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CHAPTER ONE



 


 


 


 

Kathleen Edwards,
teacher, writer, psychologist, and past life regression therapist, quickly made
her way through the arrivals area at London Gatwick Airport, and straight
toward the exit. She was travelling light with just a cabin bag, and her laptop
tucked securely inside her rucksack. Now that she had landed in the UK, she
figured she would simply hire a car, and drive the three hours or so to
Glastonbury. A bit of a long trip, especially since she had left her apartment
in New York City at seven a.m. the previous day, but she was excited about the
journey. She was also planning on stopping for food along the way, and treating
herself to one of those wonderful local English breakfasts that she remembered
from the last time she was in town. As a rule, she enjoyed road trips, and there
was a sense of adventure in the air for her that day. As if on cue, just as she
was reaching the hire car desk, her mobile phone rang. She picked it up with a happy
smile on her face, having recognised the number.


"Hello, Kat; are
you there, my love?" the familiar male voice enquired.


"I am indeed; just
landed a few minutes ago."


"Excellent! I’m glad
I managed to get hold of you. I’ve come to pick you up, matey."


This was actually
really good news, Kathleen reflected. The quicker they could talk, the better
it would be. And it would be nice to have some company on the way back as well.


"I was just about
to hire a car, so that's great timing, Andrew," she confirmed. "Where
are you now?"


"Waiting for you
in front of Arrivals, and about to get in trouble with a long stay bus who
wants my space. Forget about the car, and hurry up, mate!"


Kathleen shoved her
phone in her pocket, and jogged toward the exit. Once outside, she immediately
spotted the little black Renault Clio, holding firm in front of a furious bus
driver. She rushed toward it, threw her bags in the back, and jumped on the
passenger seat.


"Go, go, go!"
she urged him.


Her friend Andrew
Monaghan, himself a hypnotherapist, regression specialist, and local historian,
amongst a bunch of other obscure and fascinating specialties, did not have to
be told twice. He floored it, leaving a frustrated bus driver and a bunch of
highly annoyed passengers way behind. 


"Phew! That was
close," he remarked, as he glanced back briefly through his rear-view
mirror. “That guy needs anger management therapy, for sure.”


"Looks like it,” Kathleen
replied, smiling. “But never mind him. I’m glad you’re here, and you got me just
at the right time." 


"Well, I would
love to say it is good old synchronicity at work, but I have been tracking your
flight online," he confessed.


"Either way,
thanks for coming to get me, Andrew. I really appreciate it."


He grinned at her, and
she was glad to see that he had not changed a bit in the two years since they
had last seen each other. He had just turned fifty, and he looked well. Same
reddish brown beard, plump cheeks, and quick smile; a pair of little round
glasses that she had once told him made him look like Harry Potter. A little bit
less hair on his head maybe? And yet the glint in his eye, and the passion for
what he did that had always been so easy to sense in him were still right there,
burning bright, exactly as she remembered.


"It’s good to see
you, Andrew."


"It is really good
to see you too, my dear,” he agreed, glancing over at her. “But let me ask you:
what happened to you, Kat?"


"What do you mean?"


"Let’s see… Your
hair was military short, and razor sharp the last time I saw you. And you are
wearing earrings now too? What’s up with that?"


Kathleen made a face, blushed
a little, and gathered her hair up into her hands, using a simple elastic band
to tie it briskly into a no-nonsense ponytail.


"Oh, yeah. Well. I
guess you could say I am getting softer as I get older. And it’s stud earrings,
nothing much. I just felt like a change. You don’t like it?" 


"I love it. Very
lush, chic, and carefree all at once."


She laughed.


"Yeah,
whatever."


"You look uber
sexy, darling," he teased her.


"Andrew, come
on."


He chuckled, and gave
her a friendly pat on the leg.


"No kidding, Kat.
I like your style. And it is good to see you looking so on form, because this
one is a challenge, I can tell you that."


Kathleen spotted the
signs for the M25 motorway entrance, and she suddenly felt a little bit tired
despite his words. New York, and home, felt like a long way away all of a
sudden.


"Hey, do you think
we could find somewhere for breakfast before we get into it? I am absolutely starving."


“Plane food not to your
liking, eh?” he observed.


“Not really.”


“Then of course, we can
stop. I am a little bit peckish myself, to be honest. So, what will it be? Full
English?"


"You know me so
well."


It was his turn to
laugh.


"Coming right up!"


They stopped at some motorway
services a few miles down the road, which Andrew assured her included a carvery
restaurant that was absolutely top notch. Fifteen minutes later, as promised,
Kathleen sat happily munching her way through a steaming plate heaped full with
scrambled eggs, cooked tomatoes, sausage, bacon, beans, fried toast, and a side
of hash browns for good measure. Black coffee completed her happiness that
morning.


"Ah... I love
England," she declared, heaving a sigh of satisfaction.


Andrew nodded at her
over his own plate.


"I keep telling
you, mate. I think you should move over here to this side of the pond. Come work
with me, Kat. You know you would love it."


"I know. And
thanks for offering."


Andrew was the director
of a successful wellness centre situated on the outskirts of Glastonbury, in
the Vale of Avalon, where the legendary King Arthur himself was rumoured to have
been buried, right underneath the abbey. Set on several acres of land, Andrew's
home functioned as a retreat centre, a place of learning, training, personal
development, and a refuge for people in need as well. 


"I really like it over
here, you’re right," she reflected, smiling. "But somehow, I always
end up missing New York after a while."


"So you keep
saying, yes," Andrew remarked with a quick shake of the head.
"Crowded, smelly, noisy New York City. Can't quite see why myself."


Kathleen just laughed.


"Perhaps you just need
to come visit more often."


          She leaned back against her chair, and
reached for her coffee.


"So, tell me about
this one then," she asked. "You didn't say much over the phone, other
than to urge me to get on a plane straight away, because, and I quote, ‘This
is the real deal…’”


Andrew immediately grew
a little more serious.


"I believe it is.
And if you don’t think so too, once you have spent a little bit of time with
her, I will reimburse you for the plane ticket."


She waved the offer away,
smiling.


"Don't be silly.
Just tell me what is so special about this particular woman to make you want to
call me over. What's her story?"


He surprised her by
admitting that he was not sure. 


“Right now, she is not
talking much,” he added.


"Oh, really? But
from what you told me over the phone, I assumed you had already established a
solid base with her," Kathleen reflected, and she sounded disappointed. 


Why else would you have
called me? she wondered, baffled.


Andrew gestured for her
to wait, and actually came over to slide onto the seat next to her. He lowered
his voice so that only she could hear, even though no one was paying them any
attention inside the busy little café. 


Kathleen felt her pulse
pick up in anticipation of what he would reveal.


"So," he
started, "on Sunday night a few weeks ago, there was a massive
thunderstorm in the area. Rain, hail the size of my fists, hundred-mile an hour
winds, even followed by some snow, if you can believe it."


"Snow in August?"
she muttered. "Great. I miss New York already."


He chuckled.


"Well, anyway.
What happened was I get a call from the police at two in the morning. They’ve
got this crazy woman in custody. Got run over by a bus, right on the main road
a couple of miles from Glastonbury. Badly injured, bleeding, you name it."


Kathleen frowned.


“A crazy woman?” she
repeated. “What do you mean by that? And why the police, anyway? She get in
trouble with the cops for being hit by a bus? How can that be?"


Andrew's eyes sparkled in
amusement at her string of rapid-fire questions. His American friend had a
quick mind, and she talked even faster. 


"She did not get
arrested for that, no,” he replied. “But apparently, when she came to and found
a paramedic strapping her to a stretcher, she hit him hard enough to knock him
out. He fell, and smashed his head on the tarmac."


"Jesus,"
Kathleen gasped, appalled. 


"Indeed, yes.”


“Is he okay?”


“Unfortunately, he has
not regained consciousness yet.”


“And how long has it
been?”


“Two weeks,” Andrew
informed her, looking grim. “I hope the poor guy makes it, but I have to say it
is not looking too good for him at the minute."


"Well, I hope he
makes it too," Kathleen declared. She sounded outraged. "Why on earth
would that woman hit him like that?" she exclaimed.


Andrew pursed his lips.


"She said she
believed he was attacking her. “Tying me down to a board to hurt me”, were
her exact words. Pretty hard-core, eh?"


Kathleen rolled her
eyes in disbelief. Okay, I can understand why the police thought she had a
problem, she reflected. But it still did not answer her question.


"So, all right
then,” she said. “Other than that, what was their reason for calling you
specifically? And where do I come in with all this?"


Andrew cleared his
throat.


"Things were
tense. The woman was extremely agitated,” he explained. “She kept going on
about needing to find her way to the temple, somewhere I have identified would
actually be on Glastonbury Tor. She said she was waiting for low tide to cross
over to the island when a terrible storm hit. When a local nurse who is
familiar with the work I do heard this, she put two and two together, and
convinced the doctor in charge to get in touch with me. It is pretty
extraordinary."


"Really?"


Kathleen could not see
it somehow, and she stumbled over the first details of the story.


"There is a temple
on top of the Tor?" she asked, frowning as she tried to remember. "I
have been up there a few times, you know? I am sure I would recall if there was
one. Was she referring to the Tower?"


Andrew grinned.


"No, I don't think
the Tower is what she was talking about. But you are right, there isn't a
temple there. Not anymore, anyway."


"And what do you
mean by ‘low tide'? There is no sea around Glastonbury. It is not an
island."


He flashed her another
quick smile.


"Right again,"
he said in a whisper. "And again, not anymore. But you have to understand
that the Tor was actually an islet for thousands and thousands of years. Serious
drainage in the area only started in the 1600s."


Kathleen stared at him,
and her eyes grew wide. Now she was beginning to understand his excitement.
Little by little, she was starting to form a clearer picture of why Andrew had
wanted her to come to the UK.


"This woman thinks
she is from the 1600s?" she murmured.


Andrew was beaming.


"Oh no, way before
that," he declared. "You see, she has been talking about the temple.
Going to the temple to pray to the Goddess, and to ask her for help."


Kathleen shook her
head, inwardly cursing her own lack of local knowledge.


"I'm sorry Andrew,
I don't have a very clear idea of the history of the place. Is this a significant
clue? Am I missing something here?"


He rested a reassuring
hand over her shoulder.


"No worries, mate,
and I apologise. I am going way too fast. So, listen…”


“Oh, I am all ears,”
Kathleen grumbled, leaning forward.


Andrew looked pleased.


