The clean sweet taste of her lips, the feel of her tongue probing deep inside her mouth, and the way that Elija held on to a fistful of her hair to keep her right where she wanted her… All of it combined to turn Jamie’s body into liquid fire.
 “Can’t sleep?” Elija murmured.
 “No… I mean… Yes,” Jamie muttered. “I’m…”
 She lost track of what she had meant to say, completely lost in an ocean of want and sensation.
 “I like you like this, you know,” Elija whispered against her ear. “A little confused.”
 Jamie gave a soft laugh which quickly turned into a moan at the feel of Elija’s lips closing around her nipple. She grew tight under the delicious pressure of her sucking, and she completely surrendered to her touch. She allowed Elija free reign, and complete freedom to do whatever she wanted. She had found absolutely nothing in her methods so far that did not drive her out of her mind with exquisite, almost unbearable pleasure, and there was nothing she was not prepared to try if the woman wanted it to happen. 
 As Elija slid down the length of her body and in between her legs, leaving a trail of hot fiery kisses in her wake, Jamie lost all notion of time, space, and boundaries. 
 
 
 She could not remember falling asleep, but they must have done so eventually because it was near dawn when she stirred again. Rarely had she slept better.
 “Elija?” she murmured.
 The deliciously intoxicating taste of her lover lingered on her lips, and Jamie knew for sure that her life would never be the same again. 
 Elija smiled at her from under the pile of fur covers. 
 “Ashakaan.”
 Jamie returned the smile, and her eyes turned a little thoughtful at the sight of her lover’s lips, gently bruised and a little swollen, and the memory of where those lips had been all night. 
 She kissed her softly.
 “Good morning,” she murmured.
 Elija spotted the dreamy look in her eyes.
 “What’s on your mind, Ashakaan?” she asked.
 Jamie grinned at her.
 “You are,” she replied. “Please call me Jamie.”
 “No...”
 “Why not?”
 Elija looked at her, a teasing little smile dancing on her lips.
 “I don’t think you’ve earned it again just yet,” she decided.
 Jamie laughed with her. 
 “All right,” she said, looking rather pleased. “I’ll make sure I do soon.”
 Elija snuggled deeper inside the circle of her arms. 
 “I am impressed with you though…” she murmured.
 She kissed Jamie tenderly, infinitely gently. 
 The night before, Jamie had been a little surprised by her intensity, her hunger, the way that Elija so easily took what she wanted, and how dominating she had been. 
 Jamie had loved every second of it. 
 And now she was enjoying the other side of her once more, the tender, caring side. One thing that she had not expected were tears, and she was surprised and very concerned to spot them glinting in Elija’s eyes now.
 “What’s the matter?” she exclaimed. “Are you okay?”
 Elija was a little slow to nod. 
 “Yes, sorry.”
 “You don’t look all right,” Jamie insisted.
 “I am,” Elija assured her. “It’s just…” 
 She pressed herself tighter into Jamie’s embrace.
 “I am worried about you,” she murmured.
 Jamie shook her head, looking puzzled.
 “Why?” she asked.
 Elija rested her intense dark eyes on her.
 “The night before the attack on our village,” she said, “I had a vision.”
 “What do you mean? A dream?”
 “No, I do mean a vision. Much more vivid than a dream. I was in the mountains with Altea, and we…”
 Jamie groaned a little at the mention of the old shaman’s name. All of a sudden she was reminded of the woman’s ghostly face floating amidst the clouds, shimmering in the morning sky high above the ridge on the morning of the attacks. 
 It felt like a world away.
 “You were fighting a lot of men,” Elija continued, looking pale. “They looked so different. Not from our world at all. It was very dark everywhere, and you were wounded. I got the feeling that you were in great danger.”
 Jamie shook her head impatiently.
 “Sounds to me like a typical day at the office,” she declared. “Don’t worry about it.”
 “But I am, Ashakaan. Visions are never to be taken lightly.”
 Jamie sighed.
 “What was Altea doing in your vision?” she asked. 
 “She was watching.”
 “Watching me?”
 Elija nodded.
 “Yes.”
 “Well… I had a sighting of her as well,” Jamie admitted a little reluctantly. “I wouldn’t call it a vision, but… Maybe. I don’t know…”
 “When was this?” Elija asked intently.
 “Early on the morning of the attack on the village.”
 Elija appeared fascinated by that admission. Jamie told her briefly what had happened, and her lover immediately sat up, and looked at her with a serious look on her face.
 “This has to be significant,” she declared. “It must mean something.”
 Not surprisingly, Jamie was quick to argue the opposite.
 “I don’t think so,” she said. “Seems to me it is all related to the fighting that took place on the same day. So please Elija, do not go reading a whole bunch of stuff into it. I am not in any danger. And I am not planning on getting hurt anytime soon either.”
 She pulled her lover back against her. She kissed the top of her head as she spoke. She could feel how tense she was, and she did not like it.
 “Please,” she whispered. “There is no need to worry about me.” 
 “All right,” Elija agreed reluctantly. “I’ll do my best to forget about it, if that’s what you really think I should do.”
 “Thank you.”
 “But it is good that you can communicate with our shaman.”
 “Right,” Jamie muttered.
 “Even in the awake state,” Elija added, sounding excited all of a sudden. “Not many people are able to do that, you know.”
 Jamie raised a dubious eyebrow. Truth be told, she was getting rather sick and tired of discussing Altea.
 “I’m not sure I want that woman inside my head,” she said. “She’s a ghost. I don’t understand how she can appear and disappear in the middle of the sky, let alone materialise into this world whenever she wants to. And this stuff about existing in between different levels of reality is just too weird for me.” 
 Elija smiled at her.
 “And yet this is what you do when you travel through space in your ships, isn’t it?”
 “Well, sort of. But we’re not dead.”
 Elija laughed a little.
 “Neither is she.”
 She caught Jamie’s doubtful expression.
 “Trust me, Ashakaan. Altea is good for us. And from what you were telling me, she did us a favour yesterday as well, alerting you that the village had come under attack and that we needed help…”
 Jamie had to admit that she was right about that.
 “I guess she did,” she conceded. “I was headed away from here at the time.”
 “I know you were.”
 “If she had not directed my attention to the smoke in the sky I would have missed the battle entirely.”
 Elija was silent for a little while. 
 Part of her was glad that Jamie had come back, and fought so bravely to defend the village. And part of her also hated the fact that her life had been put at risk. She understood as well that the reason Jamie had been on the ridge on her own that morning was not a good one, and she brought that up now.
 “You were angry with me, Ashakaan,” she reflected. 
 Her voice was low, serious. 
 “I know you wanted to leave the village for good. I know it was my fault for… for the night before, and what Altea said to you. I am very sorry that I made you feel this way.”
 “You didn’t,” Jamie corrected quickly. “I was angry with the situation, that’s all. I could never be angry with you, Elija. You know that, don’t you?”
 “I hope not…”
 Jamie kissed the side of her face. 
 She smiled.
 “Trust me,” she said. “I couldn’t.”
 “Do you still feel angry now?”
 Jamie hesitated a little before she responded. Now I am falling in love with you, she wanted to say. But the thought of being so open with her feelings, feelings that she herself did not even fully understand yet, scared her almost half to death. And she also did not want to start making promises she knew she could never hope to keep. She settled for a more conservative answer. 
 “Things are a little bit different now,” was all she said.
 Elija was watching her closely.
 “Does that mean that you will stay with us for a little while longer, before you go look for a way to make contact with your people?” she asked. 
 The expression on her face was tentative, yet incredibly hopeful. Jamie had made no secret of the fact that she was intent on finding a way to leave, quickly, and Elija understood how important getting in touch with her world was to her. The fact that they had ended up in bed together would probably not be enough to hold Jamie back, and yet when she caught the hesitation in her eyes her heart started to beat a little faster with hope.
 “Stay at least until the snow melts,” she insisted. “Will you?”
 Jamie shook her head, looking torn.
 “I don’t know,” she murmured.
 Elija pushed her a little bit more.
 “Ashakaan, the mountains are impassable right now,” she stated. “And our winters are always bad. The weather is about to get worse.”
 “Really?” 
 “Yes. Even if you wanted to, it would be too dangerous to travel. Impossible in fact. You really should stay. Stay with me a bit longer.”
 Jamie smiled eventually.
 “You really want me to?” she asked.
 Elija kissed her again. It was one of those deep incendiary kisses that she had lavished on Jamie all through the night. 
 “I really do,” she murmured. “But the question is, what do you want?”
 A thought floated through Jamie’s mind… 
 What does your heart tell you? 
 “Ashakaan?”
 Well, it would probably make sense to wait a little bit more, Jamie reflected. It would make sense to stay a little longer, if only to make sure that the village was safe. Would it not? And Elija. Elija wanted her to stick around. So it was decided then. 
 Jamie kissed her back.
 “Yes,” she said, smiling. “I’ll stay until the spring.”
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
 
 In the days and weeks that followed Jamie simply threw herself into her new temporary life. She was there after all, and so she might as well make the best of it, and make it work for everyone else as well. 
 Of course, the real reason behind it all was that she was quite desperate to make Elija happy, and once again she did not question why this had suddenly become almost more important to her than re-joining the Alliance. She stopped keeping track of how many days and weeks she had been on the planet, she stopped obsessing about extraction, and she employed every ounce of energy and enthusiasm she had in giving back to the villagers who had made her feel so welcome. They called themselves AyiEm Kay, the people of the mountain. 
 It was a good name. Strong, and proud. 
 Jamie spent long studious hours with her new friends learning how to speak their ancient dialect properly, and it was not long before she could comfortably hold her own end of a conversation. Learning the language made her quite popular too. People appreciated the efforts that she made to connect with them. This helped tremendously to secure her status as a fully-fledged member of the tribe. The villagers who had started to accept her as one of their own, after the way she had fought so bravely on their side during the battle, completely embraced her now. 
 “They are really proud of you, Ashakaan,” Elija told her once. “They are excited to see you embrace our way of life.” 
 And so am I, Jamie.
 Not surprisingly, Jamie’s favourite thing to do was hunt, either alone or with Ayael, on foot or on horseback. She loved the long days out in the forest and the mountains that hunting required, and she relished the times she got to spend by the side of the river fishing on her own. 
 She discovered that working in the fields or doing farming work was nice too. She went wherever an extra pair of hands was needed, and she quickly earned herself a reputation as a hard worker, someone who learned fast, and could always be counted on to help with anything. She became friends with many of the farmers, and she enjoyed spending time with their wives and children too. 
 People appreciated having her around. 
 There were celebrations within the tribe, births, the single death of an elderly woman, and Jamie was included in every ritual, every joy, and every sorrow. She was a good hunter, a good worker, and a good friend.
 “The people will miss you when you go, Ashakaan,” Elija said to her a few times. 
 Mainly it was when they were lying in bed together, after a few cups of strong wosham, when blizzards raged on the outside and it felt like time had come to a standstill. 
 You and me, Jamie… You and me, my love. 
 Sometimes Jamie would spend the day with Elija, and assist her in her work. And it was not long before she came to realise exactly how important her friend was to the village as a whole. Elija’s role was not simply to fix broken bones or diagnose physical ailments. She was also instrumental in all other aspects of the social, political and spiritual life of the tribe. In a way she was as much of a leader to them as Ayael was, if not more. 
 And as the days and weeks passed gently in the apprenticeship of Elija’s culture, Jamie came to realise that despite their lack of technology, these were an advanced people who had an extremely well-developed sense of the fabric of the world that surrounded them. They lived in complete harmony with their environment. They read omens in the clouds, and in the rhythm of thunderstorms. Everything could be something else. Everything was charged with meaning, and alive with spirit. 
 On several occasions, Jamie helped Elija to prepare the powerful brew that she herself had only experienced once, and did not really care to try again. The one that the healer would drink right before going on a journey. This was when Elija travelled to what she called the other realms in spirit form, and sometimes she would meet with Altea there. She always came back with a vision, a story to tell, something that would help with whatever issue her patient had at the time, regardless of whether it was a physical problem or something of a much more spiritual nature. 
 Jamie saw it happen time and time again, and even though she did not understand how it worked she could see that it really did. Elija really did go somewhere resources were available, and whatever was in that world of the spirit did make a verifiable difference in the physical world that she lived in. 
 In the end Jamie simply learned to accept the things that she could not explain.
 Days turned into weeks, and weeks turned into a few months. Eventually snow started to melt on the mountain tops. The river became swollen with glacier melt and big chunks of travelling ice, the trees grew heavy with new-born leaves, and as the days lengthened and grew progressively warmer, Jamie’s thoughts slowly turned to the Alliance again. 
 
 
 “You’ve been a little quiet. And very distracted,” Elija said when she brought the subject up one night. “I know you’ve been thinking about your people.”
 She turned toward her lover as Jamie sat in silence by the side of the fire, quietly sharpening her dagger with a serious expression on her face. 
 “And perhaps not in a good way,” she mused when Jamie did not reply.
 Elija watched her for a moment.
 Jamie’s jet black hair had grown longer over time, and Elija loved the way that she wore it now, loose and wild. She had adopted Ayael’s style of dress as well, a sleeveless tunic belted at the waist over her leggings. She still carried the little fire-making instrument from her world around her neck on a thin leather cord, and Elija’s gaze drifted slowly over the well-defined, lean muscles in her arms. Jamie’s body was lithe and powerful, strong and athletic, and Elija closed her eyes for a second as an image of her lover naked flashed in front of her eyes. She shivered a little.
 “Let’s talk,” she decided.
 Jamie looked up suddenly. The prospect of a formal conversation made her feel slightly nervous, especially when she spotted Elija pouring a ridiculous amount of wosham into a single cup.
 “Please tell me that’s going into the food,” she said.
 “No. It’s for you.”
 Jamie frowned.
 “What about you?”
 “I don’t need it.”
 “Well, I don’t need it either…” 
 “Yes, you do,” Elija insisted. “All the blood has left your face.”
 Jamie took a sip of the powerful liquid, and she could not help but laugh when Elija insisted that she finish the cup in one go.
 “You’re terrible,” she declared.
 But she downed the drink anyway, and she enjoyed the immediate rush of volcanic heat to her chest, and the slow soothing burn that it generated across her cheeks.
 “Better?” she said, turning to Elija.
 She was rewarded with a long, languid kiss that felt like it might set the rest of her on fire. How the hell she was supposed to get her mind straight about anything when her lover kissed her like this she had no idea.
 “You tell me,” Elija whispered.
 “Yeah,” Jamie admitted with a smile. “Much better. I can’t concentrate, but I do feel great…”
 Elija took her hand in hers. 
 Jamie felt her intensity.
 “Elija, listen…”
 But the healer would not let her speak first. And when Elija spoke, it was direct and to the point.
 “I love you, Jamie. I do not want you to leave.”
 Jamie immediately went a little still. 
 I love you Jamie. 
 No one had ever said that to her before, and actually meant it. Not even her own mother, who had never made a secret of the fact that she had never wanted to have kids in the first place. Jamie had been a deplorable accident. Every step of the way, her mother had made damn sure that she understood exactly what a sacrifice it had been to raise her. When Jamie had joined the Alliance military at age fifteen, a year earlier than she should have been allowed in on the strength of her brilliant exam results and exceptional fitness, it had been the happiest day of her mother’s life. 
 I love you Jamie… 
 The tough, powerful warrior who everyone agreed deserved her nickname of Slayer looked down quickly, as a strong wave of emotion brought tears to her eyes. 
 “Jamie, look at me.”
 Very well aware of what was happening, and not willing to allow her lover to hide from her feelings again the way that she had seen her do so many times before, Elija rested a finger under her chin, and she lifted her head up gently. 
 She looked deep into Jamie’s eyes, noting how beautifully clear they were, and how she could spot every little shift in emotion reflected in them. There was a hell of a lot going on behind those eyes, and Elija ached to know. 
 To know her. All of her.
 She watched as Jamie smiled a little hesitantly through her tears.
 “I love you too,” she whispered. “I… I’ve never…”
 Frustratingly, the words to express the avalanche of feelings and love she felt where Elija was concerned would not come, but she did not really need to speak. Elija made it easy for her, and she touched a gentle finger to Jamie’s lips.
 “Shh… I know,” she murmured. “I know how you feel.”
 She rested her palm softly over Jamie’s heart. 
 She smiled.
 “I can feel it in here, my love. I can see it in your eyes every time you look at me. And right now too. I know.”
 Jamie covered her hand with hers. 
 “Elija,” she whispered. 
 It was a mixture of delirious, never dared to be hoped for happiness laced with a huge dose of fear that made her heart beat so hard now. 
 Fear, because the thought of surrendering to the love she felt for Elija scared her so much sometimes that she felt faint at the mere thought of it. And happiness, because when she allowed herself to dream of a new life with her, the joy she felt was so unbounded, so pure and so immense that it felt like even the entire universe would never be big enough to contain it.
 “I don’t want to leave,” she said. “But…”
 Elija immediately pulled her into her arms. 
 “Then don’t,” she whispered. “You don’t ever have to go, no ‘but’ required. You belong here with me. Don’t you know that yet?”
 She got a sense of the powerful battle raging inside her lover’s head when she pulled back to look into her eyes once more. Jamie looked so intense and conflicted it was as if she might suddenly explode from all the pressure inside of her.
 “What is it?” she asked. “Talk to me.”
 “I have a duty to the Alliance…”
 “No. Your duty is to yourself.”
 Elija sighed when she spotted the pained look on Jamie’s face.
 “Do you really miss your old life so much?” she challenged. “Really? What is there out there in the darkness of space waiting for you?”
 Jamie shrugged.
 “Not much…” she murmured. “Nothing, probably. But I…”
 “Look, I know that you are happy here with us,” Elija interrupted. “You look happy when you’re out playing with the kids. I know that you enjoy our communal evenings, and the big meals and the celebrations. You have a wonderful friend in Ayael. When I hold you, you feel settled. And you sleep at night too.”
 Jamie gave a soft chuckle at that last comment. She had told her friend that she always used to have trouble sleeping in the past. And there was not much that Elija ever forgot where Jamie was concerned. She opened her mouth to speak, and the woman stopped her by resting a finger on her lips.
 “Jamie, I love you. And if you say ‘but’ one more time you are not spending the night in my bed tonight,” she warned. “You can go find solace in the communal tent with your warrior friends, I swear…”
 Jamie had to laugh at that. She looked into her lover’s eyes, crying a little and smiling all at the same time. She softly ran her fingers through Elija’s hair.
 “It’s scary how much I love you,” she murmured.
 Elija kissed her boldly on the lips.  
 “Ashakaan. Is scary really the right word for it?”
 Jamie’s smile widened. 
 “No. Wonderful would be a much better one.”
 “I agree,” Elija replied. “So now tell me. Do you need a little more wosham to help you get completely comfortable with the idea?”
 She was openly teasing now, and she was glad when her remark ended her partner’s crying, and left only joy and laughter in its place. 
 “No more drinking,” Jamie declared. “I want to be able to remember tonight. It is the most important night of my life...”
 She looked into Elija’s deep, twinkling brown eyes, and she saw love so pure there it took her breath away. She was in danger of feeling completely overwhelmed again. She took a deep breath.
 “Do you really want me?” she murmured. “Are you sure?”
 “Yes.”
 “I want you too.” 
 Elija smiled at her. 
 Jamie spotted joy and relief in equal measures dancing in her eyes.
 “You’re beautiful,” she murmured. “I love you.”
 “Then it’s you and me, Jamie,” Elija said. “From tonight, and for as long as I will live.”
 She pulled Jamie into her arms, and Jamie spoke slowly against her ear, and with so much heartfelt emotion that her voice almost broke on every word. 
 “You and me, Elija,” she whispered. “For as long as I will live. I promise.”
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 


 Jamie did make a single trip back to the lake and the site of the crash over that summer, simply because she wanted to see the place a little bit better. The jet was still submerged under water, and the landscape stood quietly undisturbed. With Ayael and a couple of his men, she took a few more days to travel beyond the lake, and up over the next mountain range. 
 But her heart was absolutely not in it anymore, and from the stories Elija had told her of their ancient history, it was pretty clear that there was not likely to be an advanced civilisation waiting for her out there, ready to offer the kind of technology that she was used to. In fact, Jamie was surprised at how relieved and pleased she was about that fact. It was good to be able to reassure herself once and for all that if and when it ever happened, contact with her military command would have to come from the Alliance.  
 And so she slowly and very surely started to detach from the memories of her old life. She realised now how empty it had been anyway, without someone meaningful to share it with. Life with the tribe was great. And life with her partner was fuller, richer, more intense and happier than anything she could ever have imagined, or even thought she would ever deserve.
 Ayael’s son was born. Another winter passed.
 There was peace across the land, and amongst the tribes. 
 By the time spring was in the air again Jamie had pretty much stopped thinking about the Alliance completely, and she was the happiest she had ever been. 
 Until the migraines started of course. 
 And when they did she did not say anything to Elija. 
 At first they were only mild anyway, and so she simply ignored them. Over the following days they became a little more frequent, but still Jamie just blamed it all on a little too much sun and mountain air during some of her longer hunting days. 
 And then one morning when she was out feeding Ayael’s horses with him, he stopped her by clamping a strong hand on her shoulder.
 “You’re bleeding,” he informed her, pointing at her face.
 Jamie brushed at her nose, and she did a good job of pretending that she was not all that surprised to see blood on her fingers. With Ayael watching her suspiciously, she was quick to dismiss it as something that just happened to her from time to time. 
 “I get those,” she told him, shrugging. “Don’t worry about it.”
 But this particular nose bleed was followed by several more over the next few days, and about a week into it Jamie got such a painful migraine that it forced her to call off a fishing trip, and retreat back to the yurt just after midday. Thankfully Elija was not home, and Jamie crawled to the bed in the semi-darkness and collapsed on top of it. 
 She blacked out immediately. 
 She woke up several hours later, feeling groggy, and like someone had spent the entire time beating her on the back of the head with a hammer. She lay there for a few minutes longer, and after a while she sat up carefully, and glanced outside. 
 Damn it, she thought. 
 It seemed she had lost the entire afternoon. Already it was getting dark, and she shivered. They were barely out of winter yet, and the temperature still dropped below freezing during the nights. Elija would be home soon. 
 Spurred on by that thought, Jamie forced herself to get up, gritting her teeth all the while. She was still feeling dizzy, and a little sick. Everything inside the yurt was looking a bit blurred too, and she would have liked nothing better than to go back to bed. But she got a fire going anyway, and she started to chop vegetables for a dinner that she was definitely not planning on eating. 
 She was hugely relieved when her partner finally got back, after spending the day working in the fields. Taking time out in the sunshine after the harsh winter they had endured was doing her good. She was positively glowing, and Jamie was struck again by how beautiful she looked. And how much she loved her. Just the sight of her was comforting, and the smile her lover gave her as soon as she laid eyes on her also went a long way to help her forget about her painful morning.
 “Say’heen, Elija,” Jamie greeted her.
 She forced herself to smile, hoping that if she pretended for long enough she would actually start to feel a little less sick eventually.
 “Hey, you’re home early today,” Elija remarked, looking pleased. “That’s good. Maybe we can climb up to the waterfall tonight, and stay up late. What do you say?”
 When Jamie did not reply straight away Elija walked up to her, and she enfolded her in a tender, much-needed hug. She gave her a kiss that almost robbed Jamie entirely of what little strength she had left, and then she pulled back just enough to be able to look into her eyes.
 “Ashakaan. Everything all right?” she asked. 
 Her gaze was searching, questioning. Concerned. 
 “Sure,” Jamie said. “Yeah, we can stay up late. I just…”
 She drifted off, on the verge of a big lie and not sure she would be able to pull it off. Not even sure she wanted to, really. What the hell was she doing, lying to her partner like that? Somewhere behind her eyes the first pulses of another migraine were slowly starting to gather momentum. Jamie felt her heart sink at the thought of having to pretend through another bad one.
 “I’m just tired,” she murmured.
 “You? Tired?” Elija questioned.
 She cupped her face in both her hands, pulling her close for another kiss. It was a slightly more thoughtful one this time.
  “Come on,” she insisted. “What is really going on with you?”
 Jamie met her gaze, and she blinked to clear her vision. 
 “I don’t know,” she admitted.
 The pressure behind her eyelids was too unbearable for her to feel anything other than grateful when her partner wrapped her arms around her waist, and supported her back to the bed. Elija sat her down, kept a reassuring hand on the back of her neck, and looked at her intently.
 “All right, tell me what’s happening,” she ordered. “You keep shivering, and you can’t even stand up straight. Tell me the truth, because I am worried now.” 
 She watched in alarm as Jamie leaned forward a little, gripped her head in both hands, and squeezed her eyes shut. Her jaw was locked tight against the pain.
 “My head hurts,” she murmured. “Something’s not right…”
 Elija knew her well enough by then to be able to understand that for Jamie to complain that something hurt, it had to be beyond serious. She felt her slide a little lower against her, and she tightened her hold on her. 
 “Hey. No. Don’t do this,” she warned. 
 She held the side of her face in her hand, and she spotted the far away and vacant look in Jamie’s normally vibrant blue eyes. She looked like she was about to faint, and Elija spoke a little louder now to attempt to bring her back. 
 “Breathe,” she instructed. “Stay with me, Jamie, come on.”
 “Yes…” Jamie whispered.
 But the pain was too great, and the thick spots of blackness that had been floating in front her eyes suddenly completely filled her field of vision. Elija felt her head grow heavy in her hand, and she realised there would be no stopping this from happening now. 
 “It’s all right,” she said.
 She wrapped her arms safely around her partner, and rested a protective hand against the back of her head.
 “I’ve got you, my love,” she murmured.
 She felt her body go limp almost as soon as she said that, and a second later Jamie slumped against her, unconscious.




 She was out for a good fifteen minutes. She woke up feeling nauseous, typically rather annoyed, but at least the headache had receded a little, and she was able to talk. 
 “Why didn’t you tell me you were ill?” Elija enquired once Jamie had come clean, and after she had told her the truth about the range of symptoms that she had been experiencing.
 There was no hint of reproach in her voice. Just gentleness, a little puzzlement perhaps, and a whole lot of love, patience and understanding. 
 “I never get sick,” Jamie declared. 
 “Seems you are now,” Elija felt compelled to point out.
 She watched her as her lover gave a little shrug, more tired and discouraged than impatient this time.
 “Well… I guess I was just hoping it wouldn’t last for long.”
 “So is this your standard approach when it comes to problems then?” Elija queried. “To ignore them, and hope they’ll just disappear?”
 Jamie was frowning, staring at the floor.
 “Yeah, pretty much,” she muttered. “Or kill ‘em.”
 “That is not funny.”
 “And I did not want you to worry.”
 Elija gave a resigned shake of the head.
 “All right. Well, thank you for considering my feelings. And now that you are thinking straight again, at least for a little while, maybe you will let me help you. Yes?”
 Jamie smiled faintly at the way that she said that, like a long-suffering mother dealing with a stubborn and unruly child.
 “Yes,” she said. “Thank you.”
 She felt relieved, but it did not last for very long. Elija was already up, and getting busy with a bunch of ingredients Jamie recognised immediately. She tensed a little at the realisation of what was going to happen.
 “You’re going to take the shamanic drink for me,” she murmured.
 Elija glanced at her, noting the reluctance in her voice. 
 She nodded. 
 “That’s right.”
 “Are you sure that’s really necessary?”
 Elija nodded again.
 “Yes,” she said. “Absolutely.”
 “But… Don’t we need someone to beat the drum for you?”
 “I won’t need it this time, Ashakaan.”
 Jamie was fast running out of objections.
 “So what shall I do?” she asked.
 “Go lie down, my love.”
 Jamie reluctantly did as she was told, feeling nervous and uncomfortable. She had witnessed those sessions taking place with Elija’s patients, but she had never actually imagined that she would one day be the one in need. She hated feeling so powerless.
 “And then what?” she asked impatiently.
 “Then just relax, and wait for me,” Elija told her, smiling gently. 
 When she joined her lover on the bed she lay a soft hand on her forehead, let it drift to her cheeks and the side of her neck. She sighed.
 “You are burning up,” she remarked. 
 She caught the vaguely worried look in Jamie’s eyes, and she kissed her again tenderly, reassuringly.
 “It’s all right. I’ll take care of it. Close your eyes.” 
 She started to massage the tense and painful muscles in Jamie’s shoulders, in her neck and in her back. Now she could really get a measure of how bad her partner must have been feeling, and she shook her head in disbelief. 
 “Next time something like this happens, if it ever does, you really must tell me straight away, all right?” she said. “I won’t like it if you start keeping secrets from me.”
 “I know. I’m sorry,” Jamie replied. “Won’t happen again.”
 She tensed up a little more.
 “Relax, my love,” Elija repeated softly. “You know I need you to relax before I can do anything, right?”
 Jamie nodded, and she took several deep breaths. She did her best to remain still. But it only lasted for a few seconds before another idea crossed her mind.
 “Can I take the drink too?” she asked. “Would it help?”
 “No. Not this time.”
 “Why not?”
 “Because I need to do the work here.”
 “Elija,” Jamie insisted, “is this stuff dangerous for you? Is it like a drug? I don’t think I want you to take it on my account…”
 “Shhh,” Elija whispered. “It is not dangerous at all. I know how to use it. I know my way around the spirit world. Now your job is to trust me, and stay out of the way.”
 Jamie sighed.
 “How the hell do I do that?”
 Elija smiled.
 “That’s easy,” she said. “Just go to sleep.”
 Jamie finally stopped arguing. 
 She closed her eyes, and she allowed Elija’s gentle and expert touch to work its magic. After a little while she felt herself start to drift. She did not fight it. She kept her focus on Elija’s touch, the warm soft glow of the fire against her face, and the welcome sensation of no pain whatsoever. There had not been many days without it of late.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
 
 She slept like a rock. And the first thing she saw when she woke up the next day, much later than usual, was her partner asleep next to her looking exhausted, and like she had been crying. Jamie gently pulled the blanket a little tighter around her shoulders, careful not to disturb her. She started to slip out of bed.
 “I’m awake, Ashakaan,” Elija mumbled.
 Jamie’s heart sank when she spotted the tears glinting in her eyes.
 “What’s wrong?” she murmured. “Elija?”
 She had never seen her partner looking so pale and so upset before. She took her in her arms when Elija reached for her, and she held her for the longest time, rocking her gently, waiting patiently and in silence until Elija decided that it was time to move. Jamie would not have minded if the time had never come.
 “I love you,” she whispered. 
 Eventually Elija shifted a little against her. Jamie pulled back until she could look at her. She gently brushed the tears from her cheeks, and she lay a gentle kiss on her lips.
 “Hey, what’s the matter?” she said softly. “I promise I haven’t eaten all the eggs…”
 She was glad when she got a smile out of her lover at last.
 “Better not,” Elija murmured.
  Jamie pulled her back under the covers with her. 
 She looked deep into her eyes.
 “Elija, are you all right?” she murmured.
 “Yes, I’m fine.”
 “Then why are you crying?”
 Elija rested her hand against the side of Jamie’s face. Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks, and Jamie tightened her hold on her.
 “Tell me,” she said.
 “I couldn’t do it,” Elija murmured. 
 “What?” 
 “I couldn’t extract it out of you. I am so sorry…”
 “Hey, wait a minute. Remember I’m brand new to all this shamanic stuff?” Jamie reminded her, her tone gentle. “Extract what exactly?”
 Elija exhaled softly, and she took a few seconds to compose herself. 
 “I went into the other realms last night,” she explained. “Over there I could see you. I could see through you like your body was made of glass. I searched for the cause of your pain.”
 “Okay,” Jamie said, smiling encouragingly. ”That’s good, right? What did you find?”
 Elija swallowed hard.
 “You have a… a kind of growth. It’s like this dense mass… of matter… It is in your neck.”
 Jamie flinched a little at her choice of words. But she recovered quickly, and she smiled for Elija to keep going.
 “Go on,” she told her. “It’s okay.”
 “It is not uncommon for people to get these things inside their bodies sometimes,” her lover added. “Most of the times I can extract it, get rid of it for them. Then I can teach them how to keep it from coming back. But…”
 She started to cry again. The agony Jamie could see reflected in her eyes was worse for her than all the migraines in the world. 
 “Don’t cry. Elija, please… It’s all right.”
 “There was a lot of energy going into it, dark energy,” Elija continued, lost in the recollection of what she had seen. “It was so intense, so focused… It is not all right, Jamie. It scared me.”
 “Where was all that energy coming from?” Jamie enquired. She was frowning now, and looking a little troubled all of a sudden. Elija did not immediately notice the change in her. 
 “It was coming from outside… From outside this world. But only just, you know? Because it is coming closer all the time. And it is like a beacon… Like a target.”
 “For what?”
 “I mean like you are the target, Ashakaan, and it is looking for you.”
 Jamie was silent for a couple of seconds, staring into space. And then she sat bolt upright on the bed.
 “No way…” she whispered.
 Why had she not thought about that before? How stupid could she really be? All this time… Next to her Elija rested a loving hand on her naked shoulder.
 “I am so sorry. I tried and I tried, but I could not extract that thing out of you. It is my fault.”
 Jamie pulled her back into her arms fiercely.
 “Please don’t say that,” she murmured. “It’s not your fault.”
 “But how…”
 “It is not your fault,” Jamie repeated again patiently. “Elija, that thing you saw in my neck was put in there by a military doctor. You could never have extracted it out of me with just the power of your mind.”
 She smiled, and she met her partner’s gaze.
 “And I know how powerful you are, believe me. I’ve seen it. But what we need to do with this thing is a little more drastic.”
 “Like what?”
 “We need to cut it out.”
 Elija stared at her partner in horror.
 “Cut it out?” she repeated, stunned.
 “Yes. It’s a microchip.”
 Now it was Elija’s turn to struggle with Jamie’s definitions.
 “I don’t understand,” she said.
 “It’s a communications device. It’s right here at the base of my neck,” Jamie said, turning to show her. “It’s designed so I can communicate with my people at a distance.”
 “From inside your head?”
 “Yes.”
 Elija’s eyes widened.
 “Really?”
 Jamie nodded.
 “Yep. Kind of funny, don’t you think?” she remarked. “Sort of like one of those weird things you would do in your world…”
 She laughed. 
 Elija gave her a hard hug, looking a little more relieved now that she realised her partner understood about this problem, and was laughing about it. She started hoping that she would know what to do to fix it too.
 “But why would it give you migraines and nosebleeds,” she was quick to ask then. “If it is built to be helpful to you, then why is it doing that all of a sudden?”
 Jamie’s face grew serious again.
 “The only thing I can think of is that it is not my people trying to get through,” she said. “They would know my frequency. They would just tune in and communicate with me.”
 “So if not them, then who? And why?”
 “Someone else is trying to hack into my head, and to use my chip as a locator. Trying to reach this place.”
 Jamie grew a little pale at the thought of it. 
 She knew of many civilisations who would have the technology to do this, but only one that would be insane enough to attempt to hack into the minds of Alliance personnel. She experienced a strong shiver at the thought of a bunch of violent Xylon landing in Elija’s world. 
 Even the most powerful warrior amongst the AyiEm Kay, her friend Ayael, the man she had grown to love so much and who reminded her so much of Cooper, even he would be powerless to stop them. He would be slaughtered, if he was lucky. His men would be killed, and so would any villager who could not be turned into a slave.
 Jamie took a deep breath. 
 She jumped off the bed, threw her clothes on, and laced up her boots. Then she grabbed her dagger and stuck it into the fire. She looked over her shoulder at her lover.
 “Elija, you are going to have to cut it out of me,” she said.
 “Ashakaan. Are you sure this is the only way?”
 “Yes. I wish there was another one, but there isn’t, all right? I’ll tell you exactly where it is, and then you use my dagger and you just go for it. We have to destroy this chip. It’s dangerous. We have to do it now.”
 Elija came to stand close to her, and she noticed the way that Jamie was trembling a little. It looked a lot like fear, and Elija was shocked to witness it. She rested a hand on the back of her neck gently.
 “Ashakaan.”
 “Yes,” Jamie said.
 “If you destroy this device your people will never be able to find you,” Elija observed.
 Jamie exhaled sharply.
 “My people aren’t looking for me. And even if they were…”
 She stared into the fire as if in a trance.
 “Elija. The guys hacking into my signal and messing with my head, they’re the ones who destroyed my planet. That’s how dangerous they are. Even if I thought someone in my world was trying to get me back I could never take that risk.”
 She looked up. She smiled at her lover.
 “And you know I don’t want to go back anyway. I am with you now. I won’t lead the Xylon here to your planet.”
 “Our planet.”
 “That’s right.”
 Jamie drew the dagger from the fire, inspecting the glowing tip.
 “Yeah. That’ll do,” she muttered. “Come on.”
 She plunged the blade into a bowl of water, and she watched it hiss and shake as it cooled. She sat down next to Elija, and she took her hand and rested her fingers on the back of her neck.
 “Right. Can you feel that bone right here?” she asked.
 “Yes.”
 “Okay. Right above there is where it should be.”
 Elija paused, looking puzzled.
 “Should?” she repeated.
 Jamie put the dagger into her hand. 
 She flashed her a quick, easy grin.
 “Been a while since they put it in. You’ll find it.”
 
 
 In the afternoon they took a walk to the waterfall. They sat close to each other on the flat rocks, enjoying the warming sun on their back, and listening to the tweeting and chirping of birds in the nearby woods. Elija was a lot quieter than usual, and Jamie respected her silence. 
 She had a lot on her mind too.
 The extraction of the comms chip had not gone as quickly and easily as she had confidently assured her partner that it would. It had involved several incisions, and quite a bit of painful digging around before Elija finally found the small device. She had done well to locate it, since it was really no bigger than the drop of blood one would get from a needle prick. By the time she had managed to take it out they were both drenched in sweat, and Jamie was shaking. Blood from the incisions had worked its way down her neck, and along the sides of her throat. She had taken great pleasure in throwing the recovered chip into the fire and watching it explode.
 “Imagine putting something like that inside someone’s neck,” Elija murmured now, shaking her head in disbelief. “Something that can explode! And you allowed them to do this to you?”  
 “In my world everybody carries chips of one kind or another in their bodies,” Jamie reflected. 
 She had never stopped to consider the wisdom of the practice before, but now that she could see it from Elija’s point of view it really did seem a little barbaric, and certainly  foolish. 
 “They put them in babies at birth, you know. Apparently it is safe to do so...”
 Elija sighed, looking far from convinced.
 “Didn’t look safe to me at all when I was looking at it from the perspective of the other realms. And it will leave a scar,” she added, as she carefully applied a healing paste to the back of Jamie’s neck.
 Jamie closed her eyes, and she tilted her head up to the sun. She had plenty of those already, and she was not really concerned about another one.
 “If I am right about who was trying to hack into my head, then a scar to be free of it is an extremely small price to pay,” she reflected. 
 She met her partner’s worried gaze. 
 She squeezed her hand.
 “Thank you for helping me get rid of it. I know using daggers to dig into people isn’t your specialty. More like my line of work, actually,” she joked.
 Elija gave a small shiver at the memory of it. 
 She was not smiling.
 “I hope I never see blood on your skin again for as long as I live,” she declared, staring darkly at the weapon strapped to Jamie’s waist. “I’m sorry it took me a while to find the chip. I’m sorry that it hurt.”
 Jamie kissed her on the cheek.
 “Don’t worry. You did a great job.” 
  “So what happens now?” Elija asked.
 Her voice was low, heavy with unspoken anxiety.
 Jamie had been expecting the question, and even though a huge part of her wanted to ignore it, and pretend that everything would be all right if she did, she knew that she could not afford to do so. 
 If the Xylon had picked up on her signal by chance, and they saw it disappear all of a sudden, they would hopefully simply put it down to one of those radar glitches which were so common. But if they had been trying specifically to hone in on her signal, and use it to determine the coordinates of a new planet to conquer, then it could be very bad news indeed. The simple fact that the signal had vanished so suddenly would alert them to the reality that someone had become aware of their efforts, and did not want to be found. They would certainly want to know the reason for this, and discover who was hiding from them. 
 Jamie shook her head a little.
 “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she murmured.
 If only she could have convinced herself of that.
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
 
 Things were about to change, and unbeknownst to everyone but the old shaman, Jamie’s destiny was accelerating, headed fast toward its inevitable conclusion. 
 When they got back into the village after their early-afternoon trip to the waterfall they discovered a big crowd of people had assembled by the side of the communal hut. Villagers were pushing and shoving, trying to get a glimpse of what was going on in the middle. It was unusual, and the two women exchanged a worried look, and hurried to see for themselves. Ayael spotted them first. 
 He beckoned for them to join him at the front.
 “Let them through,” he yelled, and people parted quickly to let them pass. 
 “We need your help, Elija,” the man said when they got close, looking extremely relieved to see her. “We have some badly wounded men here. They’ve come from over the mountains. They’ve been walking for days, and they are hungry and dehydrated.”
 Jamie threw a surprised glance toward him. 
 Ayael’s tone of voice was urgent and strained, and he appeared agitated to the extreme, which even in the short time that she had come to know him Jamie recognised was highly unusual for him. With an anxious feeling in her stomach, she stepped forward alongside her partner to take a better look at the three men seeking the healer’s attention. 
 She froze when she saw the nature of their injuries. 
 “These look like burn marks,” she exclaimed. “From laser guns!”
 Elija threw her a worried look. 
 Ayael’s expression was just a little curious.
 “What’s that?” he asked.
 “Bad news,” Jamie muttered.
 She knelt in front of one of the men, and she rested her hands on his shoulders to get his attention. 
 “What happened to you?” she asked.
 He stared at her with vacant eyes.
 “Our village… destroyed… lightning from the sky… men with lightning…”
 As he started to sob quietly Jamie felt her heart sink. So it was too late then. The Xylon were already on the ground. She felt panic flood her heart at the thought of it, and she had to make a huge effort not to let it show.
 “Where is your village?” she asked. “How far from here?”
 The man mumbled something in reply, but he was far too exhausted, and in too much of a state of shock to make much sense. 
 Jamie turned impatiently toward Ayael for help.
 “How far?” she demanded.
 “These men are warriors from the plains tribe, over the mountains and across the valley. Several days’ walk, probably five on horseback. They’ve been running non-stop to get here and alert us to the danger.”
 Jamie swore under her breath. 
 “Ashakaan.”
 Ayael grabbed her by the arm, and he pulled her aside and out of earshot of the rest of them.
 “Talk to me,” he growled. “These people are telling me that their village was attacked by warriors who could throw lightning at them. Who descended from the sky! That they abducted their children, and killed every single one of their men, apart from these three here who managed to escape and sound the alert. Tell me, are these warriors headed our way?”
 “Yes,” Jamie replied through gritted teeth. “They will be.”
 Ayael was in her face, looking angry.
 “What do they mean about the lightning?” 
 Jamie shook her head.
 “It’s not lightning, but it’s close. It is energy made from light particles. Energy weapons which can burn and cut into you.” 
 She could see that the explanation was lost on him. Jamie glanced toward the injured men, searching for words that would make sense to her friend, and also accurately convey the terrible threat that the technology presented. 
 “These guys were incredibly lucky, Ayael,” she told him, “they escaped with just a few burns. If you take a direct hit from one of the laser weapons you’ll get vaporised, do you understand? You will simply disappear. There will be nothing left of your body.”
 He stared at her with eyes wide. He was obviously shocked, and yet she could see that part of him was finding it difficult to comprehend.
 “What can we do, Ashakaan?”
 “Hide,” Jamie replied. “It’s the only thing you can do.”
 Ayael was stunned into silence.
 “You need to send your people deeper into the mountains. They can’t stay here, it’s not safe,” Jamie said intently. “Do you understand?”
 He stared at her as if she had lost her mind, and she could easily guess what he thought of her strategy. People like Ayael did not run away, they fought. They did not hide, they went looking for their enemies. But Jamie could not allow him to do that. Not against the Xylon.
 “Do you know of any hiding places?” she asked.
 He shrugged.
 “Yes. There are secret caves higher up the peak, but…”
 “Great. Send the people up there with your warriors.”
 “And when do you suppose we should go?” he muttered.
 “Right now.”
 He grabbed her as she started to walk away.
 “I can’t do that.”
 “Yes, you can,” she hissed. “If you won’t listen to me, at least listen to your friends from over the mountains. It happened to them. Don’t let it happen to you too, Ayael!”
 She started to walk away from him, and back toward Elija, but he held her back with a firm hand on her shoulder. 
 She glared at him.
 “The people in the village have already started to talk, you know?” he said, undeterred. “I don’t know what to tell them.”
 “Talk about what?” she exclaimed impatiently.
 “About you, my friend.”
 His expression hardened. He looked away as if he did not like saying what he did next.
 “The AyiEm Kay are wondering if it might be fighters from your world who are doing this, Ashakaan. And who might be your friends.”
 Jamie stared at him, eyes wide.
 “Oh, come on, is that what you really think?” she exclaimed.
 “Not me. I don’t think that.”
 “Well, good,” Jamie replied angrily. “The warriors who are doing this destroyed my home planet, Ayael. Not the same, okay?”
 She turned to move, and once again he grabbed her by the arm and held her back.
 “What now?” she snapped.
 “You are going to have to talk to the villagers, Ashakaan. To all of us in fact. We don’t understand all this, and we don’t know what to think.”
 “I told you what to think! Trust me, Ayael.”
 He shook his head.
 “You need to talk to everyone.”
 “It’s too late. We don’t have time…”
 “I say we do,” he interrupted. “Come on.”
 And this was it. Before she knew it Jamie found herself standing in front of the entire village, in the middle of the communal yurt. 
 She caught some worried looks from most of the people. Some looked expectant, and others downright hostile. Jamie was not surprised by this, and she did not take it personally. She simply realised that Ayael had been right. The people were frightened, and a frightened crowd with the wrong kind of information was never a good thing. 
 She started to talk, and to tell them her story. About Earth, her world and their technology. And about the Alliance, and about this new enemy they were now facing. From the questions she received in return it was clear that the rumour mill had been going on full blast behind her back for a while, and Jamie was actually grateful for the opportunity to clear things up.
 “My people are not the ones attacking us,” she said, making eye contact with each and every villager in turn, men and women, making sure that they understood. “The ones doing this are a race called the Xylon. They come from my world, but they are a renegade civilisation who have been at war with us for many generations.”
 She could see that she had everyone’s attention.
 “My home planet was destroyed by the Xylon,” she told them. “That’s how I ended up on yours.”
 This particular bit of information generated a few astonished whispers amongst the many people who had not known, and some loud gasps from the crowd.
 “Is that what they’re here to do then?” Jamie’s warrior friend Olgin shouted from the side. “Destroy our planet?”
 “No,” Jamie assured him quickly. “They don’t destroy what they can dominate, and use. And your planet is beautiful. It is rich in natural resources. That’s what they want.”
 And the best thing about it is that you cannot fight back, she thought, although she did not say it.
 “What else do they want?” someone yelled.
 Jamie surveyed the assembly.
 “People,” she replied. “They consider people a resource too. They will abduct your children, and put them to work in the mines. They will take them away from you, and turn them into slaves.” 
 Now some villagers were beginning to cry, and some horrified looks were exchanged between them, as the reality of how their lives had suddenly changed forever in the blink of an eye really hit home.
 Jamie caught Elija’s gaze on her, and she paused for a second. Her partner looked sad, and yet it was clear from her expression that she understood this was not just some sort of self-serving scaremongering exercise, but a necessary truth the people needed to hear. She rested a hand over her heart, and she nodded quietly for Jamie to continue. 
 I love you, she mouthed. 
 Jamie touched a hand to her heart in response. 
 She carried on.
 “I hate having to tell you about the violence,” she said, drawing strength from her partner’s steady and approving gaze on her. “I hate having to scare you like this, but this is real, and you need to know what you’re up against.”
 She glanced at Ayael and his group of warriors, every single one of them standing proud at the front of the crowd, with their hands gripping their weapons, and fire in their eyes.
 “Ayael, my friend. You have to trust me, all right? You cannot fight against the Xylon. Not with arrows and daggers.”
 One of the warriors yelled angrily in reply.
 “We can’t hide forever!” he shouted.
 Jamie kept her eyes firmly on the little group.
 “That’s not what I am asking you to do,” she said. “And if my plan works out you won’t even have to do it for very long at all.”
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
 