“Good,” he approved.
“So, here is a bit of background for you, my friend. Around the third century
BC, the Celts founded two lake villages, one at Glastonbury, the other one at
Meare. According to pagan British as well as Celtic lore, Avalon was the
meeting-place of the Dead; the point where they passed on to another level of
existence. Also, in Celtic legend, the name Avalon is derived from Avalloc, a
Celtic God who ruled the underworld.”


He paused to wink at
her.


“Of course, Avalon also
means apple-orchard, or isle of apples, which isn’t very surprising when you
consider the county of Somerset is renowned for its cider… Anyway, let’s not go
too far off track.”


"All right,"
Kathleen agreed, feeling puzzled. “Let’s not.”


She could see her
friend was almost shaking with the thrill of it all. She on the other hand was
still waiting for the light bulb to start flashing.


"According to some
people," Andrew continued, "the Tor is not the same now as it was
then. A local seer once had a vision of it as it might have been in ancient
times. She…”


Kathleen gave a wry
smile, interrupting his flow.


“A seer?” she repeated.
“Really, Andrew?”


“Yes, yes.” He nodded.
“Bear with me, Kat. The seer said there was a temple built on top of the Tor.
Like a Greek temple, but circular. Within it was the most beautiful mosaic type
of floor, and it was set out like a zodiac. There were twelve columns all
around it, and a hidden vault underneath. Seven priests dressed in pale blue
robes were its guardians. There were trees, rushes, and water all the way
around it. And a very fragrant scent as well. It was said that just being on
that islet was restorative in itself… And indeed, it would have been a good
place to talk to the Dead, and pray to the Goddess."


Kathleen did not
comment on any of these details. She was much more interested in something
Andrew had mentioned earlier.


"Third century BC,
uh?" she stated.


"Yes."


          "So, you think that your ‘crazy’
woman might be stuck in a past life memory of that time?"


"Either that
specific time, or an age long ago when pagan beliefs of that nature were widely
spread in the area. And when the temple was still standing. With its white
columns, and its seven guardians. Yes. It makes perfect sense."


Does it really? Kathleen wondered. Although she could tell that he
was in love with all this stuff, she remained silent for a little while. Lost
in thoughts, she only looked up when Andrew poured her a fresh cup of coffee.


"So, what are you
thinking?" he asked.


She flashed him a wan
smile.


"Oh, just about a
million things..."


"My turn to be all
ears," he invited, leaning over the table with an eager look on his face.
“I will give you a pound for your million thoughts.”


She took a sip of
coffee, and started ticking off the options. 


"Okay. So, what I
am thinking is this: One, you've got a loony on your hands. Two, she is
genuinely stuck in the memories... and all the same, you still got a loony on
your hands. Three..."


He smiled at her,
almost shyly, when she hesitated. 


"Three, Kat?"



She shrugged.


"I don't know, Andrew.
I am pretty sure you would not have asked me to fly all the way over here just
to talk to a crazy person. And so, I am wondering what else there could be that
is different about this one..."


"Terror."


Kathleen looked
surprised.


"Terror?" she
repeated.


Andrew nodded, and she
noticed that he had become a little tense as well. This was about as unusual
for her to witness in him as snow in the middle of summer.


"Yeah, you ever
seen someone terrified?” he asked. “I mean, really freaked right out of their
mind with absolute, paralysing, undiluted fear?"


Kathleen shivered a
little at his overly dramatic description. She realised that even thinking
about the idea made her feel uncomfortable.


"No, I don’t think
I have,” she replied. “Definitely not the way you seem to indicate."


"Well, I’ll be
honest with you,” he said with a sigh, “she looked terrified, Kat. I had to
have her sedated before I could get her into the police car, and drive her to
my place. Everything around her was driving her wild. Cars, coffee machines, a
telephone ringing. The way people looked, the way they spoke. She went into
overload. I think this sort of thing would be hard to fake."


"I would not be so
sure,” Kathleen replied immediately. “If she is schizophrenic, then it makes
sense that she would freak out like that..."


She was also beginning
to think that they could easily have discussed all this stuff over the phone,
or on Skype. But Andrew started to laugh quietly, eyes still shining with anticipation.
Obviously, there was still more to come.


"Okay, so what is
it then?” she asked him, sounding impatient. “Come on, Andrew, what is it that
you are not telling me?" 


He chuckled. He was
pleased at the sight of the abandoned food on Kathleen's plate. It was not
often that he could distract her from a hot piece of crispy bacon, and a moist
slice of fried toast. He smiled at her.


"Well, look; she
has been with me for two weeks now, right?" 


"Yes, and about
that too," Kathleen pointed out. "You can't keep her there against
her will."


"That’s not what I
am doing. And she’s got no choice, anyway. She has basically been put under
house arrest, pending what happens to the paramedic she beat up. She is at my
house for the simple reason that the doctors, and the cops, would rather have
me dealing with someone they reckon is a lunatic, than them."


"So..." Kathleen
frowned. "You do think she is mentally ill then, do you?"


"No. Far from
it."


“Oh, Andrew…”


She shook her head in
annoyance. One second things started to make sense to her, and then the very next,
he would blurt out something else that made her feel completely the opposite.
Kathleen did not like feeling lost, and she hated not knowing.


“Are you going to tell
me what is going on?" she asked with an irritated sigh. "Or are we
just playing games with each other now?" 


"No, we are not
playing games. And I promise it will all start to make sense very soon, but I would
rather wait until you see her. Then you can tell me. Deal?"


Puzzled, intrigued, a
little frustrated with all the mystery, and yet excited still, Kathleen agreed
to wait.


"Deal," she
replied.
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Back in the car, once
they were a little closer to home, Andrew passed her a thin file filled with police
photographs to browse through. 


"I must say they are
not very nice to look at," he warned her. "But please have a good
review of them anyway. It will be helpful to you later."


Kathleen gave him a
reluctant look as she took the folder from him. She opened it, picked out the
first photo, looked at it, and immediately winced in dismay. 


"Shit; this is
bad," she murmured.


The shots were pretty
graphic, to say the least. Kathleen narrowed her eyes at the pictures,
examining each one carefully. After a while, she shook her head in amazement, and
a growing sense of frustration as well.


"My God, Andrew! This
woman should be in the hospital, not at your place," she exclaimed.


"Don't worry. It is
all under control now. And she's fine."


Kathleen stared at him
with obvious scepticism. 


"Fine?" she repeated.
"I find that hard to believe. And she sure was not fine then, was
she?"


“Nope. She sure was
not,” he agreed.


Long, dark-chestnut
hair, uncombed and wild. Piercing, angry blue eyes. A strong, lean face, with full
lips, and high cheekbones. The woman would probably have been seriously attractive,
if not for the fact that she was covered in dark bruises, swelling, and
bleeding cuts. Kathleen quickly scanned through the list of her injuries.  


"Shattered pelvis,
perforated lung, concussion, right leg broken..." she muttered. “Oh,
dear.” 


She glanced at her
friend. 


"You say she got
hit by a bus?"


"Yes." He
looked over to meet her gaze. "One of those big National Express ones.”


“Would be hard not to
see one of those coming, uh,” Kathleen remarked. “Was she drunk?”


“No.”


“Drugs?”


“No, none of that.”


“What did the bus
driver say?”


“Oh, he was shaken up
all right. Even though the weather was rather atrocious that night, he swears
blind that one second the road was clear, the next she was standing right in the
middle of it. Two passengers who were sat in the front right next to him say
pretty much the same thing."


"So, have you got
her in a special room or something while she recovers?” Kathleen enquired. “Have
you got a doctor there as well to monitor her condition?"


"At first, I did,
yes."


Kathleen’s eyes widened
in concern, and incredulity.


"What do you mean,
'at first'? You should not be expected to handle this kind of thing on
your own, Andrew. It is not fair to her, and certainly not to you."


"Just wait until
we get there," Andrew repeated, patient as always. “It won’t be long now. And
please, Kat, don't worry, okay? Everything is fine."


Within view of the Tor,
which in spite of her impatience brought a big smile to Kathleen’s lips, he
turned left off the main road into a much smaller gravel lane. He rolled his
window down, leaned his elbow on the side, and let out a happy sigh. 


"Nearly there,
mate," he announced.


"Can't wait,"
she replied.


She was a little fed up
with all the drama, to be fair, but glad to be back at Andrew's place
nevertheless, and extremely happy to see him again. She had immense trust in
him. Everything always tended to fall into place eventually, naturally, whenever
Andrew happened to be in charge. She felt certain that this time would not be
any different. 


She relaxed over the
half-mile drive that led them deeper into a thick forest of ancient oaks, across
a small fjord over a narrow brook at the bottom of the lane, and up again by
the side of a field of maize. Now it was all quiet. Kathleen could not hear the
road anymore, or the traffic, and it was a blessing all right. She smiled at
the sound of birds singing in the trees, and the sight of shards of sunlight glinting
through the dark green leaves. Andrew's place was even more beautiful in
reality than she remembered. She turned to glance at him.


"What’s her name,
by the way?" she enquired. "Have you managed to find that out?" 


“Yes.”


He nodded, as he pulled
over in front of the modern buildings that made up the bulk of the centre. Fifteen
comfortable single rooms, each with its own ensuite bathroom; a gym, swimming
pool, lecture rooms and stables were also available, all managed by highly-qualified
and passionate NLP coaches, therapists, and an enthusiastic team of personal
trainers, many of them ex-military; the wellness centre was famous
internationally, and it attracted people from all over the world. It was an
amazing place, well-equipped as well with its own restaurant, and a talented
full-time chef. Kathleen also remembered how she had once roamed through the
forest and the rest of the grounds for an entire day, and not met a single
other soul apart from birds, rabbits, and a couple of foxes. She did love it
there, and every once in a while, she had to admit that Andrew's offer to come
and work with him was almost too tempting to refuse.


"She is called Ashleigh,"
he told her, startling her out of her jetlag-fuelled reverie.


“Beautiful name,”
Kathleen reflected. "And what else have you been able to discover about
her?"


"Not much," Andrew
admitted. "Hopefully, you can help me with that." 


"She does speak
English, then. Not some Celtic dialect from way back in the day, right?"


Kathleen was only half
joking. Several times previously, she had assisted in cases of people stuck in
delusions that were so severe, that even communicating with them was difficult.
It was crazy what weird and complex languages people could come up with
sometimes.


"Yep. But I have
to tell you she also speaks a language I have not been able to identify for
certain yet," Andrew said. "It sounds extremely genuine though, not
made-up at all," he added, as if he had been reading her thoughts.


His strange comment immediately
commanded Kathleen’s full attention. She had not expected him to say something
quite along these lines.


"You are a
specialist in ancient dialects, are you not?" she pointed out to him.


He grinned at the spark
of impatience he could detect in her voice.