 Jamie escaped through the crowd as quickly as she could after her impactful little speech, leaving Ayael to talk to the villagers, and hopefully organise the finer details of their escape. It seemed as though she had managed to convince them that she was right, for a little while at least, and that abandoning their homes for the safety of the mountains was the wisest thing to do. Even so, she was quite relieved to find Elija waiting for her just outside the tent.
 “Tough crowd,” Jamie remarked with a thin smile. “What do you say we get out of here for a bit?”
 Her partner nodded. 
 She took hold of her hand, and she led her away quickly.
 “You did well,” she said with feeling. “They’ll listen.”
 “I hope so. Some of them did not look so friendly toward me all of a sudden.”
 “They’re just scared, Ashakaan.”
 Jamie nodded. 
 “Yes, I know. Elija, look. When you get to the caves, I want you to…”
 Elija squeezed Jamie’s hand. She gave a soft laugh.
 “What’s so funny?” Jamie asked.
  Her partner threw her arms around her shoulders. 
 She kissed her lightly on the cheek.
 “Oh, Ashakaan,” she said. “I am not going to the caves.”
 She walked briskly into their yurt, and she picked up a satchel. She started to gather some belongings as she walked through.
 “What do you mean by that?” Jamie asked, frowning.
 “What do you think I mean? Isn’t it obvious? I am going with you.”
 Elija shook her head at the quick flash of frustration and worry she saw flicker in Jamie’s eyes. She had expected exactly this sort of reaction, and she was not surprised or even very moved by it. She stopped next to her for a slow, excruciatingly tender kiss. By the time she pulled back Jamie’s eyes had shifted to a much hazier shade of blue, and she looked like she had completely lost her train of thought. Elija rested a soft hand on the side of her face to bring her back. 
 “I am pretty sure your personal plan does not involve going to settle in some caves, and hiding away in the mountains until things magically get better, right?” she prompted. 
 Jamie blinked a couple of times. 
 “Uh… That’s right,” she said. “But…”
 “What are you going to do?”
 “I’m going to travel to the valley, to those wounded men’s village, and see what happened there. I want to see if the Xylon have already landed crafts in the area. I think if they haven’t yet they will probably do it soon. I want to find out what’s going on, and see if I can figure out a way to get in touch with the Alliance.”
 “How will you do that?” Elija asked.
 “I’m not sure yet. I’m hoping I can do it through the Xylon themselves. Maybe steal some of their comms equipment, or highjack a signal. Something like that.”
 Once she was there, there would be options. There would be things she could do, actions she could take. But she would only know what those were once she was on site.
 “Sounds risky,” Elija observed quietly.
 Jamie shrugged, unconcerned.
 “Not if I don’t get caught.”
 Elija winced a little at the way that her partner said that.
 “And your Alliance,” she said. “They will come to help us?”
 Jamie flashed her a bright, confident smile. She even looked a little taller all of a sudden at the thought of her military coming to the rescue, and what awful news it would be for the enemy when they suddenly realised that the Alliance were on to them.
 “Oh yes,” she said. “They sure will, don’t you worry about that.”
 She met Elija’s gaze. 
 She sighed. 
 “Listen,” she said. “I was planning on doing this alone.”
 Elija tightened her grip on her wrists.
 “I know you were. But it is you and me now, remember?”
 Jamie pulled her into her arms.
 “Of course I remember.”
 She closed her eyes, and she tried to relax in her partner’s embrace. But after just a second the piercing screams of the woman she had heard being tortured by the Xylon on-board the Atlantis echoed in her head. 
 She shivered. She held a little tighter onto Elija. 
 “I love you,” she murmured. 
 She kissed the top of her head. 
 “I just didn’t realise that you and me meant you would go to war alongside me. I don’t want you to, Elija. Please. Go to the caves with the rest of the village. Be safe.”
 Elija allowed her fingers to roam slowly over the taut muscles in her lover’s arms. She felt her resolve, and her heart tightened at the thought of it too. It was the sort of resolve that was a little too focused, and a little too desperate even. The kind that made people take mindless risks, and forget about their own safety. 
 “Ashakaan, I am going with you,” she said.
 She rested a quick finger on Jamie’s lips to silence her.
 “And there is something else I need to tell you,” she added.
 “What is it?
 “When we found you, Altea and I, by the side of the lake that day, it was no coincidence, you know? You never asked me about it.”
 Jamie looked a little surprised.
 “No… I just assumed I was lucky that’s all,” she reflected. “I didn’t think there was more to it than that. Is there?”
 “Yes. Altea came to me in a dream. She said she’d had a vision of a space craft crashing into the lake, and that a woman was coming from the stars into our world for a very important reason. She said we had to go and look for you. She knew you would be by the side of the lake, but not exactly where. We searched for you for a couple of days.”
 Jamie reflected on this for a few seconds.
 “A woman from the stars, uh?” she mused. 
 There was a definite bitterness to her tone. 
 “Elija, the reason I crashed into the lake was because I was running from the Xylon. I didn’t come into your world specifically for any particular reason. My partner Cooper didn’t even understand how to input the location coordinates into our system…”
 “Yes, and that’s just it,” Elija interrupted, her eyes bright as she remembered the old shaman’s exact words. “Altea did say you would not know it. But this was no accident, your landing on our planet.”
 “And so what is this important reason then?” Jamie enquired. 
 Her eyes grew a little softer, as always when she was looking at her partner. 
 “If it was so that I would meet you,” she murmured, “then Altea was absolutely right. I didn’t know it at the time, but I would not change it for anything.”
 “Neither would I, my love,” Elija agreed. “And I also think there was another reason. An even bigger one than this.”
 “Like what?”
 “Ashakaan. I think you came here to save our entire world. To save our planet.”
 Jamie’s mind reeled at the possibility of such a thing. 
 “Elija, please,” she said intently. “Will you go seek shelter with the rest of the village? I am an Alliance soldier, it’s my job to fight the Xylon. But you’re not, and…”
 Elija stopped her with a single kiss.
 “I am going with you,” she declared.


 
 Jamie found her warrior friend Ayael punching and kicking a bunch of hay stacks in the stables when she went looking for him a little later on. What a good idea, she thought, as she watched him for a moment. She was so worried about her partner’s decision to accompany her that she would gladly have hit something too.
 Ayael did not notice her immediately. The veins were standing out in his neck, his face was red with anger, and she hoped she would never be on the receiving end of one of his punches, because it would surely hurt. 
 Jamie spoke to him eventually.
 “Should I come back later?” she said.
 He turned to her. He was breathing hard, and his face was  strangely expressionless for a moment. Then the anger he felt really did come flooding back with a vengeance.
 “Ashakaan,” he muttered.
 She was standing there confidently with her arms crossed over her chest, one eyebrow raised, looking mildly amused at the way that he had been beating up a bunch of hay. He wiped sweat from his brow, and he moved a little closer to her. 
 Jamie did not back up, but something in her eyes shifted. She did not move, but she became alert. She stood there watching him approach, and if there was one guy who could look frightening when he was angry it was Ayael, with his muscles and dark tattoos, and rage flashing in his eyes. 
 Still, she did not move. 
 Only her jaw flicked, and her blue eyes never left his, watching, waiting, anticipating his next move. Ayael stopped only inches from her nose. He was taller than she was. Not by much, but she had to look up to him. He recognised what she was doing.
 “Don’t you know I’m your friend?” he growled.
 “I’ve been punched by friends more times than I can count,” Jamie replied quietly, still not dropping her guard. “And I know you blame me for all this.”
 He exhaled sharply.
 “That’s right, I do. You brought them here to our planet. Those destroyers of worlds are here because of you!”
 Jamie was silent because she did not know for certain that she had not. It sure made a lot of sense when you thought about it. And there was the chip in her neck too, which he was not even aware of yet. Now would probably not be the best time to mention it to him.
 “You know, I am as sorry as you are, Ayael…”
 “No you’re not,” he shouted in her face. 
 He looked wounded.
 “You’ve been here all of ten minutes! Don’t tell me you’re sorry! Now that they’re here you’ll probably figure out a way to get yourself home to your world anyway, and leave us behind at the first opportunity!”
 “You’re wrong, Ayael,” Jamie replied calmly. 
 “I don’t think so!”
 “I’m here to stay,” she insisted. “And I want to help... ”
 He raised his fist in anger, and she did not flinch. 
 Now she was losing her patience with him too.
 “Oh, all right, do it then,” she said in exasperation. “If it can make you feel better about the whole thing just hit me! Get it over and done with, Ayael!”
 She stood there with her arms open wide, thinking that he would not do it really, and it turned out that she was spectacularly wrong. She had barely finished her sentence when his fist landed like a brick on the side of her mouth. Jamie hit the ground, and as she lay there in the dust he leaned over her, grinning.
 “Right,” he said. 
 She glared at him. 
 “Damn it,” she exclaimed.
 She spit blood out of the side of her mouth, and she massaged her aching jaw. At least her teeth were still intact. 
 “That all you’ve got?” she muttered darkly.
 He chuckled, looking a lot more relaxed all of a sudden. 
 He offered her a hand, and he pulled her to her feet.
 “You’re right,” he reflected. “I feel better now.”
 “Glad I could help you achieve resolution,” Jamie said, wiping blood from her cut lip.
 He glanced at her.
 “You’re all right?” 
 “Yeah, never better, Ayael,” she snapped.
 “Ha!”
 He gave her a friendly smack on the back, and he tried to have a look at her lip before she pushed him away. His face turned serious once more.
 “So what do we do now, my friend?” he asked.
 “Now you help me get rid of the Xylon,” Jamie said.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
 
 At first their progress was slow, maddeningly so, and rather dangerous too. They had to go over and beyond some higher mountains before they could make it on to the plains on the other side, and the riding was treacherous at best. Rock falls became a real threat very quickly, and after a while Jamie stopped looking at the sky for signs of the Xylon, and she focused her full attention on finding a way through those peaks that would not get them all killed.
 She and Elija had opted to ride on the same horse, a big powerful Appaloosa. They led, and Ayael followed on his own horse a safe distance behind. It was hot in the mountains, and the constant glare of the sun made it almost painful to keep their eyes open. Elija wrapped her head in light cloth to try to counter the effect, and Jamie did the same after a while.
 “Good thing our horses aren’t scared of heights, uh?” she remarked at one point, staring down the vertiginous drop on their right side.
 The trail they were on was so narrow that Elija could feel the rock brushing against her shoulder as they passed. She nodded silently, kept her eyes away from the drop, and tightened her grip around Jamie’s waist. 
 They continued to make their way slowly and carefully along a series of single-track paths that seemed to be suspended as if by magic onto the side of unreachable cliffs. From time to time one of the horses would slip on a piece of loose rolling rock, and Jamie was feeling rather tense and impatient, and looking forward to a change of scenery. Eventually, after five solid hours of riding, they emerged onto a vast empty plateau, cut in two by a river that snaked its way haphazardly through high, thick coarse grass. The whole area was surrounded by towering peaks covered in snow on one side, and completely open on the other, empty as far as the eye could see.
 “Cross this, down the other side, over the valley, and we’re there,” Ayael said, pointing in the direction he indicated.
 “East along the river?”
 “That’s right.”
 “How long will it take?” Jamie asked.
 “Three more nights.” 
 “That long?” she muttered.
 “Afraid so.”
 They stopped to take in some water and to let the horses rest, and Jamie stood alone in silence for a while. She stared in wonder at the breath-taking landscape in front of her, unrolling majestically under violet-blue skies uninterrupted by even a single cloud. 
 “It’s nice, uh?” Ayael said, catching her looking.
 “It’s amazing.”
 She did not know how high they were, but she was definitely feeling the effects of the altitude, shortness of breath and a lingering headache. It was not long before Ayael started complaining of it. Elija gave him some leaves to chew on, saying they contained a mild anaesthetic, and that they would help. She was a little stern with him as she gave him instructions, and Jamie had to hide a smile.
 When her partner had discovered that Ayael was responsible for the bruise on the side of her jaw, she had said something to him that had made the colour drain from his face. 
 “I didn’t take it personally, you know,” Jamie had remarked privately to her. “That’s how warriors like Ayael deal with things. With their fists.”
 “Well, if his fists go anywhere near your face again he will have to answer to me,” Elija had snapped back, and that was the end of it.
 They carried on riding for several hours. From time to time Jamie or Elija would jump off the horse and walk alongside it to stretch their legs, and Ayael went hunting on his own for a little while. They kept on going for as long as they were able to before they started to lose the light, and they made camp near the riverside, sheltering near to some heavy boulders at a decent altitude. Ayael decided it was safe to start a fire to cook the rabbits he had killed, and even though Jamie would have preferred him not to she decided not to argue with him. 
 “Just make sure you keep it small, all right? And no smoke,” she instructed.
 He gave her a bored look, one of those that meant she could keep her condescending advice for all he cared. In exchange she flashed him the sweetest, most patronising and annoying smile that she could muster.
 “Better get used to it, big man,” she drawled. “In my world I’d be your boss.”
 “That’s a good thing we’re in my world then,” he grunted in reply.
 Elija overheard both comments, and she laughed quietly. Ashakaan and Ayael, she reflected; just like brother and sister. 
 It was good.
 They dined well on Ayael’s fare, bread, and a handful of vegetables, and Elija made the sweet tea that Jamie had quickly become addicted to.
 “No wosham for you tonight,” Elija told her quietly, squeezing her partner’s shoulder, and giving her a little private smile.
 “Aj, wosham!” Ayael exclaimed. 
 He promptly produced a large flask from his satchel. 
 “Ashakaan, my friend. Let’s drink.”
 Jamie declined politely.
 “Thanks Ayael, but I’d better not. This stuff destroys me. And I want to stay sharp too,” she added a little louder, hoping that he would get the hint.
 Elija gave him a similar kind of answer, and Ayael reclined against a rock, smiling and totally oblivious.
 “More for me then,” he concluded.
 Jamie could not help but laugh at the delighted look on his face. There was one warrior who would not appreciate Alliance military rules when it came to alcohol, she reflected. Leaving him to it, she got up and went to sit close to her partner. 
 “Hey. How are you doing?” she whispered.
 “Good. Peaceful,” Elija replied with a smile.
 “I’m glad.”
 Jamie wrapped her arm around her shoulders. She kissed her on the cheek, and she glanced at the ocean of stars glittering in the sky above their heads. She looked down as her lover snuggled a little closer to her.
 “I am enjoying riding and spending time with you, Ashakaan,” Elija said. “Even if I know there is a very serious purpose to our trip… for now these are very precious moments for me.”
 Jamie nodded. 
 “You are absolutely right. I am enjoying spending time with you too, Elija.”
 Even if I wish you were a million miles away from here, she reflected, somewhere safe. She glanced toward Ayael, who was already flat out on his back and fast asleep, snoring loudly after just a single sip of his favourite drink.
 “Done in by good mountain air and exercise,” she reflected, amused. “Now we’ve got to listen to him do that all night.”
 “Are you not tired?” Elija asked.
 “Not really. In fact, I really wish we could carry on tonight,” Jamie said, looking longingly toward the East. “But I guess it’s not really wise, and the horses would struggle. So…”
 Elija gave a soft chuckle at the disappointment in her voice. There was no doubt in her mind that Jamie would have ridden all day and all night if she had been travelling on her own. She was glad that she was riding along with her, that she was there to keep her reasonable. And hopefully, safe as well.
 “I think this entire expedition isn’t wise,” she remarked.
 Jamie gave a light shrug.
 “Probably not.” 
 She threw a little more wood onto the fire. 
 “But it is necessary,” she concluded.
 She had to hand it to him, Ayael had been right. Already frost was forming on the ground, and unusually even she was feeling the cold for once. She closed her eyes as she felt Elija’s fingers drift softly up into her hair, her touch as warming and soothing as the heat of the small fire. 
 “Tell me about your planet, Ashakaan.”
 “Earth.”
 Elija nodded.
 “Yes.”
 Jamie opened her eyes again, and she looked into the dancing flames, a small smile playing on her lips. She had come a long way from not wanting to talk about it, and dismiss it as an illusion.
 “It was like a jewel,” she said.” We called it The Blue Planet.”
 Elija’s fingers softly massaging the back of her neck felt wonderful. 
 “I miss it,” she murmured.
 She closed her eyes again as she talked.
 “There was a time on Earth when the people had pretty much killed it. They’d done to it what the Xylon do. Drained its resources, polluted the atmosphere, and killed nearly all the fish in the oceans. The ice caps were melting, and threatening the entire eco-system.”
 “That sounds awful.”
 “Yes. It was.”
 “What happened to change that?”
 “One day we got what the people call ‘disclosure’,” Jamie explained. “The people of Earth finally learned the truth about themselves and their ancient history. They learned that they were not alone in the universe, never had been. They discovered that there were other species, entire civilisations, and plenty of other worlds out there with levels of life similar to theirs. They were told about clean energy.”
 Jamie smiled.
 “After that the trend started to change. People abandoned all of the old ways. They stopped warring with each other. They started using the clean energy, and little by little they went about healing the planet. They formed one single Earth government, and they started travelling into space.”
 “How long ago was that?” Elija asked.
 “A few generations ago. The people of Earth joined the Alliance of Planets, and they quickly became one of its most active and respected members.”
 “What about the Xylon?”
 Jamie’s eyes snapped open, and her expression darkened.
 “They’ve been at war with us since before I was born.”
 “How they could destroy an entire planet…” Elija reflected, looking like she was struggling to even comprehend such a thing. “Are they really that powerful?”
 “No. They’re not,” Jamie replied, her tone laced with danger all of a sudden. “They’re not even that clever really. But they are violent. They’re thugs with technology. And they had inside help this time.”
 She bit her lower lip, and gave a small shake of the head.
 “I really wish I knew what was going on in my world right now,” she sighed. “I hope the Alliance is still strong.”
 “Me too,” Elija agreed.
 She shivered a little. 
 “Are you cold?” Jamie murmured.
 “I am worried,” Elija admitted.
 So am I, Jamie wanted to say, but she remained quiet. 
 “You know what,” she whispered, “I’ll bet when we get up there one day, and look at your planet from space, it will look just like a jewel too. Maybe a green one.”
 Elija gave a delighted smile, and Jamie saw how she was looking up at the stars. Her eyes were wide, and sparkling with excitement.
 “I would love to go up there,” she said.
 She turned to her lover, and she kissed her fiercely, deeply. 
 “Thank you,” she murmured. 
 “What for?” 
 “Giving me the best dream. Of you and me together up amongst the stars.” 
 Jamie gave a little smile. She pulled her partner a little tighter against her. Every single time that Elija looked at her like she was doing now, smiling so tenderly, and looking so deep into her eyes, she always felt a little overwhelmed by the depth of the love that she felt for her. She kissed her softly, and she caressed her face with her fingers.
 “No problem,” she murmured. 
 And then she felt her shiver again, harder than before. “Now are you cold?” she chuckled. 
 “Yes. I am. And you know the best way to keep me warm?”
 Elija pulled her tunic up and over her head, and all thoughts of the Xylon and the Alliance flew out of Jamie’s head faster than a jet on full power. She reached for her own shirt, and she got rid of it in a hurry. 
 She lay next to her partner under the bearskin blanket, and she took her in her arms. Elija’s naked skin felt wonderful against her own, her lips quickly found hers, and Jamie did not allow herself to think of what the next day might bring. 
 Precious moments, she thought. 
 “Yes,” she murmured against her lover’s lips. “I will keep you warm tonight.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
 
 Ayael was the first to wake up the next day, long before dawn when it was still dark. He shook the ice off the thick skin cover he had slept under, and he glanced over to his companions, buried under some heavy blankets of their own. 
 Jamie was lying on her stomach, still fast asleep. Elija was lying against her, her head resting on her shoulder, and her left arm wrapped protectively around her. As he watched them, his warrior friend shivered lightly, and she mumbled something in her sleep in her own language. Ayael watched Elija’s hand drift slowly in response, and her fingers came to rest reassuringly on the back of Jamie’s neck. 
 Jamie relaxed, and Elija sighed peacefully in her sleep.
 He shook his head a little in wonder. 
 The healer and the warrior, he thought, and what an unlikely, yet powerful alliance it could be. He hoped Ashakaan’s friends, the ones who lived in the stars, would prove themselves to be as gifted and ferocious in battle as she had. And he hoped Elija’s friends, the ones who lived in the spirit world, would be of assistance as well when the time came to fight. Because there was absolutely no doubt in Ayael’s mind that this was where it was all headed.
 He got up, went to check on the horses and collect water from the river, and when he got back he found the warrior was up as well, and busy reviving the fire.
 “No smoke,” he grunted at her.
 She laughed quietly.
 “No smoke,” she replied, grinning.
 She glanced at the water he had brought back.
 “You want some tea, Ayael?” she asked.
 He sat back on his heels, across the fire from her.
 “Kohai, shakron,” he said.
 They smiled at each other over the flames.
 After a quick breakfast they were on their way again by sunrise. 
 For the next two days they kept close to the river, all the way down the mountain, and once again it was not easy going for the horses. Jamie’s impatience was growing, and so she spent most of her time on foot walking just ahead of the little group. She led them safely through a series of unstable boulder fields, and sliding areas of loose scree. She never wanted to stop to rest for long, and she pushed the horses as hard as Ayael would allow her to do. She was glad when finally, late on their third morning of travel, they seemed to make it on to flatter, easier terrain. 
 She called out a break for everyone.
 “Think we’re over the worst of it now,” she declared, relieved.
 She smiled at her partner.
 “Are you all right?” she asked.
 “Yes,” Elija replied. “Here, have some water.”
 “Thanks. I’m melting…”
 Jamie stood drinking by the side of her horse, stretching her legs and back. She was wary of sitting down and being tempted to rest for too long. The water was delicious, still cold from the river. She closed her eyes as she drank it, feeling the relentless beat of the sun on the back of her neck, and sweat dripping down the sides of her face. 
 “How long now, Ayael?” she asked. “Nearly there, right?”
 “Nearly. But at least one more night.”
 He could tell she was not happy with the response.
 “The horses are struggling in this heat, Ashakaan,” he pointed out. “A couple of dead horses won’t make it go any faster, aj?”
 “Guess not,” Jamie conceded. 
 She looked up at Elija, feeling tired all of a sudden.
 “Please ride with me now,” her lover demanded. 
 Jamie jumped up behind her. She circled Elija’s waist with her right arm, and her partner pressed her hand safely over hers. 
 “I’ve missed you,” she murmured.
 Jamie relaxed a little. 
 “Me too,” she said.
 “Perhaps we can go a bit faster now that we’re off the rocky part,” Elija added, sounding hopeful. 
 They started to meet people coming the other way shortly after that. Long lines of villagers on horseback, some on foot. They carried their few belongings on their backs, and they looked tired and wary. 
 It was the same story every time they stopped to talk. 
 They were fleeing the lightning from the sky, and warriors on foot who burnt huts and people alike. Invaders who abducted children, and left almost nothing in their wake. None of the people fleeing had come under attack yet, but they had heard the stories of mayhem and disaster coming from further down the valley, from handfuls of lucky survivors. These people were obviously taking the threat very seriously, and seeking refuge into the mountains.
 “We are getting closer now, aren’t we?” Elija whispered as they rode away and in silence from one such group, heading toward what she knew was the danger zone her partner had been talking about.
 “Yes,” Jamie confirmed. “I guess we’ll be in the thick of it before long.”
 She was feeling incredibly restless. Her soldier’s instincts were waking up. It was definitely a sign that trouble was on the horizon.
 “What do you think we are going to find, Ashakaan?”
 “A Xylon base. There’s obviously something in this area that they want. That’s why they’re cleaning up the place.”
 Jamie rested her chin on her partner’s shoulder. She closed her eyes, and she gave a little sigh. 
 “Elija,” she whispered. 
 “What is it?” the healer replied. 
 She could feel the tension in her lover’s body.
 “I really wish you would go back. Like right now.”
 “I’m not going back.”
 “Even here is not safe anymore,” Jamie insisted. “Please. Go back. I won’t be able to concentrate if you’re standing next to me when we find the Xylon.”
 But Elija shook her head vigorously.
 “No,” she repeated. “I am staying with you. I won’t…”
  She stopped talking abruptly, and she focused her gaze on the other side of the river. Right over there she could see something rising up into the morning sky. 
 She pointed toward it.
 “What’s that?” she asked. “Smoke?”
 Jamie looked up warily. 
 Great, change the subject, she thought, feeling annoyed. 
 Ayael brought his horse to a stop right by the side of them.
 “Looks like it.”
 “I want to go and see,” Jamie decided immediately.
 She stared at the river in front of them, swollen with icy waters from the glaciers. It was a torrent, fast and dangerous. The horses would never be able to cross that. But she had swam through worse than this in her days training with the Alliance, and she was confident that she would be able to make it to the other side.
 “Elija, you think it’s a village over there?” she asked.
 “Probably.”
 “Okay. I’m going to…”
 “And if it is,” Elija interrupted, “that means there will be some safe way to cross the river further downstream. Then all of us can go and take a look.”
 She glanced back at her partner, and she noticed the way her eyes sparkled in surprise, mixed in with a little impatience at having her plans thwarted so easily. 
 “How do you do that?” Jamie muttered. 
 “What?”
 “Read my mind like this.”
 Elija chuckled, amused.
 “It is surprisingly easy to read your mind sometimes, Ashakaan,” she said only so Jamie could hear. “You leave yourself wide open to it most times.”
 Elija squeezed her lover’s leg, and she kept her fingers firmly on her thigh. 
 “We’ll take the safe route, okay?”
 “Okay,” Jamie conceded.
 Half an hour later, and she found herself standing next to the worst excuse for a bridge she had ever seen. It was a suspended bridge. The ropes that kept it up and connected to the other side looked old and worn, and the planks of wood that had been woven in between to make a path across the river, some twenty feet below, were few and far between.
 She shook her head at her partner.
 “Can you read my mind now?”
 Elija gave a soft laugh in response.
 She shrugged.
 “The horses will end up in the river if they try to go over that thing,” Ayael declared. “You two can stay, I’ll go.”
 “No,” Jamie countered immediately. “You stay, I go.”
 The two of them were quick to face up to each other. 
 Elija stepped in between them. 
 “Easy. You both go, I’ll look after the horses.”
 “No,” Jamie and Ayael exclaimed in unison.
 In the end they left the animals to graze on the side of the river, and they all crossed over despite Jamie’s growing uneasiness about the whole thing. No one fell off the bridge, but as they approached the small village it was clear that it was not business as usual for the little settlement. Jamie grew even more tense when she realised that the people were burning some of their own food stores. 
 “I don’t like the feel of this,” she said.
 Ayael and Elija raised their hands in greeting at the inhabitants, and she did the same. A few people responded, but not many. They all looked like they were in a hurry, and worried about it too. As Ayael went to speak to some of the villagers, Jamie and Elija were ushered into the communal tent for an urgent chat with the village chief. He spoke a dialect Jamie did not understand, and so Elija did most of the talking. There were a lot of nods and odd looks from the chief as she spoke, mainly directed toward Jamie, not very friendly and rather aggressive. She met his every glance without showing any emotion. 
 “They are preparing to leave,” Elija said eventually, glancing at her. “They’ve heard the stories coming from the valley here too, and he says they have been seeing strange lights in the sky for a while.”
 “For how long?” Jamie asked.
 “On and off for a few weeks, and then every night for the past three days. They’ve heard a series of booming sounds as well. He is afraid. He says there is a prophecy with his tribe, that someday people coming from the sky will steal the entire planet.”
 Jamie frowned
 “Steal it? They would be successful?” she questioned.
 “Steal, or try to steal. The prophecy doesn’t say.”
 “All right.”
 Jamie got to her feet. She was getting increasingly impatient with all this talk of prophecies and magic, and things that could not be changed.
 “I say we write our own prophecy,” she declared.
 Elija squeezed her hand.
 “I am with you,” she murmured.
 Jamie returned the squeeze, and she gave her a warm smile. They walked out into blinding sunshine in the centre of the little village, and into a whirlwind of activity. Jamie shielded her eyes from the sun, and she looked around impatiently for Ayael. 
 “Where the hell is he?” she muttered. “We have to keep moving.”
 She was feeling anxious again, worse than before, and for the hundredth time that day she wished that she could make Elija see sense. Her partner could have joined these people. She could have headed back toward the safety of the mountains with them. Jamie turned to her resolutely. 
 “Listen,” she started. “You are not going any further…”
 It was then that she heard it. 
 It was a sound she had heard for the first time during a single live training exercise with the Alliance. She had known then as soon as it ended that it was something she would never forget for as long as she lived. It was the sound of death, pure and simple, and nothing sweet about it either.
 Jamie grabbed her partner’s hand.
 “Elija. Don’t let go,” she instructed.
 And she started to run.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
 
 She lost her. 
 Jamie lost Elija.
 When she heard the sound of the HIT blast, what the Alliance called a High Altitude Targeting blast, she knew they only had seconds before something, somewhere, got incinerated. If they were lucky it might be a tent, a hut, something inconsequential that they could repair later. If they were not lucky it might be her, Elija, Ayael, human beings who could never be brought back to life. 
 On the Alliance military training that Jamie had taken part in many years before, she and her team had been ordered to spend the night waiting for such an attack. Then at dawn they had heard the sound. They had been instructed not to move, that the laser blasts were targeted to avoid them, and that they were to remain exactly where they were. 
 And so they had sat huddled together in that tin shack of a building for hours, anticipating the attack. Then they had experienced it, and the powerful shock-waves that followed each blast as well. It was so that they would know exactly what it felt like, and how terrifying it could be. The training had been so realistic that after a few seconds Jamie had been convinced that something had gone wrong, and that someone was really trying to kill them.
 Now she knew somebody actually was. Some guy up in a control room on a Xylon ship was sending out laser strikes onto the village with pinpoint accuracy. Jamie knew what his screen would look like. High-level satellite imagery, and infra-red thermal imaging technology. 
 The odds were not on their side.
 All around them people were screaming and running for cover, not understanding that the very tents and huts they were running into were likely to be the intended targets. Unfortunately Jamie did not have time to stop and explain it to them.
 She kept well away from any supposed shelter she could see, and she ran as fast as she could in a jagged line, away from the village, and back toward where they had come from. Elija was holding fast onto her hand, and running well beside her, until a blast very close to them threw them both to the ground. Jamie lost her grip on her partner’s hand, and in the confusion that followed, in the acrid smoke that burned her eyes and blinded her, she lost sight of her too.
 “Elija,” she screamed.
 There was no reply. 
 “Elija!”
 More laser blasts rocked the ground all around them, and yet Jamie stayed right where she was. On her hands and knees in a cloud of suffocating dust, she carefully searched the ground where she believed her partner had fallen. She was determined to find her, or die trying. After several agonizing seconds she finally spotted her. 
 “Elija!”
 Her lover was lying on the ground, unconscious, covered in dirt and debris from the explosion. Jamie bent over her. Shit, she thought in panic. The cut on Elija’s forehead looked deep. Thick dark blood was pulsing steadily out of the wound, and Jamie did not waste a single second. She gathered the unconscious woman up into her arms, and she carried on running. She thought of Ayael, and she wondered if he had made it through in one piece. She could not wait, would not wait, because of Elija. 
 She carried on walking through the inferno, and the horrible smell of burnt human flesh in the air. She ignored the incinerated body parts lying on the ground. She carried on through several more blasts, not knowing whether the next one would mean the end. Twice she got knocked down again, and twice she got up. She did not think, she did not worry, she just kept on going. 
 Eventually, out of the smoke, she spotted the river in front of them. 
 “Damn it!” she exclaimed.
 The bridge was no longer there, and she could not see their horses on the other side. Again she wondered where Ayael was, and if he would be coming to check on the animals the same way that she had. Could she afford to wait for him? 
 Probably not, she decided. She allowed herself a single glance back toward the village, and saw nothing but a thick cloud of smoke hovering over it. She gritted her teeth and turned her back on it.
 If she had been alone she would have gone back to look for her friend, to check on the survivors if any, and to help in any way that she could. But her first priority now was Elija, and so Jamie kept on going away from the village, and alongside the river for as long as she thought she had to. It was at least a couple of miles before she dropped onto her knees, and rested her partner gently next to her. She bit her lip at the size of the cut on her forehead. 
 That thing looked bad.
 “Elija,” she murmured. “Can you hear me?”
 There was no reply from her lover. 
 “Come on, open your eyes. Come on!”
 Again there was no response, and underneath all the blood Elija’s face was deathly pale. Jamie looked up at the sky in despair for a second, and she closed her eyes and forced herself to take a deep breath. Stay calm, she thought to herself. You know what to do, just get on with it.
 “Hang on right here for one second, okay?” she instructed, hoping that somehow Elija could hear her, that she knew Jamie was still there with her. “I’ll be right back.”
 She quickly tore a length of fabric from her tunic, ran down to the river to get it wet, and she wrapped it as tightly as she could around the woman’s head. 
 “I’m sorry I am not as good with these things as you are,” she said. “But I do okay. Especially since it is your head we’re talking about.”
 She could remember how important the sound of Elija’s voice had been to her when she had been unconscious, and so she made sure to carry on speaking to her. 
 “Don’t worry. I’ve got you, and we’re going to be fine,” she said.
 She checked her lover’s pulse, and she found it reassuringly normal. But then she looked at the piece of cloth around her head, and she winced when she saw how quickly it had become saturated with blood. She tore another piece off her tunic, and she applied it to the side of Elija’s face once more.
 “All right,” she murmured. “You can sleep. I’ll do the walking.”
 She lifted Elija’s limp body into her arms again. The village was still burning in the distance, and something told Jamie a bunch of Xylon might be on their way to swarm over the area very soon. 
 “I think you would agree with me that the best thing we can do right now is just to keep moving,” she murmured. “Elija, I’ll get you somewhere safe, I promise. I know you can hear me. I’m going to keep talking to you until you wake up.”
 She forced a humourless chuckle.
 “I guess you’ll get bored with my ramblings pretty quickly, so… I’ll keep talking until you wake up, and tell me to shut up. Just please come back to me. Okay?”
 In Jamie’s estimation they walked for another three hours before darkness overtook the land. After a while she could not see the smoke from the village anymore, and the anxiety which had been squeezing her heart from the beginning eased up a little somehow. Ayael still had not caught up with them though, and several times she had to stop because the muscles in her arms were so stiff that she was in danger of dropping Elija. 
 Every single time that this happened she lay her on the ground gently, undid the bandages around her head, ran down to the river to get them clean, and wrapped them around her forehead again. At least the bleeding had stopped, which could only be a good sign. Then she would lift her up again, start talking, and walk some more. Eventually though it became so dark that she had no choice but to stop for good. Along with their horses they had lost their food, water, and bearskin to keep them warm. 
 Jamie looked around in search of a suitable place to hole up for the night. The landscape had been changing slowly but steadily as they made they way further down into the valley, and now they were close to a wooded area. This meant fire, and warmth for Elija, Jamie thought. And now, even more crucially than before, no smoke to give out their position. 
 She went quite deep into the woods to hide, and she built a small fire. She collected some grass, some moss and a bunch of leaves to lay Elija on. As she turned from her to attend to the fire she jumped out of her skin at the feel of a hand on her leg.
 “Ashakaan,” Elija whispered. 
 Jamie pulled her into her arms.
 “Oh, thank God, Elija.” She kissed the side of her head that was not injured. “I am so glad to see you awake at last,” she exclaimed. 
 Elija forced a faint smile.
 “Good… to see you too,” she murmured.
 “How are you feeling?”
 “I’m fine…”
 Jamie slipped behind her. 
 “Lean back against me,” she instructed. “Relax.”
 She could feel how cold her partner was, and she knew she could not offer her much warmth herself. But she held her tight against her own body anyway, hoping that it would help.
 “Fine, uh?” she said in a low voice. “Sounds like some bullshit I would say, Elija.”
 The woman drew in a hard breath.
 “Ayael?” she asked.
 Jamie shook her head.
 “I don’t know,” she said. “He’s not caught up with us yet.”
 She could feel her lover trembling in her arms. 
 “Ashakaan. What happened?” Elija asked, her voice breaking. “Was it the lightning from the sky people have been talking about? It was terrible... So frightening…”
 “Yes,” Jamie said quietly. “It was laser blasts from a ship.”
 Elija shivered again. 
 “I’m sorry,” she murmured. 
 “What for?” 
 “I’ve made it harder for you…”
 “Shhh. Don’t say that.”
 “Jamie,” Elija murmured. 
 This time Jamie paid attention. It was not often that her partner used her real name, and whenever she did, it was usually important. She shifted to the side a little so that she would be able to see her better. She kissed her softly on the lips.
 “What is it, Elija?”
 “There is something I haven’t told you. Once, there was… I was not…”
 Jamie frowned a little, wondering at the obvious distress she could see reflected in her lover’s eyes. She gently caressed the side of her face with her fingers.
 “Listen, you really should rest now,” she murmured. “We can talk later.”
 Elija argued with her.
 “No, I need to tell you now. To explain why I had to come with you. Please…”
 She was breathing hard. She looked and sounded as if she were on the verge of a panic attack, and Jamie relented immediately.
 “All right,” she whispered. “Just take your time, okay?”
 She held her a little closer against her, concerned, as Elija had to take several deep relaxing breaths before she could speak again.
 “That night in the yurt when I made you take the shamanic drink,” she said then, “do you remember how you asked me why I lived alone?” 
 Her eyes were bright on Jamie’s face, feverish. 
 Jamie nodded quickly.
 “Yes,” she said. “I do remember.”
 Tears started to stream down Elija’s cheeks.
 “I was not always alone,” she whispered. “There was someone once, a long time ago.”
 Jamie gave her an encouraging smile.
 “All right… It’s okay,” she murmured. 
 She was not really surprised by the admission. What would have surprised her a lot more would have been to discover that someone like her partner had never attracted a significant other in her life at some point. What she wondered now was why Elija had chosen this particular moment to tell her about it.
 “You can talk to me,” she said. “It’s all right.” 
 Relief flashed in Elija’s eyes.
 “He was one of our warriors,” she explained, a little calmer now it seemed. “He was kind, and gentle, and I loved him more than I could ever express. Even now, I…”
 She held tighter onto Jamie’s hand.
 “Even now,” she said, sobbing, “it hurts to talk about him.”
 “Why? Did he leave?” 
 “He’s dead.”
 Jamie exhaled sharply.
 “I’m sorry, Elija,” she murmured. 
 She was quiet, allowing her partner to gather her thoughts.
 “What was his name?” she asked after a while.
 Elija smiled through her tears.
 “Esham,” she said. “His name was Esham. He was young, and he was so brave. And he thought he was invincible. Like Ayael. Like you, Jamie. One day there was a raid on the village. He was killed… trying to protect me.”
 Jamie was silent.
 “After that day,” Elija carried on, “I decided I wanted to be alone. And I was for many, many years. Until you came along, and I realised I wanted to love again. To love you.”
 Jamie shook her head, feeling incredibly helpless all of a sudden.
 “Oh, Elija,” she whispered. “I love you too…”
 Her partner rested a gentle hand on the side of her face. 
 “I fell in love with you the minute you opened your eyes and looked at me,” she said with feeling. “I wanted to be with you so much it frightened me.”
 “Why?”
 “Because I knew how awful it would feel if I ever lost you. I am so in love with you, Jamie,” Elija murmured. “I can’t lose you now. If it happened again, I…”
 “You are not going to lose me, Elija,” Jamie interrupted. “I promise.”
 “It can’t happen,” Elija insisted. “Do you understand? That’s the reason I had to come with you, to make sure that you stayed safe. It is you and me now, Jamie. You and me…”
 She was about to say something else when Jamie went still. She rested a finger on her lover’s lips, and she shook her head no. She could have sworn there was something moving in the woods. She reached for her dagger, gestured for Elija to be silent, and she melted into the darkness beyond the trees. 
 Someone was there, she could feel it in her bones. 
 She held her breath, and she stayed still until the thing started to move again, creeping ever closer to their little fire. She saw the shadow before the man, the glint before the blade, and she aimed a swift kick at his head before he had any idea she was even close. She punched him in the stomach, kicked the dagger out of his hand, and she was about to knock him unconscious when he groaned.
 “Ashakaan!”
 Jamie stared into his face.
 “Ayael? What are you doing creeping around like this?” she hissed angrily.
 She helped him up, and she paled at the way that he looked.
 “Not creeping,” he muttered. “Hard… to walk…”
 He was covered in burns. His right leg was bleeding. Jamie stepped forward quickly to support him. She slipped her arm around his waist, struggling under his weight for only a second.
 “All right,” she murmured, realising the seriousness of his injuries. “All right. I’ve got you, Ayael. I’ve got you, my friend.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
 