"Correct. I am
indeed. And I can tell you that the Celtic family of languages from the time we
are talking about here included several different ones, which were spoken all
over the European continent. I know what they were. However, there are no
living native speakers left today, and so I cannot be sure exactly which one is
hers."


Kathleen was completely
taken aback by his answer. 


"But... How would
she know how to speak the language then?" she exclaimed, puzzled.


"Well. I told you
I think she is the real deal, didn't I?" Andrew replied.


She burst out laughing.


"Oh, come on; stop
pulling my leg, Andrew!"


He shrugged, amused at
her reaction.


          "Anyway, she does speak English
pretty well too. Sometimes a bit slow, as if she has not used it for a while,
or does not remember the words for a bunch of modern things." He winked at
her. "I swear she has even got traces of an American accent lurking in
there from time to time."


"Don't tell me the
only reason you asked me to come see her is because you think she is an
American loony?" Kathleen muttered, as she climbed out of the car.
"Would be just my luck, uh?"


"Come on, Kat,
where is your open mind?"


"My open mind does
not like you keeping secrets very much, Andrew."


"I understand. No
more secrets. Come with me."


She allowed him to take
her by the arm, but pulled away when she realised that he was dragging her in the
opposite direction to the house.


"Andrew, where are
we going?" she protested. "I want to see her now."


"And so, you
shall."


"But..."


"She is not in the
house, Kat. Come on."


Kathleen gave an
exasperated sigh. She walked alongside her friend toward the stables, growing
more and more incredulous by the second. Surely, he did not have a bed in there
for her? With the horses? She was about to ask him what the hell was going on,
when she spotted someone else moving around out there. She immediately raised a
hand to shield her eyes from the sun.


"Who is
this?" she asked.


Right there in the
middle of the grassy field, a woman was riding one of Andrew's horses. No
saddle. She was dressed in jeans and a simple black t-shirt, a pair of muddy Wellington
boots on her feet. And she was going hell for leather up the field. Now, Kathleen
did not ride. She did not much care for horses either, and yet she could
recognise grace when she saw it. This rider had elegance and style in
abundance. The way she stopped the horse, turned him around, changed pace and
charged up the field again, obviously taking great pleasure in doing it, was
something to behold, and a thing of beauty. Kathleen kept her eyes trained on
them, as horse and rider disappeared for a second when they reached the top of
the hill, before reappearing again, at a slow canter this time, taking their
time coming down. The woman had spotted them, that was obvious. And yet she
seemed in no hurry to get closer, slowing the horse down to a fast trot, and a
gentle walk, not even glancing once in their direction. 


"Are you kidding
me?" Kathleen murmured, as soon as she came close enough to recognise.


The dark-chestnut coloured
hair, sparkling blue eyes, and even the rebellious stance that was obvious in
the set of her mouth as she approached.


"Is that
her?" 


Andrew took her arm,
looking excited. 


"This is why I
wanted you to wait," he whispered to her. "To see it with your own
eyes."


Kathleen stared at the
woman as she lifted her right leg over the horse's neck, and jumped off easily.
She caught the way that she immediately rested her hand over her hip when she
landed, and paused to stretch her back for a second; she noticed the slight
limp when she started to walk over to them, and the bruising on the side of her
face, although fading fast it seemed. These were her only clues that this might
be the mysterious individual her friend had been talking about, and was so
excited about her meeting.


"But it can't
be," Kathleen exclaimed. "Andrew, the hospital records… they stated..."


She went silent. She
watched as the newcomer rested her hand on the side of the horse's face. There
was something compelling about her. A confidence bordering on insolence that
should not have been there, and was disturbingly attractive. Schizophrenic? Like
hell she is, Kathleen thought, shocked, as she watched the way the rider
finally came to stand in front of them, as if daring them to confront her. 


"Ashleigh! Hi, how
are you?" Andrew greeted her.


For all her attitude,
the woman actually flinched when he tried to rest his hand over her shoulder.
Reluctance. Wariness. She had plenty of both, it seemed. Andrew hesitated, and
finally dropped his hand. Kathleen could tell that he was disappointed with her
reaction. If nothing else, Andrew was a really good guy, who loved to meet
people and make new friends. She suddenly felt very protective of him. But he
seemed to take it all in his stride.


"All right, Ash,"
he said to her in a warm voice. "Let me introduce you to my very good friend,
Kathleen. She has come a long way to see you."


Kathleen almost held
her breath as Ashleigh’s gaze settled on her face. Their eyes met. Blue eyes
held her own dark-brown ones for a few seconds, and as they did Kathleen
watched, perplexed, as those eyes slowly filled with tears. She was astonished
at the sudden change in her. The woman who a second ago had looked full to
bursting with assurance and aplomb suddenly appeared vulnerable, completely
thrown off-balance. She let go of the horse's reins. She took a couple of steps
forward, and colour spread rapidly across her cheeks.


"Kathleen?"
she said.


She reached for her
impulsively, and Kathleen, surprised, took an involuntary step back. Andrew came
in between them, and Ashleigh snapped at him in a language that Kathleen had
never heard before. Did it sound made-up? Absolutely not. She felt her
brain start to swim a little. A feeling of strangeness enveloped her. But she
recovered fast. Meanwhile, Andrew was talking to his charge.


"Ashleigh,"
he told her. "You know you’ve got to speak English to me, mate."


Ashleigh shook her head
impatiently, her eyes still fixed intently on Kathleen. She completely ignored him,
and she said something else to her, still in the same language. It sounded like
she may have been asking a question, and her voice had softened significantly.
She walked around Andrew, and took another step forward. This time, Kathleen did
not move when she came to stand right in front of her. She had to look up to
meet her eyes. There was an energy about the woman which was so intense it
almost made her shiver. Ashleigh whispered something else she did not catch,
and a single tear rolled down the side of her cheek. 


"I am really sorry,"
Kathleen apologised. "I don’t know the language you speak..."


And bloody hell, she was
annoyed about it. The woman's voice was raw with barely contained emotion. And
there was something excruciating in the way that this complete stranger was
looking at her. The sadness in her eyes was so moving that Kathleen felt her
own eyes start to fill with tears as well. There was a lump in her throat. For
God's sake, Kat, she thought, annoyed with herself for not being able to
maintain the professional distance that she was renowned for. Get a grip.
She blinked a couple of times, and took a deep breath to clear her mind. 


"I don't
understand what you are saying," she repeated. 


She refrained from touching
her. Now, Ashleigh had grown as white as a sheet, and it only made the bruises
on her face appear darker, and more painful. A slow, almost imperceptible trembling
had started in her body as well. Kathleen noticed it, and she tensed. 


"Hey. Are you all
right?" she asked.


The woman's eyes
remained firmly tethered to her face, scrutinising her. She was silent, but she
looked like a million conflicting thoughts were racing through her mind.
Kathleen had to repeat her question, twice, before Ashleigh finally shook her
head, as if waking up from a long, heavy dream. She took a single step back.


"All right...
Yes," she said, thankfully in perfect English this time. "Your name
is Kathleen?"


Her voice was warm,
husky. It suited her. Relieved, Kathleen flashed her a genuine smile this time.


"Yes, it is. My
friends call me Kat."


There was the faintest
trace of a smile on Ashleigh's lips as well now. She glanced at Andrew, who
stood looking slightly baffled by the side of them, watching the unexpected and
unusual exchange between the two women.


"You are friends?
With him?"


"Yes."


"And you are
here..." 


Once again, Ashleigh
looked on the very edge of tears, but she brushed them from her eyes quickly.
She spoke English all right, but it sounded a little strange somehow. Something
about the way she strung her words together, and definitely no trace of an
American accent. If anything, she may have sounded a little Scottish to Kathleen's
untrained ears. It was not altogether unpleasant, even rather nice actually,
and she felt herself relax a little.


"I have come here to
spend some time with you," she offered. "If that’s all right with
you, of course. I would like to help you if I can."


There was a definite
flash of something in the woman's clear blue eyes. Happiness? Relief?


"You are staying
here?" she asked.


"Yes, I am staying
at the house."


Again, more of the
same. Relief, tinged with... It could have been hopefulness. A good start,
anyway.


"How long?"
she enquired.


Kathleen smiled at her
again in what she hoped was a reassuring manner.


"I will be here a
while," she promised.


Ashleigh exhaled
slowly. Her entire body seemed to settle.


"A while,"
she murmured.


Andrew cleared his throat,
looking happy, and eager to get himself back into the conversation.


"Well, now that the
introductions have been made, perhaps we can all get back to the house for a nice
cup of tea, and..." 


His voice trailed off
when Ashleigh abruptly turned away from them, strode to her horse, and jumped
on his back as if he had not even spoken. 


His smile faded.


"Or perhaps not,"
he muttered under his breath.


"Kathleen,"
the woman called. 


"Yes?"
Kathleen replied, still feeling a little off balance.


This time, Ashleigh
flashed her a brilliant smile. Again, she said something completely
unintelligible in that strange language of hers, but she sounded a lot happier
than the first time. She laughed when she spotted the look of total
incomprehension on Kathleen's face.


"It's all
right," she said.


And then she dug her
heels into the horse's flanks, and they both took off at a crazy gallop toward
the forest. Kathleen let out a breath that sounded as if she had been holding
it from the moment she had first laid eyes on Ashleigh.


"Wow," she
murmured. "I guess you did not lie when you said this one was going to be
a challenge, uh?"
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Kathleen knew that when
she became too tired to even think, it was time to take a break, and so she
decided, wisely, to allow herself a nap before she did anything else. She went
straight to her room, blacked out for two wonderful hours, and woke up feeling
refreshed, sometime her stomach told her was probably early evening. She
showered quickly, changed, and went in search of Andrew. She was ready, eager,
and impatient to have her questions answered. Or at the very least ask them,
because she was pretty sure that her friend would not be able to answer
anything she really wanted to know.


"Hey, mate,"
she greeted him when she found him. "Are you busy? Can we talk?"


He was sitting in his
office behind a pile of paperwork, and he smiled at her when she walked in,
looking relieved to have an excuse to stop doing what he had been doing.


"Sure. Come in. Did
you sleep well?"


"Perfect."


"Good, I'm
glad."


"I feel like I
might have dreamt the whole encounter with your mystery guest though," she
added, flashing him a little dubious look.


He grinned at her.


"I don't think so,
somehow. And?"


"And I have
googled it," Kathleen replied, thrusting her iPad at him. "Pelvic
fractures begin to heal four weeks after the injury occurred. Sometimes it
takes three months! She should not be able to walk right now, let alone ride a
horse the way she was doing this afternoon."


He nodded, waving her tablet
away.


"I know. Have a
seat, Kat."