 That night Jamie could not get any sleep. You and me, she kept thinking, as she held her sleeping partner safely in her arms, her eyes constantly scanning the darkness that surrounded them. 
 You and me Jamie, you and me… 
 Tears slowly rolled down her face as she thought of what she was going to have to do, and she did nothing to stop them. She kept silent, and she held her lover tightly against her, enjoying their last few moments together. She could feel her heart breaking a little bit more with every minute that got them closer to daybreak. Elija would hate her for taking the decision away from her, and Jamie was about to hurt her very badly. But the time had come to say goodbye.
 Finally, just before dawn, and her decision made, she slipped away from her and crawled over to where Ayael was sleeping. She rested a light hand on his shoulder. He awoke with a start, and she immediately gestured for him to be quiet.
 “You and Elija,” she murmured. “I need you to go back at first light.”
 He drew in a breath to protest. 
 She stopped him with a single look.
 “Ayael, my friend. She’s hurt. So are you.”
 She saw his face fall. 
 “I need to go it alone now. Do you understand?”
 He glanced off toward the sleeping woman, and when he met her eyes again Jamie saw that he obviously did. He was a warrior after all. He could think coldly and without emotion when it mattered, and he would know that she was right.
 “Join a group of people, and go back to the mountains. Seek shelter there with the tribe. Be with your wife and son, Ayael. Be safe.”
 He nodded.
 “What about you?” he whispered.
 “I’ll push on until I find a way to make contact with the Alliance. That’s what I have to do.”
 “Are you going to wake her?”
 Jamie almost choked on the word.
 “No.”
 He was silent, just watching her.
 “I love her, Ayael,” she murmured.
 She was pale. Her eyes were burning, and he could feel the tension in her. She looked like she was going to be sick. He realised how hard this was for her, and he sighed. Every second that he held her back he was actually making it harder for her to leave.
 “I understand, my friend. Just be careful,” he simply told her. “Now go.”
 “Promise me you’ll look after Elija.”
 He rested a hand on his heart, and then on hers.
 Jamie forced a smile for him.
 “I’ll see you soon,” she said. “Be safe.”
 And then she slipped into the night. 
 She did not allow herself a single look back at her partner.
 She ran for a while because it was better than crying, and she would not put it past Elija to try to catch up with her when she awoke, even in her weakened state. Mainly she followed the clouds of smoke in the sky that hinted at further destroyed villages along the way. She saw more lines of people headed toward the mountains, and she stayed well away from them. 
 She was done with the talking now.
 After a while she found herself walking through fields of maize. She remembered Ayael had mentioned those. The river was on her right, and so she knew that she was still going in the right direction. She stopped in an abandoned village when it became too dark to see, and she was lucky enough to find some food left in one of the yurts. She did not make a fire. She only stopped for a few hours to rest, sleep, and then she was back on her way.
 She was out walking like this for two more nights, following the river, sleeping rough and grabbing whatever food she could find in deserted settlements. Eventually fields gave way to more forest, and on the other side of the forest, at last, she found it. There in the distance, there was what looked like solid buildings, and a bunch of hovercrafts parked in the middle. 
 Definitely not local. 
 She could see the beginnings of what was probably an oil rig in construction, and what she had been dreaming of for several days. 
 A comms tower.
 “Gotcha,” she murmured.
 Her hands were trembling when she ran back to the safety of the woods, and she could barely rest that night. 
 She was so close… 
 So close. 
 Jamie spent the next three days and nights watching the little settlement. She counted fifty-five Xylon on the base at any one time, and guessed pretty accurately that there were ten workers and forty-five military. Not much to protect a construction site like this, but then again, when all the locals had to fight with were knives and superstition, the Xylon did not need to worry too much. 
 She found out they used the hovercrafts to travel to and from the rig site, and to a few more in the distance. A couple of times some transport jets landed to deliver more materials. Those would have been the lights in the sky that the villagers had reported seeing. 
 Far in the distance Jamie could see more building activity taking place, and she suspected that in a few weeks’ time there would not be a single tree left in the area. She wondered what they would be digging and mining for on this beautiful planet. Oil, minerals, gas… 
 Who knew. 
 Her mission, and the only thing that she allowed herself to concentrate on, was to get inside the comms tower and send a mayday message to the Alliance. And not just anyone in the Alliance, but to the only woman she knew she could trust, her occasional lover and fellow officer, Colonel Kathryn O’Connor. The last time Jamie had heard from her had been a few days before the Atlantis had been taken over. O’Connor had been in touch to tell her she was on her way to the Alliance Training Centre in a neighbouring galaxy. She had been in line for a promotion to the rank of Colonel. She wanted to celebrate when Jamie came to visit. 
 Jamie was certain that she would have made it by now, and she would be high enough in rank to be able to pull some strings. She was one officer Jamie knew for sure would never side with the Xylon, and she was also certain that O’Connor would do everything in her power to help her when she found out about her situation. 
 Now Jamie simply had to make contact. 
 At the end of her third day of careful observation, she decided that she had learnt everything she would ever be able to learn about the Xylon shift patterns, and their security rounds. 
 It was time to do it.
 She spent the following day resting, eating, and sharpening her blade. And when darkness fell on the little cluster of buildings she made her way into the Xylon camp.  
 There was a guard in front of the comms tower door, but Jamie knew he went for a break every hour on the hour. She waited patiently behind one of the hovercrafts, biding her time until he stood up as predicted, stretched his back, and ambled over toward the rest of the pods. She knew she had a couple of minutes before his mate came to replace him at the door. 
 She ran for it. 
 During the three days she had spent watching their comings and goings she had only seen them go into the tower on a couple of occasions, and all they ever seemed to do to get in was push the door open. She did the same now, hoping and praying that it would not be locked. 
 It was not. 
 Jamie slipped inside, pushed the door shut behind her, and waited a few minutes. She heard the replacement guard when he came to sit outside the door, and she knew that if everything followed normal routine he would not check the inside of the tower again for the rest of his shift. 
 She was feeling lucky.
 She made her way to a bank of monitors that looked very familiar to her. With her heart beating fast she hit a panel on the side, and a message flashed up on the screen.
 Use current location?
 Jamie hit the submit button, and on the next screen she input O’Connor’s personal contact code. She used an Alliance number to make sure the frequency could not be hacked into once the message had been sent. She input her ID number, and the emergency ‘Officer Requesting Assistance’ code that was unique and belonged only to her. 
 Officers who used their ORA did not have to elaborate on the message. When Kathryn received it she would know straight away that her friend was in mortal danger. Jamie was sweating now as she waited for the final submit command to flash up on the screen. She was so wired that her hands were shaking. 
 “Come on, get a grip,” she muttered under her breath.
 She was so close now… 
 So close.
 As the system went into waiting mode she happened to glance back behind her, just in time to see the door start to slide open. 
 Fuck! 
 This had not been part of the plan. 
 Jamie looked around in panic for somewhere to hide. But she was out of time. Unfortunately for her the Xylon guard reacted faster than she had expected he would do when he saw her standing there. He reached for his laser gun, and he activated his comms device at the same time. Unlucky for him, Jamie threw herself at him before he had a chance to fire, and before they even hit the ground her dagger was embedded firmly in his throat. 
 She twisted it, and he was dead within seconds. 
 Hoping that she still had a chance to make it, Jamie frantically wrapped her fingers around the handle of his laser gun, and she pulled it off the holster. 
 Safety off, finger on the trigger, good to go. 
 She started to stand up and raise her hand, but it was then that she felt a shadow fall over her face, and a well-aimed kick from a second Xylon guard knocked the gun out of her fingers before she could do anything with it. Unarmed now, but determined not to let them take her, Jamie jumped to her feet. Ready to fight, she raised her eyes to the Xylon. And.. What the hell, she thought wildly. She hesitated for only half a second…
 Sadly, it was half a second much too long.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
 
 Altea came to her one night, inside the mine. Jamie had no way to tell how long she had been in there, no way to know how many days had passed. Was she even awake? Sometimes even this was kind of hard to figure. Working underground breaking rocks did not require much light from the outside world. And they had beaten her quite badly a few times, after she had come in between them and some of the weaker, more vulnerable workers. Since then Jamie had been blacking out from time to time, and she was finding it harder than usual to focus and concentrate. 
 “Isn’t it funny how I keep having to come rescue you all the time, Slayer,” the old shaman told her that night, as Jamie floated around that twilight zone that comes right in between deep slumber and the first stages of wakefulness. 
 “Open your eyes, my friend!”
 Jamie shifted in her sleep.
 In the beginning she had considered herself lucky, because on the night they had captured her they had simply mistaken her for one of the locals. This meant that instead of killing her, or cutting into her brain which would have been infinitely worse, they had simply beaten her unconscious, and thrown her into the mine. But now she was not so sure that she would ever get out of that hole alive. She could not remember how things had ended up in the comms room. She had no idea whether her message for help had gotten out. During her darkest moments, and there were plenty of those, she more or less convinced herself that it had not. 
 And it was so hard to think… 
 “Wake up, Ashakaan. Focus!”  
 Her face was covered in cuts and bruises, and as Jamie struggled to see through her swollen eyelids she realised that Altea was smiling at her. 
 Or was she just a spirit? A hallucination? 
 Jamie had had plenty of those already.
 “Go away…” she sighed.
 But Altea was in her face, forcing her to sit up against the rock. Jamie ran her tongue over her badly chapped lips. She rubbed a dirty hand over her cheeks. And as the woman’s face remained firmly fixed there in front of her she felt hot tears burning at the back of her eyes. 
 “You told me he was dead,” she murmured. “You told me…”
 “I told you he had drowned,” Altea interrupted. “And it was the truth.”
 “So it was not Cooper I saw then, was it?” Jamie said angrily. “Wasn’t him standing there in a Xylon uniform, all the spirit gone out of his eyes?”
 Her throat felt raw and painful, and like it was lined with sandpaper. It was hard to breathe inside the mine, and she suspected she had a broken rib. How many days has it been, she wondered? 
 How many days since she had broken into the Xylon comms tower, only to find her best friend standing in front of her, dressed in enemy fatigues and pointing a gun at her face?
 “What happened to him?” she murmured. “Why did you tell me he was dead?”
 “His heart stopped once in the water.”
 Jamie looked up slowly.
 “Once?” she repeated.
 “He was too strong to die.”
 Jamie closed her eyes, feeling shaken at the devastating news. She took a few hard, difficult breaths. Her heart was pounding.
 “All this time Cooper was alive,” she reflected bitterly. ”He was here. Why did you lie to me Altea? I would have never stopped looking for him if you had told me the truth. I wouldn’t have let them take him!”
 The shaman hovered a little closer to her, her image shimmering brighter than ever in the thick darkness of the mine.
 “There are rules, Ashakaan,” she whispered. “Some things you are not meant to be able to change. This was one of those times.”
 For a brief second her face shifted into that of a woman with short blond hair, green eyes and a gentle smile, and Jamie could have sworn she was looking at Kathryn O’Connor. But she blinked, and when she looked again Kathryn was gone, and Altea was back. Jamie shook her head, and she tried to wake up. Because surely this was all a bad dream, a terrible nightmare. She stared at the image of the shaman in front of her, and as she did she remembered how much her partner had believed in her, believed that she was good. 
 Jamie gritted her teeth at the thought of her. 
 “Did Elija…”
 Her voice broke when she spoke her partner’s name.
 “Did Elija what?” Altea snapped.
 Exhausted tears slid down the sides of Jamie’s face, leaving black marks in the thick dust that covered her cheeks. 
 “Did she make it home safely?”
 “Depends where home is, Ashakaan.”
 “Shut up!” Jamie screamed.
 She lashed out in anger, only managing to send her fist crashing right through the woman’s ethereal body. 
 “What are you?” she cried. “If you’re going to help me get out of here then why don’t you just shut up, and do something!”
 Next to Jamie several other people stirred. 
 She was not the only one chained up down there, toiling away in the dark. The Xylon kept a whole bunch of slaves down the mine at any one time, and so far Jamie’s only relief had been that she had not encountered anyone she recognised. Certainly no one from Elija’s tribe. 
 “Must be dreaming,” she mumbled.
 Altea gave a soft laugh.
 “Right now I am inside your head, Ashakaan,” she said, rather gently for a change. “Make of that what you will...”
 And with that she disappeared. 
 Silence returned to the darkness, and after a while, minutes, hours, she could not have said, Jamie started to come to. Another day under the ground, she thought desperately. I have got to get out of this place… She spotted a bunch of guards coming down into the shaft, carrying water, and the worst kind of food you could imagine. 
 And she spotted her friend too. 
 “Cooper,” she murmured.
  There he was, walking robotically toward the little group of prisoners, his eyes empty and flat like every single time that she had managed to get a close look at him.
 “Hey, Coop…” Jamie murmured when he stopped next to her.
 All around them other people were jostling with each other to get at the food. She let them all go in front of her. She grabbed only the water, and she focused her eyes on him. She had been trying over and over again to speak to him, and to get a glimmer of recognition. No one else ever paid much attention to her when she did that, and so she had kept on doing it despite the risk. If these Xylon realised she was an Alliance member it would make her present situation seem like an extended stay in paradise compared to what they would do to her… But she had to at least try.
 “Cooper,” she said to him now, as he looked right through her with his strange, glassy eyes. “You got any bacon on you, buddy?”
 She held on to his wrist as he threw a piece of stale bread on the ground in front of her. The last time she had tried to touch him like that it had earned her a swift kick in the face, but she was far from giving up.
 “Hey, pie shop,” she whispered to him. “Remember me, J.C?”
 She stared into his eyes. She tried to catch his attention, hoping against all hope that she could find something to say to him that would bring him back. Maybe he would actually see something in her eyes that would jolt him out of his slumber, if only she could get him to focus, and pay attention to her for a decent amount of time. 
 “Remember Matthews, and the guys from the Atlantis? Wake up, Cooper, I know you’re in there, damn it!”
 But he just moved past her slowly, and mindlessly carried on with his round. Jamie forced some more warm and foul-tasting water down her throat. She was angry. She watched Cooper intently until he disappeared into the tunnel, on his way back to the outside world. The face of the old shaman flashed in front of her eyes again, and she struggled to stand up with the rest of her fellow prisoners. 
 It was hard to move down there. 
 There was no air. And it was too hot, even at night. 
 She wondered if there was a secret message in her dreams, one she could not grasp. She wondered if Altea would come back to speak to her the next night, and the next after that. Something inside her was a little scared at the thought that she might not. Altea was a link to Elija after all, and a boost to morale even if it did not feel like it most times. There had to be a reason she was down there. Just had to be. 
 Jamie kept drifting inside her head even when she was standing up. Maybe it was something to do with being in this darkness that made it so hard to concentrate. 
 Maybe… 
 She spent another day breaking rocks, trying to save her strength whenever the guards were looking the other way. All the prisoners did that, pretend to hit hard when they did not. But at some point during the day the older woman working next to her must have got her timing wrong, because all of a sudden one of the guards was standing there in front of her.
 Jamie stared at him as he raised the butt of his weapon. She spotted the little insolent smile on his face. The woman was so slight, and she looked so fragile. If he hit her like this he would kill her for sure. 
 She realised she should have let him do it. She suspected she would probably have done that woman a favour too, allowing her torment to end at last. But it was the grin on the guard’s face that made it impossible for her to do nothing. The disgusting little glint in his eye which told her he was enjoying this, and when he met her eyes Jamie held his gaze for far too long.
 “Don’t hit her,” she said in Elija’s language. “Leave her alone, you moron.” 
 She saw his expression go from amusement to mild annoyance, and then full-on anger. She did not need to speak to convey her hatred of him, and everything he represented. She knew it was all there in her eyes for him to see. It was easy to guess that he hated it when she stood her ground in front of him, and even worse when she smiled. And even though she knew what was coming, she was too exhausted to care. 
 He used his foot to kick the shovel violently out of her hand. The metal toe cap on his boot connected hard with the side of her left wrist, and Jamie felt something break inside. She gasped. The pain when the bone snapped was blinding, simply astonishing, and for a moment it even stopped her breathing. But she would not give him the satisfaction of hearing her cry out in pain. When he raised his weapon to hit her again she simply stood still, and she laughed at him.


 
 Altea was back with her the very next night, and Jamie was so relieved she could have cried. Something at the back of her mind told her that when the old shaman stopped her nightly visits, it would be because Jamie was dead.
 “Trying to get yourself killed, Ashakaan?” It was the very first thing that Altea asked her. “Giving up already, are you? How pathetic of you, Slayer.”
 “It’s good to see you, Altea,” Jamie whispered.
 “Why don’t you focus the attitude on something useful for a change,” the woman snapped. “Follow me.”
 Jamie obeyed without a single word this time. What use was it saying no to her anyway? She found that she could travel free of the shackles that bound her ankles to the wall. Of course she could. She knew this was just a dream. 
 “Just a dream,” she whispered to herself. 
 “Pay attention,” Altea told her.
 “Where are we going?” 
 “To show you the way.”
 It was pitch black all around, and yet Jamie realised that she could see anyway. Come to think of it she could see through closed eyelids, how about that... It was great, since her eyes were swollen shut with blood and grit.
 They went down a very long shaft, and at regular intervals, at every fork in the road in fact, Altea would dig her fingernails into the back of her neck.
 “Pay attention, Slayer,” she would hiss.
 Again and again she did this, and then after what felt like an eternity they ended up on the outside.
 “This is what this place looks like now,” Altea said.
 Jamie stared at the image projected against the inside of her eyelids, wondering if this was really the base she had been to before. They were outside where the start of the oil rig had been under construction, only now there must have been at least fifty more, extending as far as the eye could see. 
 How long have I been underground, she thought, horrified. This is impossible…
 Altea looked at her. 
 “The Xylon work fast,” she stated. 
 “No… Not that fast,” Jamie murmured. “How long have I been below?”
 “Twelve nights,” the shaman replied, watching her.
 This felt like a hard kick to the chest for Jamie. It was just over twice the amount of time that she had estimated for herself. How could she have lost so much time? How could she have become so little aware of the passage of time? What was wrong with her? 
 “Nothing that a little fresh air won’t cure,” Altea declared.
 She was hovering right there in front of Jamie’s face again. She looked so real, and this time she looked more concerned and eager to get through to her, than angry like she used to be.
 “Time to stop sleeping, wouldn’t you say? Time to switch on and stop being an idiot, Slayer!” she said loudly. 
 Jamie felt the intensity of her stare all the way into the centre of her chest. This time it was a welcome sort of heat, a quickening sensation. And for a very brief moment the face of the old shaman seemed to morph into that of Kathryn O’Connor again.
 “Kat,” Jamie whispered.
 “Time to get yourself out of there now, J.C,” Kathryn said.
 “Okay,” Jamie murmured. “I get it, I just…
 “Shut up, and pay attention,” Altea snapped.
 “To what?” Jamie muttered. “What do you want now?”
 And then she realised that the environment around her had started to vibrate and shimmer. Everything was melting and changing, disappearing and shifting, and she was falling. She was blacking out again, going under, and again came Altea’s loud voice inside her head.
 “Wake UP!”
 The feeling of falling increased, and when it stopped abruptly all of a sudden Jamie found herself back at the waterfall, which was one of her favourite places to spend time alone with her partner. It felt so real that she could even smell the trees, and feel the wind on her face. Elija was standing there in front of her, only a short distance away, smiling softly.
 Jamie’s eyes filled with tears. 
 “Elija!”
 She stumbled toward her lover.
 “Jamie, don’t,” Elija said, raising her hands in front of her to stop her. “This is tenuous at best. Stay still. Pay attention. Let me speak to you.”
 In the pitch darkness of the mineshaft Jamie shifted restlessly in her sleep, and she struggled against the chains.
 “Stay with me,” Elija murmured in the dream. “Stay with me, Jamie. Listen. You have to get yourself out of there now. I know you can do it. Pay attention, my love.”
 I love you Jamie… I love you… You and me… You and me!
 Jamie woke up in the pitch dark, feeling out of breath and like she was drowning. She was back in the mine, back in the nightmare. She closed her eyes, and she tried unsuccessfully to retreat back into the dream.
 “Elija,” she whispered.
 The image of her partner lingered in her mind, but she could not bring her back. Not the waterfall either. Just two words resonated inside her mind. 
 Pay attention. 
 Jamie brought her knees together. She gritted her teeth against the pain, and she buried her face into her arms. She spent the remaining hours before the start of a new day underground turning Elija’s words inside her head, drifting in and out of consciousness, wondering what this could all possibly mean and if she would figure it out before it was too late.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
 
 Almost two weeks previously, at the exact same time, and in a different arc of reality, newly promoted Colonel Kathryn O’Connor had not been thinking of her friend J.C Cartwright. 
 She had just finished a series of intense meetings with high-ranking military officers and civilians alike. Senators, presidents, chiefs of staff, secretaries of state, and a whole bunch of other representatives from the Alliance of Planets, who had assembled at their Military Training Centre for an extraordinary briefing. The group were just getting back on their feet after the disastrous attack on Earth, and the destruction of several of their military spaceships by the Xylon. 
 It had been almost two years now. 
 Other planets had been hit too. There had been heavy, important losses on the Alliance side. As far as Kathryn was concerned the entire thing had been a complete disaster. 
 But the Alliance were still strong, they were still united, and their desire to protect their own, and help vulnerable worlds stand up to the threat of a much galvanised Xylon race was stronger than ever. There was much to do and organise. Kathryn had been working flat out since the beginning of all this, and she had been up all night a couple of times that same week. 
 When Jamie’s distress call came through, interrupting her as she was about to bite into a much needed breakfast sandwich, O’Connor rolled her eyes.
 “Oh, what now, come on, give me a break,” she muttered under her breath.
 She held her personal comms device in one hand, and the deliciously greasy sandwich in the other, debating which one to get to first. The sandwich won easily, and it was only after her second bite of it that she focused her eyes on the screen. She recognised the ID number displayed on the device immediately, and the ORA code that went with it. Her eyes grew wide at the sight of it, and she almost choked on her bacon.
 “J.C,” she murmured.
 She dropped the sandwich. A slow smile came to her lips as she stared at the screen, making sure that she was not imagining things. Victoria Harris’s treason, and the hostile takeover of the Atlantis by the Xylon had been big awful news when it had happened. After all it had been one of their best ships, and some of their best crews had been stationed on-board. 
 Like J.C Cartwright. 
 And so O’Connor had believed that her best friend had been killed, along with every other soldier on board. It had been a blow all right. Imagining her dead, gone forever… It really hurt, and Kathryn had struggled with it for a long while. She had not wanted to believe that it was true. And now as she double and triple-checked the message, and confirmed Jamie’s personal codes again and again, there was no doubt left in her mind. 
 The transmission had been sent to her personal number, and only three people in the entire world had access to it: Jamie, her mother, and her brother Tom. And these were the emergency codes that belonged to Alliance Captain Cartwright all right. All of these together in one message could only mean one thing. 
 J.C was alive. And she was in trouble.
 O’Connor stormed out of the canteen, almost knocking down two bewildered senators as she did, and she ran all the way to the planning room. 
 “I need help,” she exclaimed as she burst in.
 She threw the planet’s coordinates to the nearest analyst on duty, startling him.
 “I need to know where this is,” she snapped. “All the details, quick as you can.”
 “Yes, Colonel.”
 Jamie’s new planet information flashed up on the main screen in record time, and O’Connor stared at it for a few seconds.
 “Looks familiar,” she said, frowning. “Any reason it should?”
 The analyst nodded.
 “It is on our list of critical planets,” he said. “Highly probable location for a Xylon takeover. We’d been watching it before Earth… You know.”
 “Keep it on the screen,” Kathryn ordered.
  She stood in front of it, and she sent an urgent priority message to every fleet commander on duty, her superior officers, her team, and the Alliance chief of staff, requesting an immediate emergency meeting. 
 Her hands were shaking a little. 
 “Hold on J.C,” she murmured. “We’re coming for you.”
 She pressed the send button on her message, and she glanced up at the screen again. Her heart was beating out of her chest. They were going to war all right.