She settled on the
couch opposite the desk, and raised her eyebrows at him.


"So, what is going
on then, Andrew?"


"Well. I checked
with the doctors. Apparently, it was a light fracture."


Kathleen immediately
rolled her eyes.


"Even so!"
she exclaimed. "And what about her leg? It takes six to eight weeks for
even a minor fracture to heal, and the doctor’s notes said it was a complicated
one!"


Andrew appeared a
little weary this time, as if none of this information were new to him, and he
had given up trying to make sense of it.


"Yes, I
know," he repeated. "I have looked into all this stuff as well,
believe me. I spoke to her doctors, and confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt
that they did not get their initial diagnoses wrong. All the same, I know it
sounds weird, and I cannot explain it. Here’s what happened: the first week
Ashleigh was here, she was unconscious for most of it. Once she realised that I
was not going to hurt her, or whatever else she seems to think might be on our
agenda, she allowed herself to relax..."


"Relax? I don't
think she looks very relaxed," Kathleen interrupted. "Or very
trusting either."


"No, you're right.
But it is at least a hundred times better than what it was like at the
beginning."


He waited for her to
say something else.


"I’m sorry,"
she apologised. "Carry on, please."


"Yes. As I was
saying, once she allowed herself to relax, she went to sleep for the best part
of a week. When she woke up, she was walking. With a limp, which she still has.
But walking. And a single day later, she started riding. That is pretty much
all she has been doing ever since. Ride my horses, which I am grateful for, by
the way, spend some time in the forest, and stare into the fire for hours at a
time. Alone."


"Not a talker,
uh?"


Andrew gave an amused
laugh. He sounded extremely happy.


"That conversation
you two had together?" he informed her. "That is more words I have
heard her speak in two minutes than in the two weeks she has been here..."


Kathleen stared at him
for a few seconds. She remembered the way the woman's eyes had filled with
tears, as soon as she had looked at her. She tensed at the memory of the naked
pain she had been able to hear in her voice. And she repressed a smile when an
image of Ashleigh riding Andrew's stallion suddenly flashed in her mind. This
was a sight that she would not forget in a hurry.


"But this is so
weird," she reflected eventually. "The whole thing is just
crazy."


"Yep. Seems that
way."


"What else have
you noticed about her, that is strange and unexplainable?"


Andrew chuckled.


"Oh, other than
the fact her body healed up so quickly, you mean? And that she does not
understand what a car is, or a phone, how to use a fork, and what a watch is
for? Even some of the clothes I was wearing seemed to weird her out
too..."


Kathleen burst out
laughing when he said that.


"Some of the
clothes you like to wear are pretty terrifying, Andrew," she pointed out,
clearly delighted. "Come on, admit it."


"Ha! Touché, my
dear."


He laughed easily with
her, before they both grew quiet again eventually.


"So, here we are
then," he concluded. "Who is she? Where does she come from? Is she
deluded?"


Kathleen threw him a
weird look.


"Well, unless you
actually believe she is a time-travelling Celt warrior from ancient Britain, I
guess we can agree on that last one."


"But why, though? Why
is she stuck in that memory of the temple? What provoked it? I mean she looks
what, late twenties, early thirties?"


"Twenty-seven,
max," Kathleen replied. "Just a couple of years younger than
me."


"Okay, then. And
she seems to be no one. She is not local, that's for sure. She’s got no ID, no
records. The police have been working flat out to find out who she is over the
past couple of weeks, and yet, still, nothing."


"She may be
foreign."


Andrew shrugged.


"Maybe. But even
so, we should be able to find a trace of her somewhere. You have got to admit
it is strange not to be able to track her down, right? Especially in our weird
and wonderful world of Facebook and social media. The police have published
photos of her in the paper too, and yet, nobody has come forward."


"I am not on
Facebook," Kathleen pointed out, feeling stubborn for a reason she could
not quite fathom. "And I don't read the paper."


But he kept going,
undeterred.


"Some other things
don't add up. Like her clothes, for instance.”


“What about them?”


“When she was found,
she was wearing linen trousers, leather boots laced with fur, and a woollen
tunic. She was carrying one of those short swords you can buy in town as
souvenir, a bow, and some arrows as well. She had a silver torc around her neck,
and..."


"A what?"


"A neck ring.
Celtic chiefs and warriors often wore them."


Kathleen raised an
ironic eyebrow.


"Let me guess.
They sell those in the Glastonbury souvenir shops too, right?"


"Yeah, they do.
Doesn’t mean that’s where she got hers. Or the sword."


"Andrew, what on
earth are you saying? I don't...


"I am having her
stuff tested," he interrupted.


Kathleen paused for a
second.


"You what?" 


He gave her a little
sheepish smile.


"I want to know,
Kat," he confessed.


"What do you mean,
'you want to know'?" she frowned. "And tested for what?"


"Anything I can
find. Where the clothes are from, where they were made, and when; what sort of
metal that sword is, what can be collected from the blade..."


Kathleen did not let
him finish. She stood up straight away, and came to sit on the corner of his
desk. She met his eyes, and held his gaze intently.


"Why?" she
asked.


"I am just
curious."


"About what? Come
on, be honest with me, Andrew."


He chuckled again, and
even blushed a little. His eyes were sparkling with a mixture of excitement and
anticipation.


"You know me, Kat.
I love to dream, and I never discount anything."


"You believe she
is a Celtic warrior from the past," Kathleen stated. "Actually no,
let me rephrase that. You want to believe it."


Again, he just smiled,
and gave a small innocent shrug. Kathleen eyed him with a worried, and rather
disappointed look on her face. 


"Entering someone
else's delusion," she reflected with a sigh. "It can be pretty
dangerous, my friend. It is never a good idea."


This time, Andrew
laughed out loud.


"You are telling
me, uh? Don't forget I was mad enough to get married to my ex-wife, and believe
it would turn out okay. I told you she was already shagging my good friend Tom,
our best man, by the time we said our vows, haven't I? Standing right in front
of him, and about a hundred guests?"


Kathleen rested a
gentle hand over his shoulder.


"Yes, you did. I'm
sorry. And I know you're right, I should not discount anything just because it
seems impossible, and I have no first-hand experience of it."


"That's right.
Good for you."


"But," she
added, "and it is a huge 'but', believe me, I really do think that it
is more likely to be a case of brain damage on this occasion."


"Not according to
the scans. There is nothing wrong with her brain."


Kathleen rolled her
eyes.


"Deep
psychological trauma then."


He grinned.


"Maybe. Maybe
not."


She was beginning to
get rather annoyed with his stubbornness.


"Be careful, Andrew,
okay?" she pleaded, unable to contain her impatience. "I don't
understand what you are doing, or why you would even want to do it."


"I told you. I am
a dreamer. An investigator, and a truth seeker. Ultimately? A believer."


"Just do not go
and get yourself lost in her dream world," Kathleen snapped. "It is
not real. She is not from the past, and it will not help her if you enter into
it."


Andrew could always
tell when Kathleen was beginning to get annoyed, or fed up with him, because
she started to talk to him like she would to a little child. It amused him, the
way she did that. And he was actually quite surprised that it had taken her
this long to start doing it on this occasion. She was doing well, he reflected,
grinning, and now was probably a good time to call it a day.


"I won't get lost
in any dream," he assured her. "And I am glad you came, Kat. I know
you will keep me grounded, wide awake, and thinking straight."


Kathleen suspected that
he was, as the British like to say, 'taking the royal piss' out of her.
But she decided to let it go for the time being.


"Okay, then,"
she muttered. "I think I am ready to talk to her again."


"Excellent. Why
don't you take her dinner to her?"


"Where?" 


"She doesn't eat
here," Andrew explained, gesturing for her to follow him into the kitchen
at the back. "Doesn't sleep here either, even though, trust me, I offered
her the best room in the house. I wanted her to have the one you’re in
actually, but she turned me down. She has made the stables her home."


"Has she
now?"


"Yes. I think most
nights she actually builds a fire in the woods, and cooks herself something that
she has caught in the forest."


Kathleen looked
appalled.


"You are kidding
me," she exclaimed.


He was shaking his
head, laughing quietly.


"Nope." 


Can this get any
weirder? Kathleen reflected to
herself. One thing was for sure, she was glad that Andrew had asked her to
come. There was just too much about this situation that begged to be cleared
up, understood, and set up straight. And it was painfully obvious to her that
he needed a grounding perspective on the whole thing as well.


"So, the woman is
a regular Bear Grylls, uh?" she commented wryly.


Andrew met her gaze,
smiling still. 


"Yep. If you ask
me, I think she is pretty skilled for a loony schizophrenic."
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It was getting darker,
and a little colder by the time Kathleen made her way toward the stables,
carrying a torch, a warm blanket, and a plate full of fish and chips, mushy
peas and tartar sauce for the mysterious 'woman from the past', as Andrew
had started to call her. 


“Our friend, the woman
from the past,” Kathleen murmured, mimicking his voice. 


That he was in awe of
her, and of his own hopes for some extraordinary story was pretty clear, and
rather worrying as well. You can be a dreamer all you like, Andrew, but this
is nuts, and you know it, she reflected annoyingly. Why someone so
intelligent as he was would let himself get drawn into the ramblings of a
delusional woman in such a way, she could not in all honesty figure out. Unless
he was writing an academic paper, or a book on the subject, which she was
pretty sure that he was not. 


"This is just
plain ridiculous," she muttered under her breath.


She herself was firmly
convinced that the woman's condition must be the result of a severe, and significant
traumatic event in her life. Perhaps she had actually jumped in front of that
bus. A suicide attempt. Yes, that would make sense. And now, whatever had
caused her to try to end her life had been buried deep down inside the
unconscious, because it was too painful to contemplate consciously. This was
actually how multiple personalities were created, and it was probably what the
woman had done. And so, she would spend some time with her, Kathleen had
decided, find out what was really going on inside her head, and get her the
help she needed. 


“Woman from the past,
give me a break,” she concluded. 


She was glad when she
finally reached the stables, although disappointed to find the place empty,
dark, and utterly quiet. 


"Ashleigh?"
she called out. "Are you in there?"


A few of the horses
came to hang their necks out of their stalls, their eyes shining in the
darkness of the long rectangular building, looking about as interested in her
once they realised that no food was coming as she actually was in them.


"I guess not,
uh," she murmured.


She checked the office
next, and the tack room as well, but it was clear that no one was around. The
food was getting cold, and Kathleen remembered what Andrew had just told her. Most
nights she makes a fire in the woods... She sighed. The woman should be in the
hospital, she thought; not living in the forest, doing God knows what, while
her very good friend Andrew performed radiocarbon dating on her boots. Had
everyone, including the doctors and the police, completely lost their minds? 