 
 
 Jamie’s brain must have been slow from her injuries, the lack of proper food and water, and the working conditions inside the mine. It took her all this time to figure out, and a few visits from a ghost shaman… But it was a simple plan, really. Suicidal perhaps, but simple.
 They were counted in and out of the deepest part of the mine each day, their hammers and tools were taken from them, and the chains fastened around their ankles. Every time that this happened two or three guards would be standing there, facing them with their laser guns pointed at the prisoners’ heads. Even Jamie would not have been desperate enough to try something at that time. 
 But she did remember the numerous occasions when one of the workers had collapsed in the line on the way back, exhausted or ill. Every single time this occurred, only one guard was dispatched to drag him or her back. Laser gun on his back to free both hands, he would just grab the unconscious worker, and pull them back to where they could be chained up. Jamie had watched it happen a few times before, but it had never really registered inside her mind that this might be her way out. 
 She had been too busy taking punches, sleeping off another head injury, or just concentrating on staying upright, and not earning herself another beating.
 Pay attention, she thought now, as she spent another day pretending to hit the rock hard despite her broken wrist, trying not to draw attention to herself, and saving her energy. 
 Yes. It was the key, really. Focus.
 She had collected a nice sliver of rock. It was just the right kind of sharp and deadly, and she kept it hidden inside her right palm against the handle of her pick. She knew she would only have one chance at it. If she messed up she would end up dead this time. 
 But she had nothing left to lose.
 When the work came to an end that day, and after their tools were taken off them, she hung back in the line behind everybody else, faking exhaustion. It really was not that difficult for her to do at that point. And as one of the guards gave her a hard shove to keep her going she collapsed on the ground in front of him. She lay there as still as she could as he gave her a few painful nudges, using his booted foot, and her ribs for leverage. But she gritted her teeth, and she did not get up. She heard him mutter something under his breath, and through half-closed eyelids she saw him push his laser rifle onto his back. 
 She tensed.
 Not yet, she thought. Not yet, pay attention. 
 She forced herself to wait until he was bent low over her, ready to grab hold of her arms and drag her away. Both hands off his weapon, and the rifle out of easy reach for a few precious seconds.
 Now!
 Jamie lunged for him, with a level of strength and aggression she was surprised and very pleased to discover that she could still muster. In the blink of an eye she had locked her arms around his neck, and before he could move she had sliced his throat from ear to ear with her improvised weapon. 
 It felt good to kill him. 
 She enjoyed doing it.
 In the second that followed his gun was in her hands, and the Xylon soldier dropped to the ground without making a sound, clutching at his throat. His eyes were dead before he even hit the dust. Jamie blasted the second guard with her laser, vaporising him, and she already had her sights trained on the third one when he started to return fire. But by this time she could not feel any of her injuries anymore, and it was like she was possessed. She ran straight at the guy, firing as she did. Under pressure, he missed. 
 She did not. 
 “Run!” she yelled at the rest of the prisoners. “Get out of here! GO!”
 In the excitement and the confusion that followed she sprinted down the tunnel ahead of everyone else, wondering how far the exit was, and how many more guards she would encounter and have to blast along the way. But there was only one, and she smashed his skull with the butt of her weapon. After that, it turned out the road to freedom looked surprisingly like the vision she had had of it the previous night. When she came to a series of confusing junctions she remembered Altea, digging her fingernails into her neck, and making sure that she was awake.
 Pay attention, Slayer!
 Oh, I am, Jamie thought as she ran, I am now! 
 She kept running as hard as she could, and she did not get lost along the way. There were only two more guards standing between her and the outside world. They were lounging by the side of the entrance, and they were totally unprepared for the sight of a crazed lone prisoner, brandishing a laser gun and running straight at them. 
 Jamie dropped them both before they could sound an alert or reach for their weapons. She stepped over their bodies, and she emerged into the cold dark night, gulping big lungful of fresh air as she tried to catch her breath.
 Free at last. No time to waste now. 
 She melted into the darkness, away from the mine and away from any building. She had to get to cover and as far away from that place as she could, as quickly as she could. The whole area looked exactly like the scene Altea had shown her. A massive network of cranes, drilling rigs and craters extended in front of her as far as she could see. Behind her were the woods, the wilderness, and the mountains.
 Safety.
 And Elija. 
 Jamie started to run in that direction, only to look up in shock when she heard the dreaded sound. 
 A HIT blast? she thought. On their own site? 
 Surely even a bunch of crazy Xylon would not order a HIT on their own base just because a bunch of prisoners had escaped! And how would they know anyway? She had not left a single one of them alive in there, she was sure of it, and she could see several of her fellow prisoners already disappearing into the woods. It would be hours before anyone realised something was amiss. 
 “What the hell are you doing, you bunch of stupid freaks…” she muttered angrily. 
 Pay attention, Slayer… 
 You and me, Jamie. You and me…
 It was then that her eyes fell on the Comms tower. And everything came back to her in a flash. She remembered hitting the Submit button on her mayday to Kathryn O’Connor. She remembered the whole system going into waiting mode, and looking like it was going to crash before it sent. 
 Well. 
 It looked like her message had got through after all, because these certainly were not Xylon weapons up in the air anymore. Jamie looked up to the sky as it started to rain heavily. She stood there for a few seconds, enjoying the feel of the rain on her face as it started to wash away the blood, and the painful memories of her time in captivity. 
 She smiled as the first of several Alliance strikes began to rain down with murderous accuracy onto the sprawling Xylon complex.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
 
 Following the carefully orchestrated HIT, Colonel O’Connor and her Alliance forces landed on the planet at dawn the following day. Her personal detachment was made up of three full companies of highly experienced combat specialists, namely one hundred and thirty-five soldiers, armed to the teeth, and a medical unit as well which included a surgeon, and several battle-hardened medics. 
 Although they were not taking any chances, Kathryn did not expect much resistance on the ground. The Alliance military ships in space had taken care of the Xylon fleet up there. O’Connor had done her research thoroughly, and at the same time that she directed the HIT blast on Jamie’s location, several other ships were doing the same thing at other strategically located Xylon bases on the ground. 
 The coordinated attacks had taken several days of intensive, and extremely detailed and careful planning to devise and put together. It had been twelve excruciating days that Jamie had spent languishing underground inside the mine. But it had been worth preparing well, because in the end the Alliance victory was total and complete, both in space and on the ground.
 The planet was theirs.
 Now as O’Connor surveyed the damage, nodding in quiet satisfaction at the destruction the Alliance lasers had wrought on the Xylon site, she spotted who she suspected must have been one of the indigenous people slowly approaching the troops. 
 “Looks like a friendly,” one of her men commented. 
 “Looks like,” O’Connor replied a little warily. “Let’s be sure, okay?”
 She watched as the local woman got progressively closer, one hand resting safely on the handle of her laser gun. There was something a little different about the newcomer, even though O’Connor could not quite put her finger on it. Intrigued, she narrowed her eyes at her, and waited to see what would happen next. 
 She nearly fell over in surprise when the woman addressed her directly, confidently. 
 “Kathryn.”
 O’Connor’s mouth dropped open. 
 “Thanks for coming,” the woman said. 
 It was only when Jamie flashed her trademark grin at her that O’Connor fully recognised her. Now she would have known that smile anywhere. But she could not quite believe she was seeing it now on this woman, who looked a little like a cross between a wild Indian, and a zombie extra straight out of a slasher movie.
 “J.C?” she gasped.
 Jamie nodded tiredly. She swayed a little, looking like she was about to drop.
 “Hey, what took you guys so long?” she replied.
 O’Connor stared at her in total shock. She took in the still bleeding cuts and vivid bruises on her face, the dirt she was covered in from head to toe, and the way that she was limping heavily on what appeared to be a badly swollen knee. Despite the fact that she was still smiling valiantly, Jamie did look like she was in serious pain. And she was holding protectively on to her left wrist, which they would later find out was broken in three places. 
 “Oh my God,” O’Connor whispered. 
 She hurried over to her friend, just managing to grab hold of her before Jamie could collapse. Now the smile had faded off, she was gritting her teeth, and O’Connor spotted tears Jamie was probably not even aware of glinting on her eyelashes. 
 “Lean on me, J.C,” she instructed. “That’s okay, I’ve got you.” 
 She slipped an arm around her waist quickly, took hold of Jamie’s uninjured wrist, and draped her arm around her own shoulders. Jamie jerked back involuntarily when the woman’s hand inadvertently tightened against her injured ribs. 
 “Sorry,” O’Connor apologised immediately. 
 “No… it’s all right,” Jamie murmured.
 Her eyes were closed, she was extremely pale, and Kathryn stared at her profile. She was shocked at how much weight she seemed to have lost, and concerned at her general weakened appearance. Still, she reflected, her friend was still  walking, and talking, which was more than many people could do after an encounter with the Xylon.
 “Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll get some help…”
 “No, I can walk,” Jamie argued.
 O’Connor simply nodded. She was used to stubborn when it came to Jamie. She gave a small shake of the head, her eyes still on her face. 
 “Don’t take this the wrong way, J.C, but you look like you’ve been through it a little,” she remarked quietly.  
 Jamie gave her a small glance. 
 “Yeah. That’s Xylon hospitality for you. Not that great...”
 She forced a tired smile, stumbled, and O’Connor tightened her grip on her. She shot her another sharp look.
 “You were captured?” she asked.
 Jamie grunted at the question.
 “Didn’t just fall down the stairs,” she muttered.
 “How long did those bastards hold you for?” O’Connor exclaimed, looking extremely concerned. “Don’t tell me it’s been since Earth…” 
 “No...”
 Jamie seemed to struggle more and more to talk.
 “Since I sent the mayday,” she murmured. 
 O’Connor seemed slightly relieved at the news.
 “Twelve days then,” she stated. “I worked as fast as I could to get down here J.C, believe me. But it looked like the Xylon had their entire damn fleet up there in orbit, and the same on the ground. It took some heavy prep…”
 Twelve days, Jamie reflected. So Altea had got that right then, amongst other things. At times it had felt like years to her. She wondered where Elija and Ayael were now. In twelve days they could have made it home, even on foot. They would be back with the tribe now, in the mountains, and safe. 
 “Hey, you got any water?” she murmured.
 “Sure. And a medic to look at you first thing.”
 Jamie blinked a couple of times.
 “Really would like some water first, Kathryn,” she insisted.
 O’Connor led her straight to the medical unit, and she sat her down on a camp bed. She knelt in front of her, and despite her fatigue Jamie noticed the way that she was looking at her. Very carefully, tentatively. Almost like she was afraid of something. 
 Her impatience flared up.
 “What?” she asked. “Seen a ghost or something?”
 O’Connor sighed.
 “Did they hurt you, J.C?” she asked quietly. 
 She pointed at her own head. 
 “You know, did they… Did they mess with you?”
 Jamie closed her eyes. Torture and lobotomy. This was what Kathryn was asking about. Jamie felt a little shiver shoot down her spine at the thought of how incredibly lucky she had actually been. She opened her eyes, and she met her friend’s worried gaze. A slow smile started dancing on her lips.
 “No,” she said. “Brain’s intact. I’m still smarter than you, Kat.”
 Only then did O’Connor crack a genuine smile of her own, relieved at last. The shit jokes, the bad temper, and the great smile that even such extensive bruising could not dampen. Yes, this was her friend all right. She rested a gentle hand on Jamie’s shoulder.
 “I’ll get you some water,” she said. “You stay right here, okay?”
 Jamie was far too exhausted to even think about moving.
 “Not going anywhere,” she murmured. “Hurry please…”
 “I’ll be right back,” O’Connor promised. 
 Jamie leaned back against the wall. She stared at the inside of the little unit as she waited, and at the military men and women milling around. At the group of soldiers who guarded the safety of those inside. 
 Her people. Her friends. 
 They had come for her. 
 Jamie’s eyes filled with tears suddenly. They were tears of gratitude, relief, and the incredible realisation that this was it. The Xylon had been defeated. The Alliance was on the ground. And she was safe now. She started to shake, adrenaline pouring out of her in waves. Her teeth were chattering by the time O’Connor got back to her with some water, a warm blanket, an energy bar and a huge smile. 
 “Hey, you okay?” she asked.
 “I’m fine,” Jamie replied through gritted teeth. 
 She tried to control her shaking body as O’Connor wrapped the blanket tightly around her shoulders. 
 “Sure?”
 “Yeah. I guess… I guess I just hit the other side…”
 She did not have to say any more than that because it was something that O’Connor understood all too well. She had been in those battles before, running on empty, fighting on nothing but fear and adrenaline for far too long. She knew what it felt like when you suddenly allowed yourself to release it, and let it go. 
 “Okay,” she said. “Just as long as you’re sure that’s all it is.”
 At the same time she gestured for one of the medics to come closer. No matter what her friend claimed, she knew she could never quite trust her to admit to how bad she was actually feeling.
 “I’m fine,” Jamie repeated.
 She was true to style as expected, and O’Connor smiled.
 “Yes, you are,” she said.
 Jamie kept on sipping slowly from the bottle, trying to focus on getting the shakes under control whilst the medic got busy checking her over.
 “Got any more water?” she asked.
 “Sure.”
 O’Connor watched her closely as Jamie accepted the second bottle from her, and clutched it in both hands as if she were afraid that someone would take it away from her. She saw her close her eyes again, and she noticed what an effort it seemed to take for her to stay awake. O’Connor had a whole bunch of questions she wanted answered before Jamie started to crash, and from looking at her now she suspected it was likely to happen soon. 
 “It’s great to see you, J.C,” she told her warmly. “When I heard about the Atlantis, I was certain that you would be dead too...”
 Now was not the time to go into exactly how much this had hurt her. Now was not the time to put her arms around Jamie, to hold her tightly against her, and to tell her how much she had missed her. 
 O’Connor kept it short, simple, and professional.
 “I’m so glad you’re alive. How did you manage to get yourself off the ship?”
 Jamie drank more water. 
 “It was Harris,” she murmured. “She was with them.”
 She stared into space, slouching against the wall.
 “I stole a jet. Managed to escape with…”
 Cooper!
 She sat bolt upright at the thought of him. He had not been with the guards inside the mine when she had escaped. He had to be out there somewhere still. When the HIT started… No, Jamie thought, panicking all of a sudden. Not again!
 “Hey, what’s the matter? Take it easy,” Kathryn said.
 “Kat, I had a soldier with me,” Jamie exclaimed.
 Frantically she told O’Connor all about what had happened to him. She was struggling to remain calm as she went through it all, re-living the events in her head, and seeing Cooper’s empty stare flash in front of her eyes as she recalled how he had looked right through her time, after time, after time…
 “They must have done something horrible to him, Kat,” she said. “He was just gone, you know? His eyes… His eyes were…”
 Jamie’s voice broke, and she started to cry.
 O’Connor exchanged a worried glance with the medic.
 “Okay, I understand,” she said. 
 She reflected she had never seen her friend in such a state before, and she realised how much she hated seeing her like this now. 
 “Leave it with us, all right?” she said. “If he’s still alive we will find him. We’ll take care of him.”
 “Yes, but...”
 “J.C,” O’Connor interrupted softly. “You have to calm down now. We know what we’re doing. Trust me.”
 Jamie exhaled sharply.
 “Okay,” she agreed. “Okay…”
 She drained the rest of her second bottle, pulled the blanket a little tighter around her shoulders, and she looked up at the medic who was standing by their side now, watching the exchange.
 “So what’s the damage?” she asked.
 He went through the list for her. 
 A badly broken wrist, torn ligaments in her knee, a cut on her head that would require stitches, a couple of loose back teeth from the punching, a broken rib, dehydration, malnutrition, etc., etc. 
 “Anything else?” Jamie mumbled.
 O’Connor rolled her eyes at her.
 “We’ll get you fixed up once we’ve got you back on board the ship,” she declared. “You can forget about it now, J.C. It’s over.”
 “No.” 
 Jamie shook her head. 
 “No, it’s not over just yet,” she murmured.
 An image of Elija, smiling, and holding her arms out to her flashed in front of her eyes. You and me, Jamie. You and me…
 “What do you mean?” O’Connor asked.
 “I have friends here, Kat. I have…”
 Jamie realised that she was not ready to share everything with O’Connor yet. Not when it came to Elija, Ayael, and her new life as a member of their tribe. It felt incredibly too precious to her to be blurted out like this.
 “I have friends,” she simply said. “Here in the mountains. I need to make sure that they’re okay. They will need medical attention too.”
 “Fine,” O’Connor said.
 She started to stand up.
 “Doesn’t mean you can’t get yourself fixed up first, right?” she pointed out.
 “I can do that here…” Jamie started to argue.
 “And,” Kathryn finished, raising a stern eyebrow at her, “you can find out a bit more about this planet too while you’re up there. Now how about it, Captain?”
 This at least made sense to Jamie. It would be very useful to look at some maps, satellite imagery, and close-ups of the mountains she was planning to go back into very soon. With those she would be able to figure out the best and quickest way to get back to Elija. 
 “Okay,” she agreed eventually. “But I’m not staying long, all right?”
 It was obvious that she had reached the end of the road though, at least for a little while. She fell asleep in O’Connor’s arms on the transport craft that took her up to the ship, in the shower leaning against the wall, and again in the infirmary. And then she almost fainted when they set the broken bones in her wrist. Even though she was desperate to get back on the ground, eventually even she had to concede that she was not quite ready to leave yet.
 “You won’t be of any use to anyone in this kind of state anyway,” O’Connor told her when she offered her the use of her personal cabin. 
 They had wanted her to recover in the medical unit for a while, under supervision. But Jamie was adamant that she did not want a bed in there, and an exasperated O’Connor had flat out refused to get her one in a regular dorm room.
 “Use my place. Get some sleep, eat, recharge. Then we can get you back if you want,” she declared.
 “You will, right?” Jamie challenged.
 O’Connor shrugged.
 “Sure,” she said.
 Jamie had to be sure.
 “Kathryn,” she insisted. “I don’t want to go to sleep, and wake up in a different arc of reality with no way to get back to my friends…”
 O’Connor recognised the look in Jamie’s eyes for what it was. Desperation. And a clear lack of trust as well which she was a little surprised, and slightly miffed to discover in there too. She reminded herself that Jamie had been gone almost two years, and that she did not know exactly what had happened to her during that time. Plenty, she suspected, and quite a bit of it traumatic by the sound of it. She realised she was going to have to be a little bit patient with her. 
 She rested both hands on Jamie’s shoulders. She smiled in what she hoped was a reassuring manner, because it really bothered her quite a bit to see the vaguely frightened look in Jamie’s eyes when she looked at her. Kathryn’s voice was low and very gentle when she spoke again.
 “Hey, listen you,” she murmured. “You’ve just saved an entire planet. Believe me, I won’t ignore your wishes. As soon as you’ve caught up on some sack time and eaten something solid, I will get you back on the ground. I will help you find your friends too. All right? I promise.”
 As exhaustion took over Jamie’s eyes filled with tears again.
 “I’m sorry, Kat,” she mumbled. “I do trust you. I don’t… I don’t know what’s wrong with me...” 
 “I do,” O’Connor said. 
 She enfolded Jamie in a soft embrace, mindful of her injuries but still tight enough that it was meaningful.  
 “It’s all right,” she murmured.
 She led her to her bed slowly.
 “J.C, you need to rest. Everything will feel a lot better in the morning, you’ll see. Don’t worry about any of it now. Just relax.”
 She covered her with a warm, comfortable blanket. Jamie reached for her hand. 
 “Kathryn,” she murmured, half asleep already.
 “Yes, Captain?” O’Connor replied with a little smile.
 “I knew you’d come. But thank you.”
 O’Connor nodded. 
 “Hey, no problem.”
 She sat on the side of the bed. Her heart grew a little tighter as she held on to Jamie’s hand, and laced her fingers through hers.
 “There is not a lot I wouldn’t do for you,” she said. “You know that, don’t you?”
 “Yeah,” Jamie sighed. “I do.”
 O’Connor paused for a couple of seconds.
 “You know I love you, right?” she added then, very quietly. 
 When there was no response she leaned over her friend.
 “J.C?”
 But Jamie was already fast asleep, and O’Connor shook her head, smiling softly. 
 “All right,” she murmured. “Wrong timing. I’ll try again.”
 She kissed Jamie lightly on the cheek before she left.
 “Sleep tight, my friend.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
 