Yes, but how did she
recover so quickly from her injuries? And what about that language she speaks?
Things just do not add up, do they?



The little voice inside
her head, which had started to sound suspiciously like Andrew, was relentless tonight.
But Kathleen was convinced there had to be a logical explanation for those
things too. Someone simply had to find it, and she was confident that she would
be the one to succeed.


"Ashleigh?"
she called again.


She started toward the
dark woods at the back of the stables, albeit a little reluctantly. At this
time of the evening, she did not want to be wandering around the grounds on her
own too much if she could help it. Not that the place was dangerous of course,
but she was impatient to find Ashleigh, and talk to her again, and she had no
time to waste traipsing around the forest with her plate of fish and chips,
really... Fortunately, it did not take her very long. There, on the side of the
field. 


Must be her, Kathleen decided. 


She spotted the little
campfire first, and then the outline of a woman sitting on a log in front of
it. Kathleen paused for a second, feeling relieved. In the west, the sky was
aflame with the last remnants of the day. On the other side, darkness had
already arrived. There was something very peaceful, and almost timeless about
the picture of this woman, sat by the side of her lonely fire, as the first
stars of the night just began to twinkle in the sky above. Kathleen started to
make her way toward her. She was not trying to be silent, and a dried-up piece
of wood snapped loudly under her boot as she approached. She noticed how
Ashleigh’s right hand immediately dropped to her side, and when she turned to
face her, Kathleen spotted the large hunting knife she was holding.


"Uh... It's only
me," she gasped. "Remember me, right? Kathleen, from when you were
out riding this afternoon?"


Where the hell did she
get that, she wondered, before
remembering that it was pretty likely she would have found it in the stables.
She was fuming inside. Andrew should be more careful, she thought. We
know nothing about her! She has put one guy in the hospital already... What if
she really is crazy? And dangerous?


"Kathleen."


The sound of the
woman's voice brought her back to the here and now.


"Yes," she
snapped.


          Ashleigh was standing in front of her,
minus the knife, smiling faintly.


"All right?"
she asked.


The irony of it was not
lost on Kathleen. Now she’s the one looking at me like I’m crazy, wanting to
know if I am okay, she reflected. She was feeling quite agitated all of a
sudden, flustered, and it surprised her to realise it. 


"I'm fine,"
she replied. "Here. This is for you."


She shoved the plate of
food at her new client, who made a face, and stood looking at it as if it might
explode in her hands at any second.


"It is food. For
you to eat," Kathleen added, and she removed the foil cover that kept it
warm.


Ashleigh actually
licked her lips at the sight of it.


"Good," she
declared.


She sat back down, rested
the plate on the ground, and gestured for Kathleen to sit next to her. She
reached for the hunting knife again, and used it to spear a piece of meat that
was cooking on the fire.


"Are you
hungry?" she asked.


"What is
that?"


"Rabbit."


"Where did you get
it?" Kathleen enquired.


She was feeling a
little fascinated in spite of herself. She had made the clear resolution to
keep her emotional distance from this woman, and to remain completely
professional with her at all times, unlike Andrew. But there was something
about her... Something almost magnetic that drew her in. 


Ashleigh nodded toward
the woods.


"Plenty of food
over there,” she answered. “Would you like some?"


"Already had
dinner," Kathleen lied. "I'm fine, thanks."


Ashleigh shot her a
dubious look, as if this should not have been a limiting factor. She gave a
little shrug.


"All right,
Kathleen," was her simple response, and she ate the piece of meat right off
the tip of the blade. “Good rabbit,” she commented.


When she was done with
her own food she reached for the plate of fish and chips, and set about
devouring that. Like Andrew had mentioned before, she ignored the fork, and
used her fingers instead. Yet again, there was a certain elegance in the way
she ate. She broke the fish into small pieces, and used each one to eat the
peas and the sauce, never letting her fingers touch those. Kathleen watched her
in silence for a minute, thinking that she did indeed look like she needed the
extra dinner. Andrew had told her she had lost a tonne of weight that first
week at the centre, and it showed. It was obvious that she was not fully
recovered, no matter how quickly her internal injuries might have healed at
first.


"Good fish?"
Kathleen asked her after a while.


She could not help but
smile at the look of pure happiness she saw immediately flash in the woman’s
eyes. Rarely had she witnessed such a contented expression on someone’s face, as
a simple result of eating a fish dinner.


"Yes," Ashleigh
replied. "Very good"


She set the plate
aside, wiped her hands on her jeans, and turned to Kathleen.


"Thank you,"
she said.


"You are most welcome.
How are you feeling?"


"Full."


All right, so this is
going to be hard work, Kathleen
realised.


"I mean your
injuries. You had a broken leg, and a broken pelvis."


"I’m all right
now," the woman replied, as if it was nothing out of the ordinary.


"You healed very
quickly."


Ashleigh gave a light
shrug.


"It is
unusual," Kathleen insisted.


Ashleigh glanced at
her, and again came the quick smile that made her eyes sparkle in the light of
the flames from the little fire.


"I am strong. It's
all right."


She nabbed a piece of
forgotten fish with her fingers, and popped it into her mouth.


"So, how did it
happen?" Kathleen probed. "I mean the accident. You were in the
middle of the road, right? You did not see that bus coming at you?"


Ashleigh shook her head
sharply at that suggestion.


"No. I was on the
side of a hill, waiting for low tide to cross over. There was no road."


She met Kathleen's
gaze, and held it for a little longer than before.


“There was no road?”
Kathleen repeated.


Ashleigh shook her
head, maintaining eye contact.


“No.”


 But there was none of that confrontational
attitude from the afternoon about her now. Instead, the woman looked tired, and
mostly discouraged.


"I know you don't
believe me.”


"No, it isn’t
that,” Kathleen said to her gently. “I understand this makes perfect sense to
you. I do not think you are lying to me at all."   


Ashleigh gave a
dejected shrug. She sighed, and stared into the fire. 


"Same thing; you
don't believe,” she reflected. 


It was a few seconds before
she looked up again, and found Kathleen’s eyes once more. 


“Even so. Can you help
me to go back there?"  


Kathleen had a sneaky
feeling that she was not talking about a location when she said ‘there’.
She was speaking very quietly, with a sadness that was quite profound. Kathleen
could not help herself. She rested her hand over her shoulder, and leaned a
little closer to her. She felt Ashleigh exhale softly at the feel of her touch.


"Where do you
think that place was?" Kathleen enquired.


Andrew would probably
have asked her 'when', she reflected. Well. Whatever. He was not
there right now, and she was not going to fall for this kind of madness. Ashleigh
shook her head in frustration. 


"I don't know,”
she answered. “I find it hard to remember.”


"And what was your
purpose for being there?"


The woman stared off
into the fire again, frowning in concentration, as if it were a great effort
for her just to think. Almost painful.


"I was going to
the temple. I had something very important to do there. I don't remember
anything else. Just my name, and..." 


She turned toward
Kathleen, and all of a sudden that intensity from before was back shining in
her eyes.


"What is it?"
Kathleen asked her immediately.


"You look like
her," Ashleigh murmured. "You look so much like her."


"Who?"
Kathleen prodded, feeling slightly disturbed at the unexpected comment.


"I’m not sure,"
Ashleigh replied with some difficulty. “But I miss her somehow…” 


Her voice broke a
little as she said that, and she swallowed hard. 


"I see her in my
dreams almost every night. A woman. She meant everything. But the images are
all faded now, and I cannot access what I need..." 


“And yet, I remind you
of her?”


“Yes.”


Ashleigh gave a soft
sigh, and she stared at Kathleen with an extremely odd expression on her face. 


"You look just
like her, the woman from my dreams. And you bite on your lip when you are deep
in thought, just the way she used to do. Again, I have no idea how I know this.
It is like little flashes of her I am able to get through you from time to
time."


Kathleen had been
unaware that she was gnawing on her lip, and she stopped doing it immediately.
But it was not her biggest problem right now, far from it. Transference,
she reflected, amazed at the very thought of it. Haven't known her for more
than thirty minutes, and already we have transference? Andrew is going to want
to kill me.


"What else can you
remember?" she asked, as gently as she could despite her own rapidly
growing discomfort. "Anything at all?"


Something was definitely
wrong with this woman; all of her professional instincts were switched on to
full alert, and at the same time Kathleen was finding it difficult not to feel immense
sympathy for her. She was not lying, that was for sure. She appeared completely
authentic, genuine, and yes, she was beautiful too. Kathleen would have had to
be completely blind not to notice it. 


Ashleigh returned her
gaze to the fire.


"I dream of her
all the time, and of other things too," she said.


"What
things?"


"Places. People I
don't recognise."


She had grabbed hold of
the knife again, and she was using it to dig absently at the ground in front of
her. Kathleen could feel her frustration. She wondered if there was a little
anger laced in there as well. And she was holding a weapon…


"Where did you get
this, by the way?" she asked.


Ashleigh caught her
gaze.


"This?" 


She lifted it up, and
the large knife reflected moonlight off its blade. 


"In the stables. I
found it. Your friend, Andrew..." She shrugged a little defiantly.
"He and the others, they took my weapons, so..."


Kathleen rested her
hand on her forearm, immediately noticing how very warm her skin felt to the
touch. She noticed Ashleigh's reaction, a softening in her eyes, and instantly
wished that she had not touched her in this way. But she ignored it.  


"You do not need
weapons," she said in a firm tone. 


"Yes, I do,"
came the stubborn reply.


"No. You are safe
here."


"I need to
hunt."


"You do not have
to. You can come stay at the house."


Ashleigh lifted her
eyes to gaze in that direction.


"No. I don’t like
it up there," she murmured. "Too bright. Noisy. Too many
people."


Kathleen kept her hand
wrapped firmly around her forearm. Whatever transference might have been going
on, she was consciously making use of it now. She had to get this woman's trust,
and get it quickly. So be it, she thought. I will deal with it later.


"I
understand," she replied. "But I am going to need you to sit with me
over there from time to time."


A flicker of hope shone
in Ashleigh's clear blue eyes.


"So, you can help
me?" she asked again.


"Yes."


"To go home?"


Her eyes had started to
look a little wet, and colour was fast spreading across her cheeks, like it had
that very afternoon during their extremely brief, albeit intense conversation.
Kathleen hesitated. She was careful with her answer.


"I will do
everything I can to help you remember who you are, yes," she replied.


She did not need Ashleigh
to say it to her to realise that this was not the answer she had been looking
for. But she could not, would not, lie to her. There would be no going home.
Only piecing the remains of a broken memory together, as best they could, and
hoping that Ashleigh could handle whatever truth they would uncover.