 Jamie ended up sleeping for fifteen hours straight without even stirring once throughout. She did not dream. Altea did not come to her, and neither did Elija. She woke up feeling refreshed, energised, and she decided there was a lot to be said for Alliance technology in the field of injury management. She was not sure exactly what was in the shot that they had given her earlier, but it sure was powerful, and even after that many hours it was still doing an excellent job of keeping the pain away. Not as nice as Elija’s home-made wosham, she reflected, but efficient all the same.
 She showered quickly, put on clean fatigues and a new pair of combat boots, and she met up with O’Connor in the ship’s canteen. Over breakfast and several cups of strong thick coffee, she finally told her the full, un-edited story of what had happened to her. Sadly, Cooper was still unaccounted for. And O’Connor was not surprised when Jamie mentioned that the jet they had escaped in together had already carried the planet’s coordinates programmed into its system.
 “Oh yeah,” she confirmed. “It was on our radar all right.”
 “Why?”
 The colonel shrugged.
 “You’re asking me?” she said. “It was a prime candidate for a Xylon takeover, that’s why. I mean, you saw the place right?”
 Jamie nodded.
 “Yes.”
 “Then you know,” O’Connor concluded as she poured them both some more coffee. “A mirror image of Earth when it was at its best. Overflowing with resources. Untouched and unspoiled. If not for the destruction of our planet, and the events that followed, we would have made contact with this new habitat of yours pretty damn quick I can tell you.”
 “Right. That’s good.”
 O’Connor raised a thoughtful eyebrow.
 “Had to be put on the back burner for a while obviously,” she added.
 Jamie looked at her. She spotted the way her jaw tightened when she said that, and she understood that her friend was thinking about Earth.
 “Time for you to fill me in now,” she said. “What’s been happening in our world the last two years, Kathryn? I’ve been out of the loop you could say.”
 “Oh, that’s easy. We’ve been at war,” O’Connor replied simply. “It’s been nasty. Dirty. Hard. Flushing out infiltrators, fighting off insurgents, and strengthening alliances all over the damn place...”
 “And now?”
 “We’re still at war, although it’s not as bad as it has been. And the Alliance is stronger than ever, J.C. You don’t need to worry about that.”
 Jamie nodded. At least that was good news.
 “What happened to Harris?” she asked. “And the Atlantis?”
 “Destroyed in battle, both of them. I wish we could have saved the ship, but I am definitely not sorry about her.”
 For a now rather obvious reason Jamie felt sad at the news of the commander’s death. She had come to realise that there was not much she would not do, and not many people she would not betray or kill if it meant the woman she loved stayed alive and well. She thought of Harris, and she wondered about her son. If it had meant Elija’s life, would she have sided up with the Xylon too?
 “Hey, it’s over now. Don’t look so worried,” O’Connor told her when she caught the intense look in her eyes.
 Jamie cleared her throat.
 “Yeah. You’re right.”
 She thought of something else to ask quickly, before she could give herself a migraine thinking about the choice she would have made if she had been in Harris’s shoes.
 “What’s going to happen here now?” she asked.
 O’Connor took a bite of her breakfast, bacon and eggs and a side of toast.
 “Oh, the usual,” she said. “Permanent Alliance stations on the ground, and regular contact. But as always we will keep our noses out of the locals’ business. The indigenous population will be allowed to develop at their own pace, run their own affairs, you know the drill.”
 “Protection, not colonisation,” Jamie stated. “Yes, I know.”
 She looked at the food on her plate, her second fully heaped one of the morning. She shook her head, looking a little amused.
 “Rehydrated eggs, and pretend meat grown inside a lab,” she remarked. “Pretty tasteless.”
 O’Connor snorted.
 “Oh really? Seemed okay, the way you demolished the first one and asked for seconds,” she pointed out.
 Jamie grinned at her.
 “Yeah. I need the energy. But Elija would hate space food.”
 O’Connor leaned over the table, staring hard at her.
 “J.C, this Elija,” she started.
 Jamie looked up to meet her eyes. 
 “Yes?” she said. 
 Her gaze was a little hard, tense. It betrayed the anxiety she felt every single time she thought about her partner, and how desperate she was to be reunited with her.
 “Are you really going back for her?” O’Connor asked. 
 The question reminded Jamie that she had already spent far too long on-board the ship. Medical attention, sleep, and food, all of that had been extremely necessary. But sitting around the breakfast table chatting with her old friend, no matter how nice and enjoyable, was definitely not.
 “I am going back to be with her,” she corrected. “For good.” 
 “Sure I can’t tempt you to stay put?”
 “I’m sure.”
 O’Connor raised an insisting eyebrow.
 “Not even with a promotion to the rank of major? Effective immediately?”
 Jamie shrugged. 
 “No.”
 Kathryn just could not let it go. 
 “J.C, listen to me,” she pushed. “There is not much you could not ask the Alliance for right now, and receive. You know? I’m just saying…”
 “No. I’m done,” Jamie interrupted.
 Her hand shook a little as she pushed the plate of food away. O’Connor noticed it. Something about her friend felt a little wild, and even a little unhinged every time that Elija was mentioned. She sighed.
 “She must be a very special woman, J.C,” she murmured. 
 “She is,” Jamie replied tightly. “Look, I have to go.”
 She started to get up, but O’Connor reached for her arm.
 “Wait,” she said.
 She looked a little pale all of a sudden, and Jamie finally took notice of it.
 “What’s the matter?” she asked.
 O’Connor gave her a gentle smile.
 “You really don’t know?” she said.
 Jamie waited her out, stalling, feeling uncomfortable. Actually, yes, she did know. It was not hard to figure out. And it was a shock for her. What was she supposed to say or do about it? She had never made any promises. In fact, the one time that Kathryn had suggested they made their relationship a little more permanent, Jamie had said no. She was dismayed to realise that her friend still had such strong feelings for her.
 “Kathryn, I don’t know what to say. I never realised…”
 “I will miss you,” O’Connor murmured. “I will miss us.”
 She looked away quickly when tears came to her eyes.
 “Oh, hell,” she muttered.
  Jamie sat back down. She reached for her friend’s hand under the table, but Kathryn shook her off.
 “Kat.”
 “Just give me a minute, will you?” O’Connor snapped.
 She brushed the tears from her eyes, and she had a quick scan of the room to make sure that no one had witnessed her little moment. But nobody was paying them any attention, and the canteen was almost empty anyway.
 “Forget this ever happened,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
 Jamie waited a couple of seconds in complete silence. Then she leaned over, and gave her a soft kiss on the cheek.
 “I will miss you too, Kathryn. You know I will.”
 O’Connor took a deep breath. She gave a hard shrug.
 “All right. Like I said, forget it.” 
 She studiously avoided making eye contact, knowing that if she did she might start crying again.
 “Now what do you need?” she asked brusquely. “Maps?” 
 Jamie recognised that her friend was keen to move quickly over this extremely awkward moment between them. And she was more than happy to help hurry things along.
 “Yes, I need to see your maps,” she replied. “And satellite shots of the mountains. All that good stuff. And then I really need to get out of here.”
 “Fine.”
 O’Connor stood up. 
 “You’ll get transport back there, and anything else you need. Food, water, just let me know what you want. We can send a medic with you too if you’d like.” 
 “Okay. Thank you.”
 Kathryn met Jamie’s gaze at last. Emotion flashed in her eyes.
 “You are still a member of the Alliance, J.C, and a very important one at that,” she murmured. “Important to me. Don’t you ever forget it.”
 “Thanks. I won’t.”
 O’Connor nodded, and she raised a finger as her comms device activated. She gestured for Jamie to wait, and she concentrated hard for a few seconds, frowning all the while. When she looked at her friend again her clear green eyes were a lot darker than usual, and her face had turned incredibly grave again. 
 Jamie felt her pulse pick up.
 “What’s wrong?” she asked.
 O’Connor’s jaw flicked.
 “The recovery team have been going through the site, as you know,” she said.
 “Yes.”
 “They found a body. From the way he looks, they don’t think the guy’s a Xylon.”
 Jamie swallowed hard. 
 She tensed.
 “You think it might be Cooper?” she asked.
 “We’re actually quite sure,” O’Connor admitted. “Does your friend have the initials ‘DC’ tattooed on the inside of his right wrist?” 
 She watched as the blood drained from Jamie’s face.
 “Yes,” Jamie said slowly. “‘DC’ stands for Deborah Cooper, his sister. She died when she was fifteen in a flying accident. Coop was just a couple of years older.”
 O’Connor sighed.
 “I’m sorry, J.C. The body is in the morgue. Can you do the ID on him?”
 Jamie rubbed her eyes.
 “Take me there,” she replied.


 
 Because of what she did for a living, sadly it was not the first time that Jamie had had to identify the body of a good friend. It never got any easier. And it was especially hard this time. She asked to be left alone with him, and she waited until the officer in attendance had left to gently lift the sheet that covered her friend’s face. As they had explained to her, most of Cooper’ body had been burnt really badly, but by some strange twist of fate his face had remained intact. 
 And it was him all right. 
 In death his features had relaxed, and he looked at peace, almost as if he were asleep. It was kind of hard not to imagine that he would not open his eyes now, smile at her, and crack some inane joke that only he would find funny. Jamie rested her hand against his cheek, wincing at how cold and hard his skin was. 
 “Hey Coop,” she whispered. 
 She stayed with him like that for a long while, and tears fell down her face as she remembered the last time that he had smiled at her, inside the jet when they were escaping from the Atlantis. 
 Worst thing that can happen is we die tryin’, right? he had said to her then. 
 It had seemed like just the right kind of thing to say at the time, the right shade of cocky and wild. But now Jamie knew that there were worst things in fact. Even death had not protected him from the very thing that Cooper had been willing to slit his own throat to avoid. She could see the large scar on the side of his head. The Xylon had got to his brain all right.
 “I’m sorry, Coop,” she murmured.
 He could have chosen his own death instead. But because his captain had told him not to, because he had believed in her when she had told him that she could save them both, he had followed her, and trusted her. And now Jamie bit on her lower lip hard enough to make it start bleeding again.
 “Forgive me,” she murmured. “I wish it had been me instead of you.”
 She squeezed his hand, looked at him one last time, and left. When she came out of the room she found O’Connor waiting for her just outside the door. The colonel looked away quickly when she saw the expression on Jamie’s face. She pretended not to notice when her friend used the sleeve of her jacket to wipe the tears from her eyes.
 “ID’s done,” Jamie murmured.
 O’Connor gave her a sharp nod.
 “Come on then, Captain,” she simply said. “Let’s go look at some maps.”
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
 
 Jamie landed back on the planet, in the mountains, five miles away from a large network of caves that she and Kathryn had identified on the satellite shots. Heat analysis had revealed an unusual amount of concentrated activity in the area, and this could only mean one thing. 
 There were people there. 
 Elija’s tribe, AyiEm Kay. The people of the mountain. 
 Even though it would mean five miles of uninterrupted up-hill walking for her, Jamie had been very pleased to discover that the zone was so inaccessible, so remote, and so well-hidden. The tribe would have been safe there, and it looked like they had remained in hiding too, which was a surprise all right, and a welcome one at that. 
 Jamie had decided to go alone. 
 She was wearing lightweight military fatigues, and carrying a rucksack that contained food, water, a comms device, and emergency medical supplies. Despite the sure knowledge that the planet was now safe she carried a laser gun on her waist. After all, bears still inhabited these parts, and Jamie had learned her lesson. She went fast despite her injured knee, using GPS to find her way up through the forest. She did not stop, she did not pause, she just went as hard as she could, with the thought of seeing her partner again soon keeping her pushing herself. 
 Eventually after a few hours she came into view of the network of caves, and the first people she encountered were Ayael’s warriors, keeping watch. She was pleased with this. It looked like her friend had been taking no chances, and Jamie slowed down extremely quickly when she spotted the first of his men aiming his arrows at her head. Very good, she thought when she realised that he had sprung up on her without her even realising it. These guys were doing a great job. 
 She raised her hands up, and she called out to them. The first moment of surprise over they all came running toward her.
 “Ashakaan!” they shouted. “Amoesh hay!” Welcome back.
 It felt wonderful to be reunited with these guys, and Jamie was touched to realise how happy they seemed to see her too. She spotted Olgin amongst them, the man who had shared his food with her after the first battle she had ever been in alongside them.
 He laughed when she hugged him.
 “Olgin, are you okay?”
 “Ashakaan. I knew you’d come back,” he smiled. “I knew.”
 They all made a tight circle around her, and they started to bombard her with questions. It was not long before Jamie heard a familiar voice calling out to her above the din.
 “Ashakaan!”
 Ayael, she thought. At last.
 He came pushing through the little group, shoving people out of his way in his haste to get to her, and when he was close enough he grabbed her roughly, and enfolded her in a strong embrace. She hugged him back with everything she had.
 “My friend,” she murmured. And then, laughing, “Hey, watch the ribs, please…”
 When he pulled back from her he kept both hands on her shoulders. He looked in shock, and like he was dangerously close to tears.
 “Ashakaan!” he exclaimed. “I thought you were dead.”
 “Not quite,” Jamie said.
 “It’s been such a long time…”
 “Yeah, felt like it for me too, trust me.”
 “And your face…”
 “The bruises will fade,” Jamie assured him, smiling.
 She looked him up and down, pleased to see him looking so strong, so healthy, the burns on his body still visible but healing well. 
 “Did you make contact with your people?” he asked her eagerly.
 She nodded. She looked at everyone around them, aware that they were all holding their breath waiting for her answer. She kept it short, only mentioning what she knew they would be interested to find out. No need to mention the mine. No need to mention her ordeal. Just that it was all over now.
 “So the enemy are gone?” one of the warriors enquired.
 “Yes.”
 “That means we can go home?” somebody else yelled from behind her. 
 “Yes,” Jamie said.
 The entire group erupted into ecstatic cheers. Jamie turned back to Ayael, smiling. She felt like she might well burst into flames if she had to wait another second to be reunited with her lover.
 “Let’s go find Elija,” she said. “Come on, my friend.”
 The smile died on his lips. 
 He froze.
 “What?” Jamie asked. 
 She stopped in front of him. The first faint ripples of fear slowly started to work their way inside her heart. She felt pain inside her chest.
 “Ayael? What is it?” she repeated.
 He swallowed hard.
 “She’s not here,” he murmured.
 Jamie felt herself grow a little faint at the words. The way he had said that…. It was something about the way that he had said that. It sounded too final. Too cold. 
 “Why not?” she exclaimed. “Where is she?”
 Ayael sighed. 
 His face was pale, and his eyes were hard.
 “I don’t know, Ashakaan,” he murmured. “I don’t know.”
 
 
 They were deep inside one of the caves, sitting by the side of the fire. At least he was. Jamie was struggling to stay still, and she kept standing up and pacing in tight angry circles in front of him. That time when he had punched her in the face, she felt like she wanted to do exactly the same to him now, as he related the story of what had happened after Jamie had left. 
 It was not his fault of course... 
 And yet she wanted very badly to punch something, to do some damage. Damage to herself would have been nice too. She should have been there. She should have prevented this. Guilt descended on Jamie, and it hit her with all the destructive force of an anvil being dropped from a great height. 
 It’s my fault, she reflected. My fault, she raged. 
 I should never have left her. 
 “There was nothing you could have done,” Ayael said, as if he had been reading her thoughts.
 Jamie bit her lower lip to stop herself from shouting at him.
 “Tell me what happened,” she said. “All of it, come on.”
 He nodded, and he stared at the ground between his feet. 
 “She was so angry with you, Ashakaan,” he told her. “She was wild. As soon as she woke up that morning she wanted to go after you.”
 “Glad you didn’t let her,” Jamie muttered, pacing.
 “Took me a long time to convince her.”
 Jamie was silent. She sat down finally, opposite him on the other side of the fire.
 “We started going back,” he continued. “We hooked up with some other tribes heading up North, people looking to seek refuge in the mountains. It was what you’d said to do,” he added, looking at her.
 Jamie met his gaze straight on.
 “You think it was the wrong decision?” she asked.
 Her voice was low, husky, and he heard the little tremor in it. He understood exactly how she felt when he looked into her eyes, and spotted guilt, rage, fear, and a whole bunch of self-loathing wrapped into it. He gave her a warm smile, but her expression did not change.
 “Of course not,” he replied. “I think it was the best thing to do. You were absolutely right.”
 Jamie looked down, mainly to hide the tears in her eyes.
 “Then what happened?” she murmured.
 “Then one night we were staying at a deserted village, and we came under attack again. Elija…” 
 Ayael shook his head at the memory, his jaw tight. 
 “She broke away from me, and she went running toward a bunch of kids. She didn’t want to leave without them, you see.”
 Jamie’s blood was ice in her veins as she imagined the scene. She nodded. Of course, she reflected. Of course Elija would do this.
 “What happened after that?” she asked. 
 “I lost her,” he said. “I had to go…”
 “You left her?” Jamie exclaimed, clenching her fists.
 She shot to her feet as if she were going to go for his throat, and he made sure to remain seated.
 “I only left once I knew for sure that we had been split up. And only so I myself would survive to go back,” he replied.
 He gave her a wounded look. He knew it was just her own pain talking. Still, the way she had looked at him just then really hurt.
 “I returned after the attack, I searched for her,” he explained. “I held back after everybody else had left. I waited. I called. But there was no sign of her. I remembered what you’d said…”
 Jamie forced herself to sit down again so she could meet his gaze. She saw the agony in his eyes, and once again she wanted to hit something.
 “What I said?” she asked. “What?”
 “Yes. I remembered what you’d told me about what that lightning can do. Leave no trace… After a few days, I had to make a decision.”
 He went silent.
 Jamie stood up again, and she turned her back to him because she did not want him to see how close she was to breaking down. She was finding it hard to breathe all of a sudden.
 Ayael believed Elija was dead. 
 He would not say it to her, not in so many words, but she knew what he was thinking. Because she was thinking the same thing of course. Dreading it, fearing it, hating the thought of it even crossing her mind. And she was damned if she was going to believe it.
 “That’s not what happened,” she murmured under her breath. “Elija is not dead.”
 You and me, Jamie. You and me!
 “Yes, you and me, Elija,” she said out loud. 
 She would turn the entire planet upside down looking for her partner before she allowed herself to believe that she was gone.
 “Ayael,” she said. “I need you to take me there.”
 He nodded wearily. 
 He was not surprised that she wanted to go. He had not for one second entertained the idea that she would simply accept anything he told her, not when it was about how unlikely it was that the village healer had survived. Elija was dead. She was gone. The sooner the warrior came to terms with that the better it would be for everyone. But he realised this was not the right time for him to challenge her on the issue.
 “Of course, Ashakaan,” he said. “I’ll get some horses…”
 “No need,” Jamie snapped. “I’ve got better.”
 She got in touch with Kathryn that night, and she told her what she needed. By the time she and Ayael made it down the side of the mountain, exactly the same way that Jamie had come up, a gleaming Alliance hovercraft was waiting for them there.
 Jamie saw Ayael’s eyes grow wide at the sight of it.
 Under different circumstances she would have been delighted to explain to him what it was, to go over the mechanics of it, and to talk to him about her world... As it was, she was very well aware that she was breaking every single Alliance rule about exposing the locals to technology they had no access to. 
 To hell with it, she thought.
 “We call this a hovercraft,” she said simply. “It’s a machine. Needs no feeding,” she added when he frowned.
 Thankfully he did not ask any more questions, and so she just showed him how to strap himself in, and she flew hard and fast across the land, only stopping a couple of times to allow him to throw up over the side.
 “It’s because it is your first time,” she explained. “Happens to a lot of people.”
 She could tell he was definitely not enjoying the ride. He looked miserable, even though to his credit he would not complain. And she would not slow down to make it any easier on him. If she allowed herself to feel sorry for him now she would simply lose it. If she started to cry here with him she would not stop. There was no time for that. And so she avoided looking at him as much as possible, and she just passed him some water and kept going. 
 “You’ll get used to it. Just keep looking straight in front of you. And breathe.”
 Eventually they made it to the area that he had described. Ayael stumbled off the machine like a drunken man, looking white as a sheet. Jamie jumped off too, and she started walking immediately. 
 “Where was it?” she asked impatiently. “Exactly where did it happen?”
 He showed her, just after he had to stop to be sick again. There was such a focused intensity about her, and it made him feel sad to witness it. He knew she would not find what she was looking for. Still, he remained silent, and he let her go do what she believed she had to do.
 Jamie walked slowly around the place for a while in complete silence. Try as she might, she could not spot any clues as to whether Elija may have escaped unharmed. There were a lot of signs of intense burning all around the village, and in that particular area Ayael had indicated to her even more so. She stared at it all for a long time.
 “Ashakaan,” her friend said eventually.
 She would not meet his eyes.
 “Don’t,” she muttered.
 She spent the next couple of days drifting around the area with him in tow, looking for clues, and speaking to local tribes. And then when it became obvious that no one had seen or heard from Elija, Jamie went back up to the ship on her own, and she spent hours and hours poring over the profiles of every single person on the planet who had sought medical assistance from the Alliance. 
 There had been many other mines, many other prisoner camps, and work camps, and there were so many people in those files. Yet Elija was not amongst them. Jamie could not find her anywhere. Eventually she realised that she was running out of ideas of where to look. 
 Things went rapidly downhill from there.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
 
 O’Connor found her alone in the gym late one night, busy assaulting a heavy sand bag, and with enough aggression loaded into each strike to annihilate a small army. 
 “Hey, Cartwright,” she called.
 Jamie spared her a single glance over her shoulder before she carried on with what she was doing. She was not in any frame of mind for company, and she did not return the greeting. She hit the bag with another powerful kick, sending it swinging wildly the other way. 
 O’Connor watched her in silence for a moment. 
 She was not looking forward to the little conversation they were about to have, and so perhaps if she gave her a bit more time on the bag it would help.  
 Jamie had been steadily gaining her strength and muscle back, although she was still too thin. Her hair was still long, partly because she had grown to enjoy it that way, and mainly because it was the way her partner liked it. Lately she had been spending a lot of time running, or lifting and punching things in the gym. O’Connor suspected that she had not been eating or sleeping much. The dark shadows under her eyes were a clear indication of that, as well as the short temper which was normally sort of okay, and even kind of funny, but had been getting a little out of control lately.
 “How’s the rib?” Kathryn asked.
 “Fine,” Jamie snapped.
 She slammed the bag again, even harder than before. 
 O’Connor sighed.
 “J.C., take a break,” she instructed.
 Jamie turned to her after one last angry punch. 
 “Why? What’s up?” she asked.
 She grabbed a towel and wiped the sweat off her face with it. She remained standing, wondering what Kathryn wanted. She was not in any kind of mood to talk, and she was desperate to be left alone again.
 “Feeling kind of sorry for that punch bag,” her friend remarked, smiling.
 Jamie just gave an impatient little shrug. O’Connor could not remember the last time that she had seen her smile, or laugh. She passed her some water.
 “Anyway, looking good, J.C,” she told her. “Good moves out there.” 
 “I still can’t punch with my left,” Jamie replied, and she sounded annoyed about it.
 O’Connor raised a perplexed eyebrow. 
 “Of course not,” she stated. “You’ve got a broken wrist, haven’t you?”
 Jamie nodded as if she had forgotten. 
 “Yeah, guess so,” she murmured.
 She started pacing around the room like a wild animal, and O’Connor wondered when the last time was that she had actually slept. She decided to cut to the chase.
 “Listen, J.C,” she started. “I’m sorry. I’ve got bad news.”
 “Don’t want any more of that,” Jamie muttered.
 She started to turn her back to her.
 “Sorry,” O’Connor said. “You have to.”
 She threw the photograph at her.
 “Look.”
 Jamie caught the picture in two fingers. She looked at it. The photo had obviously been taken in a medical unit somewhere, and the woman in the picture was dressed in standard Alliance medical scrubs. 
 Jamie sobbed when she recognised Elija.
 “No!” she cried. 
 She stared at the picture, not wanting to believe it was real. She spotted the devastating emptiness in her partner’s eyes. It was the same glassy and empty look that she had seen in Cooper’s. 
 “J.C, are you all right?” O’Connor asked.
 Jamie did not reply. She dropped the photo, and she had to run to the bathroom to throw up. When she returned she was white as a sheet, and it was as if all her strength had left her. She sat on the dirty gym floor for a long time, with her legs out in front of her and her head bent over the photograph. She clutched it in both hands, tears streaming slowly down her face. 
 O’Connor stayed with her, and she talked to her quietly. She was calm, and firm, trying to prepare her for what she knew Jamie was about to find out. 
 “She was on a ship. Elija was discovered amongst one of the last groups of prisoners that we freed from there,” she explained. 
 I should have been there, Jamie thought darkly. 
 You and me Jamie, you and me… 
 I let you down, Jamie reflected, staring at the photo. It was my job to protect you, Elija. I could have prevented this, and I didn’t. I am so sorry.
 She realised that Kathryn was still talking to her. 
 She looked up. 
 “Wait… I didn’t catch that,” she murmured.
 “I said there was no obvious lobotomy performed on her, but…”
 Jamie flinched at the word. She started to shake.  
 “Physically, she’s completely healthy,” O’Connor was quick to add.
 Jamie shook her head, still holding the picture in her trembling hands, and looking very lost. Healthy was not a term she would have used to describe her partner on that shot. It was a close-up of her face. Elija’s hair looked flat, and dull. She was pale. There was a bruise on the side of her mouth, and Jamie tensed up at the thought of what the Xylon must have done to her. For Elija to look like this, all the vibrancy gone from her eyes… What would it take, she wondered? What would it take to destroy such a brilliant mind?
 Jamie felt the concentrated pain in her chest again. She squeezed her eyes shut, and she gritted her teeth until she felt it subside a little. The picture fell from her fingers. She thought about Altea. She was not aware that she had rested a hand over her heart as she did, and O’Connor bent over her quickly, suddenly concerned.
 “Hey,” she asked sharply. “You need a doctor?”
 Jamie shook her head.
 “No,” she snapped. “I don’t need a stupid doctor.”
 O’Connor nodded softly.
 “Okay, J.C, just making sure.”
 Jamie looked at her. She knew she was in danger of losing her temper in spectacular fashion, and going absolutely crazy here. She knew she could not take it out on Kathryn, no matter what was going on. It would have been unforgiveable, and she could never let it happen. 
 She took a deep breath.
 “Tell me what’s wrong with her, Kat,” she said a little more calmly. “Why is she looking like this?” 
 Her eyes fell on the picture again, and she bit her lower lip. “What did they do to her?” she murmured.
 “Well. That’s the bit we don’t really know,” O’Connor replied. “They must have done something all right, but we just don’t know what. She has not been responding to stimulations. She’s been in a full catatonic state ever since she was brought on-board. Almost like in a waking coma.”
 Jamie blinked a couple of times then, as if she had just woken up from a hard dream. She finally tore her eyes from that awful photograph, and it broke O’Connor’s heart to see the desperately hopeful look in her eyes when she met her gaze.
 “On-board?” she repeated. “You mean she’s here? Elija is on the ship right now?”
 O’Connor rested a gentle hand on her shoulder.
 “She’s in the infirmary. But… J.C, wait a minute…”
 But Jamie was already up and running. 
 She burst into the infirmary, O’Connor hot on her heels. It was well past midnight and visiting hours. The attending doctor looked up, frowning. He appeared alarmed all of a sudden when he spotted the savage look in Jamie’s eyes.
 “Hey, who the hell are you?” he started. “What are you doing here?”
 He tried to stand in front of her.
 “Get out of my way,” Jamie growled.
 “No, you can’t…”
 She slammed into him, and she pushed him to the side hard enough to make him stumble. He reached for his weapon immediately.
 “Stop right there!” he exclaimed.
 “It’s all right,” O’Connor interrupted.
 He seemed to hesitate for a second, doing a double-take when he recognised her.
 “Colonel?” 
 “I’ll handle this,” Kathryn said.
 “Where is she?” Jamie asked loudly. 
 She started walking toward the back of the unit where the rooms were located, flinging curtains open as she walked to check who was behind each one. She woke up several patients, and still she kept on going. 
 “Where, Kathryn?” she said even louder. “Damn it!”
 O’Connor had caught up with her by then, and she grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her back roughly.
 “Carry on like this and I will have you thrown out,” she hissed. “Understood?”
 Jamie met her eyes. Hers were wild and burning, crazed almost. She was breathing hard, and for several tense seconds it looked as if she would not back down. O’Connor tightened her grip on her, ready for what was coming. 
 “Settle down,” she warned. “Now.”
 She was not going to let her win this time. 
 If Jamie thought that she would not knock her down if she had to, and carry out her threat to keep her away, she was very wrong. 
 But then she saw her gaze focus on something just behind her shoulder, and all the fight seemed to flow out of her in a single flash. Warily, O’Connor let go of her arm, and she turned to look in the same direction. Without a single other word Jamie walked past her, and inside the private room where her partner was resting. 
 “Elija…” she whispered.
 At last she had found her. 
 She sat on the side of the bed, and she took her hand in hers. Her partner’s eyes were closed and she was very pale, but her skin felt warm to the touch. Jamie bent over her gently. She caressed the side of her face. She kissed her lips. There were tears in her eyes when she spoke. She could not stop herself from shaking.
 “I won’t leave you again, Elija, I promise,” she whispered.
 She glanced over her shoulder at O’Connor and the doctor, who were still standing there side by side, watching her in respectful silence.
 “Leave us alone.”
 The attending medic looked ready to remove her still, but O’Connor shook her head at him. She walked out of the room, and she gestured for him to follow.
 “Listen. This is Captain Cartwright, initials J.C. I want you to give her full access, day and night,” she instructed. “These two need to be together. Just notify me if there’s any more trouble.”
 He looked a little hesitant, but he was wise enough to keep his comments to himself.
 “Yes, Colonel.”
 O’Connor nodded. 
 She left immediately.