"Kathleen,"
the object of her thoughts declared, looking at her with that quiet intensity
which Kathleen was quickly becoming used to. 


"Yes, Ashleigh?"


The woman smiled
eventually. She glanced toward the house again, then at her companion, and she
seemed to make a conscious decision to relax. 


"There is just too
much that is missing right now,” she reflected. “And I do want to remember. So
yes, I will go to the house with you."
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"Morning, mate!”
Andrew bellowed the next morning when he met her for breakfast. “I have got
some amazing, fantastic news for you, my darling!" 


He came bouncing into
the dining room just after six-thirty, looking delighted, excited, and full of
boundless energy as always. Kathleen rubbed her eyes, and she glanced up at him
from her second cup of black coffee of the day.


"Morning,"
she muttered.


She had slept extremely
badly. At first, she could not switch off, and then nightmares had taken hold,
and kept her in their grip for most of the rest of the night. Burning fields,
destroyed houses, images of war and people being hurt; and at the back of her
mind, always, was Ashleigh. Kathleen was pretty sure that she had been in her
dream at one point too, riding a huge horse, and brandishing a sword. She
sighed. Her good friend's influence, no doubt. Andrew and his fantastic
ideas...


"What's up?"
she asked him.


"I just got a call
from the police. You know the paramedic Ashleigh beat up?"


Kathleen felt her pulse
quicken.


"Yes?"


Andrew was beaming.


"Well, he has
pulled through at last. He is awake, talking, and no lasting damage from what
the doctors are saying. He is going to be just fine."


She raised her hand to
meet his in a spirited high-five.


"That is amazing news
indeed," she exclaimed, only now realising what a heavy load the worry of
what might happen to Ashleigh if the man never woke up again had felt like to
her. "Is he going to press charges against her?"


"No, none of that.
The cops told him what the deal is. He is happy to just drop it, and move on
with his life."


"What a
star."


Andrew poured himself a
cup of coffee, and he reached for the toast, smiling.


"Sure is, eh? Now
tell me, how did it go with her last night? Good conversation? Did you learn
anything more about her that could be helpful to us?"


Kathleen's spirits
dropped immediately. She remembered their conversation all too well, and she
was not looking forward to sharing it. Despite this, a small smile came to her
lips, as she was also reminded of the happy look on Ashleigh's face, right
after she had made short work of the plate of food Kathleen had brought for
her. A deep appreciation of life’s simplest pleasures. She remembered how she
had mentioned there was plenty of food in the forest… And yet, Kathleen stared
at the steaming cup of coffee in her hands, and wondered what, if anything, Ashleigh
would be having for breakfast that morning. Her mood darkened again
immediately. 


"I really don’t
think that she should be out there all on her own," she murmured. “You
know?”


Andrew had been enthusiastically
slathering a piece of bread with marmite, and he stopped to look at her.


"What's wrong?"
he enquired. "You are avoiding my question."


Kathleen sighed.


"It is not good
news," she confessed. "It appears we have got some transference going
on."


His jaw dropped, as did
his piece of toast from his fingers.


“You must be joking!
What did you do?" 


"Nothing, I just
showed up," she exclaimed, annoyed that he would immediately assume she
was to blame for it. "You called me, remember?”


“Yeah, sorry,” he
mumbled.


“And do you remember what
happened yesterday as well? The strange way she reacted? When she started to
get emotional, as soon as she saw me?"


"Yes, I do."


"Well, there was some
more of that last night. Apparently, I remind her of a woman she used to know.
Someone who meant everything to her, and that is in her own words."


"What, like a
mother, or a sister?"


          Kathleen's face instantly flushed a dark
shade of pink.


"More like
something else," she muttered. "More like a lover."


"Ah, great,"
he said with a groan. 


She had expected him to
say it was unfortunate for the therapy, reiterate that of course it was not her
fault, and agree that he would find someone else to handle the case. But Andrew
recovered quickly, and surprised her with his assessment. 


"Well, no matter,”
he concluded. “Either way, you need to work with her."


"Is that really
wise?" 


"Yes! You have got
great rapport with her."


"Achieved through
transference," Kathleen pointed out, annoyed. "That is not great
rapport, Andrew, just the opposite. I don't feel comfortable carrying on with
this."


He paused for a second,
just eyeing her with a wary look in his eyes. 


"So, what does
that mean?" he asked.


"It means I am
very conflicted about it."


He was clearly
disappointed, and yet supportive as always.


"Okay. Well, I'm
sure I can step in. We can figure something out..."


Kathleen took a deep breath.
She was silent for a moment, obviously debating the circumstances inside her
head. She replayed the conversation from the night before in her mind, and
wished that she had handled it a little differently. As it was, she had not much
choice left in the matter anyway.


"No," she
murmured eventually. "You’re right. I do not feel happy about it, but I
think I need to stay on the case. I was stupid enough to promise her I would
help…”


“Smart enough,” he
corrected.


“Smart enough,”
Kathleen conceded, although reluctantly. “Ashleigh agreed to come to the house,
and sit with me. I can't pull out of it now; but I just need you to know I feel
a little bit worried about it, that's all."


Andrew was ecstatic,
and clearly not sharing the same concerns.


"That’s great, Kat!"
he declared.


"I want you in the
room with us at all times, okay?"


He paused, watching her
with a thoughtful look on his face.


"What are you
really afraid of, my friend?"


"Nothing. But I do
want your input, and your ideas."


He shrugged, as if she
should have known better.


"Sure, sure. I
always want to be kept in the loop anyway, you know that."


She threw him a dark
look.


"What," he
laughed. "What have I done now?"


"I was just
wondering. When I spoke to Ashleigh last night, it was clear that she has an
issue with remembering things. But she has not actually said that she believes
she is from the past. Just that she was on the side of a hill, and..."


"Waiting for low
tide, to go to the Goddess temple on Glastonbury Tor!" Andrew finished for
her, sounding excited. "Mate, she doesn't need to say it. I know the
history of this place like the back of my hand. I know the old pagan stories. I
know, and it all makes sense. And by the way, how would she know to tell you
she is from the past if that is all she has ever known?"


Kathleen opened her
mouth to argue, but then quickly decided otherwise. She resolved to drop it,
right there and then, before she started shouting at him. She should have known
that he would have an answer at the ready, even if entirely extraordinary,
illogical, and to be honest, at least in her opinion, plain silly.


"Never mind,"
she muttered.


He grinned at her,
knowing exactly what she was thinking.


"So, Ashleigh is
coming to the house today," he confirmed.


"Yes."


"Wonderful. What
time?"


Kathleen could not help
but give a soft laugh at his eagerness.


"I don't know.
When you hear the sound of hooves outside the door, I guess that'll be
it."


"Perfect. And
listen; thanks, Kat.” He smiled at her. “You are doing great work, okay? Don't
worry about the transference thing, it will pass. I am sure that she is very grateful.
Or... will be when it is all over."


"Yeah, yeah."



Kathleen was not so
sure of that herself, and she really was worried about what he lightly called the
transference thing. She waved off the compliment. 


"Now tell
me," she asked, "does Matt still work here?"


"Yes, he does. Should
be headed for the gym right about now, as a matter of fact."


She stood up.


"I'll see if he
wants to go for a run with me. I need one to clear my head before I talk to
anyone else about all this stuff, and especially Ashleigh I feel... See you
later."


"Have fun,"
he told her with a smile.



 

∞



 

The head of physical
training at the centre was Matt Lawton, a thirty-five-year-old Royal Marine who
Kathleen had met two years previously during her last stay. He recognised her
immediately when she walked into the gym, and he stood for a moment, watching
her approach, with a wide smile spread all across his face. 


"I can't believe
it," he exclaimed. "You've come back for some more punishment!"


He enfolded her in a
tight hug, grinning all the while. Kathleen burst out laughing, and she
returned his friendly embrace.


"If I recall, Matt,
I got to the top of that hill ahead of you the last time we ran together."


He passed his hand over
his shaved head, brown eyes glinting in amusement.


"You know running
is not my thing, right? Too many years carrying heavy loads on my back, and
yomping with it all over the world with the Marines have kind of knackered my
knees. But I will go for a light jog with you right now if you fancy it? Catch
up, and all that?"


"I was hoping you
would offer. Let's go!"


It was another beautiful
sunny morning, and an absolute pleasure running through the fields, nice and
steady, enjoying the effort and catching up on each other's lives. They were
out for just under an hour in the end, and Kathleen could feel herself getting
ready for another good chat with her new, challenging client. It would all go
well, she had decided. After all, she was an expert at this sort of thing. It
was the reason Andrew had called her over to the UK, and she was not about to
let him down.


“Feeling all right?” Matt
enquired.


“Feeling great,” she
replied.


When they got to the
bottom of the last hill before making it back into view of the centre, he
grabbed her by a side of her t-shirt.


"Hey, Kat. Ten
quid I make it up there before you," he announced, grinning.


"Twenty I make it
first," she countered, laughing.


"You’re on. Ready,
set, go!"


They both rushed at the
hill, which in some parts was almost vertical, with equal amounts of
enthusiasm. The grass was wet with morning dew in some places, and Matt, being
the heaviest of the two, started to slide backward at some point.


"Oh, I can just
smell that twenty, Matt," Kathleen exclaimed.


She was struggling to
catch her breath and keep going at the same time, every muscle in her body was
hurting, and yet she was determined not to miss an opportunity to joke at his
expense. Two years before, she had lost some good money on various bets with
him. Now she was a little older, but way fitter than she used to be. She was
lighter as well, and where he struggled to stay on his feet, she managed to get
ahead.


"Cheat!" he
shouted.


"No way! Fit is
the word you are looking for!"


As she neared the top
of the hill, clearly winning, she afforded herself a single glance back at him.


"Come on, Matt,”
she laughed. “Catch up, mate!"


She caught a glimpse of
him grinning at her, and jokingly flipping her the bird, but then he
disappeared from view, and she heard a loud thump followed by a muffled grunt.
Worried that he might have fallen, and hurt himself, Kathleen immediately
turned back to go and help. What she saw when she caught up with him kind of
took her breath away.


"Jesus," she
exclaimed.


          Matt was lying on his stomach, clearly
winded. A furious-looking Ashleigh was on top of him, straddling his back, and
twisting his arm in a way that looked extremely painful. When she raised her
fist to hit him, Kathleen's blood went cold.


"No!" she
shouted.


She rushed and stumbled
toward them, and by the time she came close enough to do anything about it,
Matt had deflected the blow, freed himself, and put some distance between him
and his assailant as well. He raised his hands up, as if to signal to her not
to come any closer. 


"Hey, it's all
right," Kathleen heard him say to her in a calming voice. "Take it
easy now." 


But taking it easy was
obviously not a part of Ashleigh's plan. In a flash, she stepped forward, and executed
a perfect high kick which would have easily knocked a less skilled man than
Matt unconscious. As it was, he blocked her strike and pushed her back, hard
enough that she lost her balance. It was quickly recovered.


"I said,
don't," he warned her.


His tone had turned
menacing. He was breathing harder now, and clearly losing patience. But still, Ashleigh
prepared to launch herself at him. Her fists were raised, and aggression was pouring
out of her in waves. She looked angry, yet focused, determined, and like she
could do some real damage if she wanted to. Kathleen knew how dangerous Matt
could be as well, and that he would respond in kind if he was pushed a little
too far.


"Stop it!" she
exclaimed.


She threw herself at Ashleigh.



“Stop it, NOW,” she
shouted.


She gripped her wrist
with both hands, only managing to bring her arm down with some difficulty. She
landed her palms on her chest, and leaned into her with all the strength that she
could muster. Ashleigh felt heavy, hard, and powerful against her, and Kathleen
suddenly worried that she would not be able to hold her back.


"Stop!" she
hissed. "Ashleigh, don't! What the hell are you doing?"


Matt was standing his
ground in front of them. He did not appear overly concerned, but it was clear
that he had taken the measure of his opponent. He looked serious, and ready to
handle anything else she might want to throw at him. 


"Calm down. Ashleigh,
please," Kathleen pleaded with her.


It was a couple of
seconds before Ashleigh dropped her eyes to meet hers, and stopped resisting
her. Matt spotted the slight change in her. He brushed wet grass from his
t-shirt. He grunted, and massaged his neck with a sour look on his face.


"I don't know who
the heck you are, lady, but you are lucky I didn't want to hurt you," he
snapped at her.


Kathleen glanced back
at him with an apologetic expression on her face.


"She is one of
ours," she told him.


He threw her a sharp
look. He realised that by 'ours' she meant her client, and Andrew's as
well. Evidently, he understood what that meant.


"Right.
Okay," he replied. "That's fine, then."


Ashleigh just kept on
staring at him. Even though she did not look like she was going to attack him
anymore, she had not allowed herself to relax yet, not by a long shot. She
still looked coiled, and ready to pounce at any moment. Kathleen remained standing
firm in front of her, staring at her with a worried look in her eyes.


"What was that all
about?" she enquired. "What were you doing?"


Ashleigh finally
started to pay attention to her.


"He was chasing
you," she said, but now she sounded a little unsure. "I thought you
were in trouble. I..."


"I was not in
trouble!" Kathleen snapped, interrupting her. "This guy here is
called Matt. He’s my friend. We were training together!"


Ashleigh glanced at
her, and gave a sullen shrug. 


"I’m sorry. I
thought you needed help."


Without another word, she
turned to leave. Kathleen felt her heart sink.


"Ashleigh... Ashleigh,
please wait."


She reached for her arm,
just as the woman started to walk away. Ashleigh felt tense. She looked edgy. But
to her credit, she did not shake her off. She held back a little, biting on her
lip, hesitating.


"Please,"
Kathleen murmured. "Just hang on for a second, all right?"


Matt glanced at
Kathleen. He took his cue from the expression on her face. 


"I will let you
sort this one out between yourselves, okay?" he offered.


"Thanks, Matt. I am
so sorry..."


“Hey, no worries, mate.
Come and meet me later if you want; I will buy you a beer.”


He patted her on the
shoulder, smiled, and walked up to Ashleigh, who grew a little more rigid, and met
his gaze with a stubborn look in her eyes.


"You’ve got nice skills,"
he complimented her. "You come find me in the gym next time you want to
get rid of some of that pent-up energy of yours; okay?"


Ashleigh remained silent,
and Kathleen waited a few seconds, until Matt had gone away and was out of
earshot to attempt to get her to sit down with her.


"Let’s rest here
for a minute," she suggested.


"I am fine
standing up."


"Please,"
Kathleen insisted, but in a soft tone. “I just want to talk to you.”


Ashleigh relented eventually.
She sat down next to Kathleen, staring unseeingly at something only she could
see, far above the trees in the forest. For a few moments, she was silent,
absently rubbing the side of her leg that used to be broken not that very long
ago. Kathleen watched her do this for a little while, not wanting to push her,
and yet a million questions were swirling around her head.


"I was on my way
to the house to see you," Ashleigh explained. "I saw you running
ahead. And then I spotted this huge guy running right behind you, and catching
up fast. I thought he was going to hurt you."


Meet her inside her
model of the world, Kathleen reminded
herself. Remember, she is lost. In her world, this would have been bad. It
dawned on her that it could well have been the case in her own world as well,
too often was, in fact, and she shivered a little at the thought of it.


"Thank you for coming
to help me.” 


Ashleigh just shrugged.


"I didn't though,
did I?"


"No, but I
appreciate that you wanted to. Listen, over here inside Andrew's place, at the
house and on the grounds, there are only friends, okay? We work together, train
together, eat together. It’s all good."


Ashleigh gave a sharp
nod.


"Yes, I understand
that. I used to..."


Something flashed in
front of her eyes, but it was gone quickly. What remained was a definite sense
of what it had been like to have this sort of community around her. People she
could trust. A family of her own. Unfortunately, there were no faces, just
feelings. A vague awareness of something. Love, and support. And... More and
more when she tried to remember the woman in her dreams, it was Kathleen's face
that she saw. She shook her head, and gave a heavy sigh.


"You used to
what?" Kathleen prompted.


"I think I used to
live in a place like that too," Ashleigh replied. "Before."


"Before the
accident?"


"Of course, yes."



Another quick impatient
toss of the head, a far-away look in her eyes. Kathleen held her breath. She
is remembering something, she realised. Do not interrupt.


"I had already
left by then. I was looking for her."


"The woman you
spoke of?"


"Yes. There was a..."
Ashleigh's voice trailed off. Her face grew tense, and she shivered almost violently.
"Something really bad happened. I’m not sure what, but I get this feeling
that something really horrible came to pass…" 


She lowered her head,
and closed her eyes for a few seconds, squinting hard as she tried to remember.
After a while, she just hit the grass with her fist in frustration. 


"It all feels so
distant now. I keep trying to bring it back, but every time I do it only seems
to make it disappear even more."


"It’s perfectly all
right," Kathleen reassured her. "You are remembering things, and that
is all that matters. Now all we need to do is help you a little more. Ashleigh?"


She waited until the
woman met her gaze to give her a gentle smile.


"Would you like to
come back to the house with me now?" she offered.


Ashleigh hesitated. No,
I do not, was the first thing that popped into her head. She wanted nothing
to do with that place. What she longed to do was jump on a horse and disappear,
go as far away from this weird and puzzling world as she could. But she had
tried that before. Every single attempt had been unsuccessful. Andrew's place
felt more like a prison, in the middle of a network of roads and fences, than a
haven of peace to her. 


Before this, she knew
that she had travelled on horseback, over forests and mountains for days on
end, and not encountered this sort of thing, or even many other people. This
new universe she found herself in seemed to be so small. So threatening in
every possible way...


"Ashleigh?"
Kathleen repeated. “What do you think?”


Not her, though, Ashleigh reflected. Not Kathleen. She allowed
herself to scrutinise her face, and she spotted compassion, and just a hint of
concern shining in her eyes. There was nothing threatening about this woman,
just the opposite in fact. She reminded Ashleigh of safety, and warmth. She
looked beautiful, and she felt like someone who could be trusted implicitly. 


And Ashleigh was so
tired. It all made it increasingly difficult for her not to agree to the things
Kathleen wanted her to do. She was tired of fighting, caught in between a rock
and a hard place; in between a loneliness she could not handle very well
anymore, and an unknown future she was feeling less than optimistic about. With
her back against the wall, she went for the only option that made sense to her.


"All right,
Kathleen," she murmured. “I’ll go with you.”
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They headed back,
walking slowly side by side, and Ashleigh did not utter a single word along the
way. She was lost in her own thoughts it seemed, reflecting on things. She seemed
to grow more and more reluctant, and anxious, the closer they got to the house.
Kathleen smiled at her a couple of times.


"Nothing to worry
about, I promise," she assured her.


Ashleigh glanced at her,
as if she did not believe a single word of it. 


"You will be
fine," Kathleen promised.


When they got there she
took her straight to Andrew's office, which was blessedly empty. She locked the
door behind them, unplugged the phone, found his mobile phone abandoned on the
side of the desk, and switched that off too. She looked around, trying to spot
anything else that might spook Ashleigh. There was not much, to be fair. Andrew's
lair was a small space, with high windows, dark wood panelling, and a row of
shelves on one side, crammed full of books from floor to ceiling. In terms of
furniture he simply had his desk and a chair, a couch on the other side, and a
low table in the middle, again piled high with books. Ashleigh made a straight
beeline for the shelves on the far wall. Meanwhile, Kathleen cracked the door
open, and gestured to one of the staff.


"Could you get Andrew
please? Tell him I’ve got Ashleigh in here with me?"


"Sure."


"Thanks."


She turned to watch her.
Ashleigh was running her hand over the books as she walked slowly along the
wall, looking intent, her gaze jumping hungrily from one volume to the other.


"Do you like to
read?" Kathleen enquired.


Ashleigh turned to her,
a hesitant smile dancing on her lips. 


"I think so,"
she said.


She looked cautiously
happy. Well; she can't very well have spent a lot of time reading books, if
she lived a life as a warrior in the ancient times that Andrew wants to believe
she’s from, Kathleen reflected, feeling vindicated. And then she shook her
head at her own self. She could not quite believe that she was still trying to
come up with explanations to throw him off his outrageous theory. It was simply
too ridiculous for words. She decided to put it at the back of her mind, and
ignore it; for now.


"Would you like to
sit? Make yourself comfortable."


Ashleigh turned her
back on the books, supressing a small sigh. She chose the couch. Kathleen
dragged the chair a little closer to her, smiling all the while. Then Andrew
knocked on the door, and she stood up to let him in.


"Hi, how is
everyone doing?" he asked in a cheerful voice.


“We are doing great,”
Kathleen assured him.


 Ashleigh remained silent, looking doubtful,
and extremely wary. Both therapists were sitting there now, looking at her
expectantly, and she felt herself beginning to sweat. She felt hemmed in by
those walls, and Andrew especially was staring at her with a mixture of
excitement and wonder that was a little difficult to handle. Like he expected
something big of her. She was uncomfortable with the idea. She did not want to
be there, period. All she felt was empty, and lost. The night before, when
Kathleen had told her that she would help, she had not mentioned that Andrew
would take part. Now, Ashleigh found it almost impossible to...