 
 After this Jamie did not leave Elija’s side again. She spent every second of every day with her, and she talked to her constantly. She helped to feed her. She slept with her at night. She even got Ayael up to the ship a couple of times to see her, to talk to her and to spend time with her, even though once again it was in total breach of Alliance rules. 
 O’Connor turned a weary blind eye to it all. 
 One night when it was all quiet on-board Jamie helped her lover to walk to the window just outside the medical unit, the one that offered an unrivalled view of the magnificent green planet in the distance. She stood there with her for a long while, just holding her hand, looking at her, and hoping for some kind of a response. 
 “Remember our dream, Elija?” she murmured. “You and me up with the stars? And watching your planet from up here looking like a jewel?”
 Jamie kissed her on the cheek gently. 
 “Please come back,” she whispered. “I love you.”
 There was never any answer from her partner, and nobody understood the reason why. Every day she would lie in bed or sit in a chair, and stare out into space in complete silence for hours on end, entire days sometimes. She never showed any sign that she was aware of anyone else around her. At night she slept in Jamie’s arms, and she would cling to her sometimes, and cry silently. But then she would wake up in the morning, and the same emptiness would be there in her eyes. She could walk; it was obvious that she could see, and hear, and yet it was also clear that she was somewhere else entirely. 
 In a trance. 
 Jamie was getting more and more convinced that she knew what that trance was, and where that somewhere might be. And that she could go there also.
 “Elija needs to be home, Kathryn,” she told her friend eventually. “She is not getting the support that she needs here.”
 “State of the art Alliance medical unit not good enough for you?” O’Connor enquired wryly. “What kind of support are we talking about exactly?”
 Jamie gave a little shrug, her eyes on her partner. 
 “Her own kind,” she replied.
 She was vague about it because this was not something that she wanted to share with O’Connor. Nevertheless, Jamie had decided that she would take the shamanic drink as soon as they were back home in Elija’s village. She would take the drink, and she would go find her, out there in that reality which existed in a realm outside of time. It was where she had become convinced that her partner must be waiting for her. And there would be the tribe, the mountains, real food, and sleeping together inside the yurt. 
 Elija would come back. She would get better. 
 Jamie was crystal clear about all this inside her mind.
 “We’re going home, Kat,” she concluded. “Leaving today.”
 O’Connor sighed. 
 “Your home is here, J.C,” she argued. “In this world. With the Alliance.”
 “Not anymore, it isn’t.”
 O’Connor had been expecting this sort of reaction for a little while now. She had been able to almost feel it brewing inside Jamie’s head, like a devastating hurricane slowly gathering strength. She had had another long, and quite intense talk with her about everything that the Alliance had to offer… everything that Kathryn herself had to offer, and was so desperate to give. But it had felt less like a conversation, and a lot more like talking to a brick wall. In the end Jamie had been polite, but dismissive. She did not want any of it, and sadly O’Connor was not ready to let it go just yet.
 “You know this ship won’t be hanging around here forever, right?” she pointed out. 
 “Yes, of course.”
 “Do you?” O’Connor challenged. “J.C, we’re scheduled to move out the day after tomorrow. We are not coming back here ever again. This is it!”
 She had expected, and really hoped that this would get Jamie’s attention, but her friend seemed only mildly interested, and like she was a million miles away already.
 “Okay,” she shrugged.
 It was as if Kathryn had just informed her of a change of menu in the canteen. 
 “Wake up, J.C!” O’Connor exclaimed. “If you go back down there now there will be no coming back. Do you understand?”
 Jamie’s eyes were on Elija.
 “The planet is connected. We’ve got Alliance personnel on the ground, and safety rigs up in orbit. So if I need help I can get in touch,” she said.
 O’Connor shook her head in frustration.
 “You’re making a big mistake,” she declared.
 This time Jamie did not reply. 
 O’Connor did not know what she hated more, when Jamie became angry and violent, or this quiet, tightly resolved and focused state she went into sometimes, and which allowed absolutely no room for discussion or compromise. 
 She herself was feeling quite terrible. 
 When Jamie had come back to the ship without Elija, Kathryn had been secretly relieved. She had convinced herself that Jamie would stay. It mattered a great deal to her that she did. And then when they had found a woman who fit Elija’s description perfectly, her first thought had been that she did not want to tell Jamie. Of course she could not go that far, she could not be that callous and ruthless, but she had hoped that once Jamie saw the state her partner was in, that she would choose to remain on-board. 
 O’Connor was feeling quite bad about having these thoughts, and for wishing that this other poor woman she did not even know remained locked inside her body like she was. But she did not want Jamie to leave.
 “I get this bad feeling that you are not even planning on getting in touch ever again,” she pushed her now. “Is that right?”
 Jamie met her gaze slowly, deliberately.
 “It is not part of my plan, no,” she admitted quietly.
 “What if she never comes back?” O’Connor snapped. 
 “She will.”
 “How can you be so sure?”
 Jamie glanced at her partner, smiling faintly. Her eyes were shining bright, almost feverish.
 “Because she came to me when I was in the mine. I know she’s waiting for me.”
 “What the hell are you talking about now?” O’Connor exclaimed. “You sound just like you’ve lost your mind too!”
 Jamie sighed.
 “I’m sorry, Kat,” she said. 
 Achieving rank came at a price, and Jamie understood it all too well. It meant being alone. It meant being single-minded. And it meant sacrificing all the things that she herself had discovered with Elija and her tribe. Things that Kathryn at some point or other had obviously dreamt of having with Jamie. 
 But now Jamie had to put an end to those dreams.
 “Kathryn,” she murmured. “I don’t want to stay. I won’t.” 
 She realised that O’Connor looked like she was about to burst into tears. She knew she would not be far behind if that happened. It was hard to say goodbye, harder than she would have expected. She wrapped her arms around her friend, and pulled her close. This time Kathryn understood there was nothing at all she could say that would keep Jamie from leaving, and she held hard on to her and cried silently. 
 “Listen,” Jamie tried to make her understand. “When I first landed on the planet, I thought the people there were just a bunch of losers with no technology. And then I got to know them, and I realised they are anything but. I got to know Elija. I am in love with her, Kathryn.”
 She pulled back a little. She watched the outline of the woman called Altea start to materialise slowly inside the room. A quick glance at O’Connor confirmed that her friend could not see her. Jamie kept her eyes on the apparition. Altea did not smile at her very often, but she was doing it now it seemed. Something was definitely happening.
 “I met an old shaman,” Jamie added. “I made good friends.”
 Ashakaan…
 Jamie went quiet for a moment. She reflected on all the things that she had found with Elija, with the AyiEm Kay. Being part of a community that was not based on rank or rule. Being liked and respected for who she was, not what the sign on her shoulder said. Feeling great just because her efforts during the hunt that day had brought food for the entire village. Feeling the weather on her skin. Making love by the side of the waterfall under the stars. Simply being loved by the woman she had been searching for all her life.
 Elija…
 Jamie took a step back toward her partner. 
 She breathed deeply.
 “I love you Kat,” she said. “I always will. But I belong to Elija. And I know she is just waiting for me to get back to her.”
 



EPILOGUE
 
 
 Ayael had prepared their yurt, and Jamie could see how emotional he was feeling when she and Elija finally arrived back at the village together. Elija’s state had not improved, and yet he hugged her for a very long time, and he spoke quietly to her for several minutes. 
 “Your home is all ready for you, Ashakaan,” he told Jamie. “There is a good fire going, and my wife and I, we made the bed for Elija. I am glad you are both back. You belong here with us, not up there.” 
 Jamie flashed him a bright smile in response. 
 “I know. We are here to stay, believe me. And by the way, I hear you’ve got some great news of your own, Ayael?” she asked him gently.
 His eyes sparkled with joy and excitement at the thought of his new unborn child. 
 “It will be a daughter this time,” he exclaimed, looking delighted. “My wife thinks so. And I can feel it too. Maybe we’ll call her Jamie, after you my friend.”
 Jamie pretended to wince at the news.
 “If you’re sure that’s wise,” she joked. “Or are you just buttering me up in the hopes I’ll offer you my services as a regular baby-sitter?”
 He gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder.
 “Already put you down for tomorrow,” he chuckled.
 Jamie laughed with him. 
 “It’s great to see you so happy, Ayael,” she told him.
 She was also absolutely overjoyed to find the yurt exactly as she remembered it. As soon as she went inside she felt herself truly relax for the first time in a long, long while. Finally, they were home. Safe. And together. 
 Elija went to the bed almost immediately, as if somehow she recognised that this was hers. She curled up on the thick bearskin with a dreamy smile on her lips, her eyes focused nowhere and everywhere all at once. Jamie spent a few quiet hours with Ayael at her side. And then when it was time she climbed up to the waterfall alone, carrying nothing but her flint striker and a flask that contained a concentrated dose of the shamanic drink. It was laced with a little wosham of course, just because she knew that Elija would have found it funny. 
 It would not be long now.
 Altea had been appearing to her at regular intervals, more and more frequently it seemed from the moment she had made the decision to leave the ship. Jamie could hear her voice inside her head now, and it was also carried on the light wind that ruffled the top of trees as she climbed up higher, faster.
  Ashakaan…
 Yes. They were calling for her up there. 
 It was dark by the time she made it, and getting cold, but Jamie could barely feel it. She selected a flat rock under the trees, and she built a little fire on it. She had got rid of her military clothes in the yurt. She was wearing her leggings, a brand new sleeveless tunic, and a large belt on her waist. The new dagger Ayael had given her as a welcome home present was on her side. She took her boots off now, and she let her legs dangle in the warm water.
 “Elija,” she murmured. “I am almost there.”
 She raised the flask to her lips, and she started to drink slowly and steadily. She watched the stars twinkle above her head as she did, and she admired the beautiful waterfall, and the majestic and ancient trees that surrounded it. Steam drifted softly over the calm, still waters. It really was an enchanted place. 
 Jamie thought back to the first time she had made love to Elija, in exactly the same spot. She thought about hearing her voice in her dreams, and falling in love with her even before she had ever laid eyes on her. She remembered the feel of her fingers in her hair, and falling asleep in her arms in the winter when snow was falling outside, and when everything was quiet in the yurt apart from the soft crackling of the fire, and the occasional pop of a burning log.
 Jamie closed her eyes for a moment. She breathed deeply.
 Ashakaan…
 “I’m right here, Altea…” Jamie murmured.
 She lay back on the rock, aware that the stars seemed a little brighter all of a sudden. In fact, everything had started to look a lot brighter, incredibly vivid. She could feel the trees, whispering their intimate secrets on the breeze... Underneath it all something else was gathering strength, taking shape inside the night. 
 “Altea?” she said. “Are you there?”
 The trees shimmered. Jamie felt herself start to grow lighter, and a lot warmer. All of a sudden it felt to her as if every single atom and particle inside her body had become alive, and was getting lighter and lighter, floating up and pushing against her skin. It was the most delicious, fascinating feeling. She gave a soft laugh. 
 “A bit too much wosham in your drink, Ashakaan?” 
 “Altea.”
 Jamie lifted her head to see the old shaman floating in the air in front of her. Her hands were resting on her hips, and a beautiful smile illuminated her face. Her dark hair was loose and shiny, flowing freely all around her body. It occurred to Jamie that she was extraordinarily beautiful, and she wondered how she could never have noticed it before.
 “It’s great to see you, Altea,” she said with feeling. “You’re looking good up there.”
 She saw the grin widen on Altea’s face. 
 “Welcome back, Slayer!” she roared, laughing. 
 She extended her hand toward Jamie. 
 “Ashakaan.”
 Her dark eyes sparkled intensely in her face.
 “Come,” she invited.
 The feeling of lightness intensified, and Jamie felt her body start to vibrate. It started in her legs, and very quickly reached her hips, her chest, and her neck. She felt the vibration increase all the way into the centre of her brain. Altea’s voice never left her.
 “It’s all right,” Jamie heard her say. “Let go.”
 Jamie reached for her hand. She was half convinced that if it was like all the other times her fingers would go right through Altea’s, and that she would end up taking a tumble into the water. But she did not fall, and Altea’s grip turned out to be firm, and very strong. 
 Jamie’s eyes widened in surprise.
 “I can touch you,” she exclaimed.
 The old woman gave a soft laugh.
 “Oh yes. You are one of us now, Ashakaan.”
 She pointed to something down below, and Jamie turned around to spot her body lying on the flat rock, right next to the little fire where she had fallen asleep after taking the drink. 
 “What…” she murmured.
 Shocked, she looked down at herself, and at what seemed to be a floating non-physical version of her own body. She realised that she looked pretty much the same as she always did, except that she felt lighter, and that she also seemed to be surrounded by a silvery white light, shining and pulsating all around her. She stared back at her physical self lying on the rock, fascinated.
 “Ashakaan,” Altea whispered.
 Jamie met her gaze. The woman was watching her patiently, gently. Very lovingly it seemed. Jamie felt tears burn in her eyes all of a sudden. She realised how much she had missed her.
 “You saved my life, Altea,” she murmured.
 The old shaman nodded, smiling.
 “Saved your life a couple of times I believe, Ashakaan.”
 Jamie gave a soft chuckle.
 “Yes, you did. Thank you.”
 She felt Altea’s grip on her fingers grow a little stronger, and the older woman rested her other hand on her shoulder. Jamie suddenly felt the same way she always did when Elija touched her. Centered. Grounded. And safe. 
 “And you my friend,” Altea told her, “have saved this planet. And my people. I hoped you would. I want to thank you too, Jamie.”
 They exchanged a loaded moment of silence. And then Altea’s eyes went from soft and loving, quiet and gentle, to sparkling and intense again in a flash. Her energy seemed to flare up.
 “What can I do for you this time, Slayer?” she asked. “What brings you up here to my world this fine night?”
 She felt Jamie’s energy shift in response to hers, and she realised how potent it was. She smiled. This was very good indeed. This one was strong. She had expected nothing less from such a powerful warrior.
 “You know who I am here for,” Jamie stated. 
 “Indeed, I do. And I am glad you are. That you came.”
 “Elija’s been… away,” Jamie said, for lack of a better word.
 “Yes. She has been with me,” Altea replied. 
 “But she can come back to me now,” Jamie declared. “It’s safe.”
 Altea remained silent, just watching her with that intense and loving expression in her eyes. She said nothing, and almost immediately Jamie started to experience the same desperate and anxious feeling she had felt that day at the caves, when Ayael had told her that he did not know where her partner was. She felt it slowly take hold inside her heart. The feeling grabbed her by the throat, and it started to squeeze like a giant and painful hand. 
 “Wait,” she murmured. “Altea, what are you saying?”
 The old shaman met her eyes once more. Her gaze was piercing, powerful.
 “Elija has been waiting for you, Ashakaan,” she said.
 “I know. I am here now!”
 “You will need to make a choice. Between your two lives.” 
 “I don’t understand,” Jamie replied. “I chose Elija over the Alliance a long time ago. I chose to stay. And I’ve come back now so that we can be together…”
 Altea gave her a soft, gentle smile.
 “That is not what I mean,” she murmured.
 “Well. I don’t know what else…” Jamie started to protest.
 “Jamie. My love.”
 Jamie whirled around at the sound of the familiar voice.
 “Elija!”
 Her lover was there at last, standing right in front of her. She was smiling. Her dark eyes were shining with extraordinary life, and spirit. Her hair was loose like Altea’s, and her skin was glowing. She was incredibly beautiful, and Jamie’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of her. 
 “Elija,” she whispered. 
 She reached out for her. But instead of connecting, her fingers went straight through Elija’s face, and the woman’s image shimmered and blurred like it was going to fade away. 
 Jamie’s eyes widened in shock.
 “What are you doing?” she gasped. 
 “I’m sorry, Jamie,” Elija murmured. “I can’t.”
 Jamie tried to catch her breath. She felt like her heart was about to burst. Altea stood behind her, both hands clamped hard around her arms, keeping her safely in place.
 “Once you get to a certain level you can’t return,” she said.
 “Elija, what did they do to you?” Jamie muttered darkly. 
 “Once you reach that threshold there is no coming back,” Altea insisted. “Not for anybody. Jamie, do you understand me?” 
 “Yes, I do,” Jamie snapped.
 Her eyes had filled with hot, painful tears.
 “You can’t come back to this realm, is that it?” she asked her partner. 
 “No, my love. It’s too late.”
 “But why?” Jamie argued, despite Altea’s words.
 “Oh, Jamie…”
 Impulsively, Elija started to reach for her. But she gave a sad smile when she remembered that it was no use. She let her hand drop. There was nothing left to say, and yet Jamie pleaded with her.
 “Your body is still here,” she insisted. “It’s healthy!”
 Altea’s grip on her arms tightened. She seemed to look inward for a few seconds. Her expression turned attentive, as if she were checking on something. And then she looked up again, and she shook her head.
 “The body has stopped now,” she declared. 
 Jamie turned to her sharply. 
 “What?”
 “The brain was destroyed. The body has followed now.”
 Jamie held the shaman’s gaze. She saw how serious her face was. She understood everything that the woman had just said. She thought of Ayael, and her heart tightened. He was down in the village now, inside the yurt with Elija. She knew how awful this would be for him to witness. 
 I’m sorry, my friend. 
 “Send me there,” she requested immediately.
 Altea rested a gentle hand on the side of her face.
 “Ashakaan,” she murmured.
 Her eyes were extraordinarily bright now, shining with blazing heat and supernatural power. Jamie felt her own energy start to increase again under the intensity of that gaze. Her heart was beating fast inside her chest, and she began to feel even lighter, and more alive than ever before. 
 “I want to go,” she said. 
 The woman’s eyes remained firmly fixed on hers.
 “You understand the consequences, Ashakaan?”
 “I do.” Please forgive me, Kathryn. “Send me there, Altea.”
 “Jamie?”
 It was the image of Elija again, shimmering in the air in front of them. It was growing fainter by the minute, and Jamie started to grow worried that she was running out of time.
 “Wait,” she exclaimed. “Elija? I have made my choice!” 
 She met the old shaman’s gaze. She took a deep breath.
 “Will I see you there?” she asked.
 Altea squeezed her shoulder tightly.
 “Always, my friend.”
 Jamie nodded.
 “There is a dagger on my belt down there. Do it. Please.”
 She turned back to face Elija, and she kept her eyes firmly on her lover this time. It would be easier that way. No looking back now, no watching it happen. She was up here, not down there. She was in spirit, and she was strong, not in the body that was about to die. 
 “Do I just wait for it?” she murmured.
 Elija gave her a soothing, tender smile in response.
 “Ashakaan. You can close your eyes. I will tell you when.”
 Jamie obeyed without a second’s hesitation. 
 You and me Jamie… 
 You and me, Elija!
 She waited to feel the blade. She wondered if it would hurt, and how long for. Would she feel cold? Would Altea know how to do it quick, and sure? She could not help but feel nervous… But what Jamie felt instead of the painful cut of the blade were Elija’s lips meeting hers. It was the sort of kiss that would have melted ice, and cut right through rock. It was solid. It was strong. Definitely not the kiss of a ghost. She felt her lover’s fingers caressing the back of her neck, and going up into her hair. Jamie boldly reached for her again, and this time she did make contact. Her partner’s skin felt reassuringly warm, and startlingly alive. Relief flooded through Jamie. 
 “I love you, Elija,” she said.
 “Jamie?” Elija whispered. “Open your eyes, my love.”
 
 
 
THE END
***
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