"Relax,"
Kathleen told her, as if she had been reading her thoughts.


Ashleigh locked eyes
with her, nodded, and did her best to let the tension go.


"Talking of which,”
Andrew offered. “Before we start, I have some good news for you, Ash.”


He looked extremely happy
for her when he told her about the paramedic's recovery, and she was a little
surprised by his intensity. 


"Thanks," she
murmured. 


“No problem.”


"I do mean it,
Andrew,” she added, raising her eyes to meet his. “I did not intend to hurt
anyone. I don’t think anybody believed that but you."


He smiled broadly.


“Like I said, Ash. I am
here to help.”


Ashleigh forced herself
to smile. She was still tense, and she could not shake the feeling no matter
what. She glanced at Kathleen, unconsciously seeking the reassurance of her
gaze.


"So, what do we do
now?"


"Now, I would like
to do something with you that has been very helpful to other people,"
Kathleen replied. "To help them remember things from their past that were
buried deep within themselves, so deep, deep down, that they could not recover
those memories on their own. And the entire time that we do this, Ashleigh, you
will be guided by my voice. My voice will never leave you, and it will keep you
safe at all times. And it is okay to drift now, because as you do this, it
means that you are ready. And it is not for me to tell you, do this, or do
that, your unconscious mind knows just fine. And it is more or less the right
thing. So, just concentrate on the sound of my voice, and... that's right, you
can close your eyes if you want to. Just focus on my voice... That's right. As you
start to drift, remember that people do it all the time, and you can too. Now,
take a deep breath. And relax... That's right."


Kathleen glanced at Andrew,
who nodded vigorously in reply. Almost as soon as she had started using
hypnotic language to speak to her, Ashleigh had started to blink. Then her
shoulders dropped, and she sighed deeply. In the next second she had brushed at
her eyes, looking as if she were struggling to stay awake. Either she was
extremely tired, or she would go into a trance incredibly quickly. Kathleen was
hoping that the latter was the case. 


"You are doing
great," she assured her.


Off the top of her head,
she started talking about a beautiful forest, ancient trees, and a warm,
inviting lake of glittering blue waters. She patiently and very gently guided Ashleigh
on a slow walk through the forest, taking her deeper and deeper into trance. At
one point, she even had to grab a hold of Andrew's shoulder, and shake him. Wake
up, she mouthed at him. He nodded, startled, and Kathleen carried on. She
took Ashleigh down a path of polished stones and bright green moss, down steps
leading further down into the earth, always surrounded by majestic trees, the
sound of a gentle stream, and the echo of birdsong high above her head. 


"And always, my
voice will go with you," she whispered. "And you can allow yourself
to go deeper, and deeper now, and allow your conscious mind to just sleep,
sleep, sleep... Focus on my voice, and sleep... Drifting deeper and deeper
inside your memories."


The unwritten script
was working wonders on Andrew, who kept having to pinch himself not to drift
into his own trance. And Ashleigh was clearly gone as well. Head resting
against the back of the couch, eyes closed, her face looked relaxed for once,
and her body appeared heavy and limp. Kathleen heard a door slam somewhere in
the building, and laughter coming from the outside. She leaned closer to her
client, and spoke a little more quietly into her ear.


"Now Ashleigh,
remember that every sound you hear, in addition to my voice, is a reminder for
you to go ten times deeper into the memories. And right now, I want you to find
the one that you are looking for. The one that, when accessed, will give you
the answer to your question. People do it all the time, you know. And I know
that you can too; haven't you? Now. When you are ready, Ashleigh, start talking
to me. Walk me through the memories. Take me with you on a journey into your
story..."


Kathleen went quiet for
a minute. From the corner of her eye she could see Andrew, who was wide awake
once more. He was sitting forward in his chair, staring unblinking at Ashleigh's
face. A few more seconds, Kathleen decided, looking at her. She was
struck suddenly by the woman’s appearance. The bruises are completely gone, she
reflected, shocked. Even the one on the side of her jaw, which had looked so
sore only a day before, had completely disappeared now. Kathleen bit on her
lower lip. Concentrate! she told herself. Right now, she was in the
middle of an important session. There would be other times to talk about these
things.


 She glanced at her watch. It was a minute
since she had stopped talking. She returned her gaze to Ashleigh. At this point
in a regression, she did not normally have to nudge her clients in the right
direction again, but she was ready to take her down deeper into trance if she
struggled to connect with any memories. She leaned forward again.


“If anything looks
painful to you, remember that you can always float above. You can float above
any situation, and observe it from a distance without feeling any of the
emotions. You already have the answers, Ashleigh, and I know that you know
that. Tell me what is happening right now.”


Just as she finished
saying those words, she noticed Ashleigh move almost imperceptibly.


“I am in the field,
next to the river,” she whispered. 


Kathleen heaved a sigh of
quiet relief. Yes. We are on! she rejoiced silently. She could tell that
Andrew was thinking exactly the same thing, as he flashed her a smile, and a
triumphant thumbs-up.


“Are you alone?” she
asked.


“Yes.”


“Is this a place that
you know well?”


“Yes. It is close to my
home. Just over the hill.”


“And what are you doing
there?” 


It was as if a light
had been switched on suddenly. Ashleigh’s smile widened, illuminating her
entire face. She took a very long breath, and exhaled even more deeply. She
sank a little deeper against the couch. Emotion brought colour to her cheeks,
and Kathleen spotted a small vein on the side of her neck, pulsing a little bit
faster.


“I am waiting for Coira.”


Kathleen had just
lowered her head again to start taking notes, but she looked up sharply then.
Just the sound of that name, coming from Ashleigh’s lips, startled her so badly
that she almost fell off her chair. It was so unexpected, so disturbing. She
gasped. The blood drained from her face, and it was several long and painful
seconds before she could find her voice again.
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"Kat? Kathleen,
are you all right? Can I come in?"


It was not very long
after that, and Andrew was banging on her door as if he were trying to punch a
hole through it.


"Just a second,"
she yelled. “I’ll be right there.”


Kathleen quickly
brushed her teeth, and rinsed her mouth. She moved out of the bathroom where
she had been sick earlier, and walked over to open the door to her friend. She
was looking pale, and rather exhausted. 


"Hey, Andrew. Come
on in."


“Is everything okay?”


Her  bedroom was bathed in late afternoon sunshine,
and it was quite beautiful. Yet, over the top of the trees dark clouds were
already building up, and the wind had picked up quite significantly as well.
Kathleen thought of Ashleigh with a certain amount of concern. The woman had
come out of the session looking thoughtful, quiet, and sad, and declared that
she was going for a ride on one of Andrew's horses. She had wanted to be alone,
and Kathleen did not like it one bit.


"Kat, are you
okay?" Andrew repeated.


He had come rushing in,
looked worried about her, and a little upset too.


"I'm fine."
Kathleen patted him on the arm gently. "Don't worry."


She kicked her shoes
off, and went to sit cross-legged in the middle of her bed. She pulled a
cushion over her stomach, something that she could hold onto in order to ground
herself. She was finding it impossible to settle, and she was completely bowled
over by what had happened earlier.


"What is the
matter, then?" he pushed her. "Why did you end the session so
abruptly? It was all going brilliantly. Your script was awesome. And Ashleigh
was doing so incredibly well…"


Kathleen felt tears
burning at the back of her eyes. Yes, the woman had been doing great. Despite
her initial reluctance, the trust that she had shown in allowing herself to
follow Kathleen's instructions, and to let herself go so deep into a trance,
was absolutely unbelievable. Kathleen felt so touched by it that she found
herself almost on the verge of tears. She had to swallow a couple of times
before she replied.


"Yes, Ashleigh was
perfect," she agreed.


"But despite all
that, you decide to bring it to an end barely five minutes into it?" He
shook his head in disbelief. “What is that all about?”


He did look quite a bit
annoyed with her, and she could not blame him for that. He was entirely right.
What had she been thinking?


"I’m sorry,"
she murmured. "I screwed up big time."


The look on her face
was heart-wrenching, and the last thing in the world Andrew ever wanted to do was
to make her feel uncomfortable, or guilty. He toned down his approach
immediately. 


"Hey, Kat. It is
not about that, mate, all right? I don't understand what just happened, that's
all. And I can tell something is wrong with you just by looking at your face,
so please tell me what the problem is. Screw the regression, okay? Right now,
it is only you I am concerned about."


Kathleen took a deep
breath to steady herself. She was fighting not to cry. No, not screw the
regression, she thought. And she badly wished that Ashleigh had not left
the way she had, because she desperately needed to apologise to her. 


"It took me by
surprise," she explained. "Last night, I had some really weird dreams.
They were all about war, and people being killed. Blood, and suffering.
Destruction. In one of them, I was being chased, and..."


She paused, shaking her
head, looking like she was getting lost in her own thoughts. Andrew raised an
enquiring eyebrow, curiosity shining in his eyes.


"And what?"
he prompted. “What happened in your dream?”


Kathleen looked up at
him, almost as if she did not want to.


"Someone was
calling out to me. A woman. I don't know who she was; I have no idea what she
looked like. But I can remember very clearly that in the dream, my name was
Coira."


Andrew's eyes widened
in surprise. As she had rather expected though, he looked excited, not alarmed.


"Wow!” he
exclaimed. “That is amazing! No wonder you’ve got such great rapport with her!
Or maybe because of it..." He gave a happy shrug. "Anyway, doesn't
matter. Whatever it is, it is still great."


"Andrew..."
she protested.


"No, I mean it.
You got a precognitive dream about her? This is awesome!"


"Is that what you
think it was? A precognitive dream?"


"Absolutely!”


Kathleen sat up a
little straighter. She brushed the tears from her eyes, and she became
distracted by the black clouds racing outside the window once more. It was
going to rain. Or rather, it was going to lash it down the way it so often did
in those parts, hard, fast, and cold. Violently. Ashleigh was outside, roaming
the grounds on her own after a badly run regression session. Kathleen was not
happy about any of it, especially since she was the one responsible for it.


"Do you think she
caught on to the fact that something was wrong?" she enquired, anxiety
making her voice sound tight. "I cannot believe I messed up like
that."


Andrew flashed her a
reassuring smile. He immediately came to sit on the side of the bed next to
her.


"Stop saying that,
mate. It's okay."


"No, it is
anything but," Kathleen insisted.


"Listen," he stated
in a calm voice. "Ashleigh got to relive a memory of being with a good
friend, on a sunny day, by the side of a beautiful river. Short, yes, but
sweet. We could have carried on of course, dug deeper into it... But for a
first time, I think it was okay. Don't worry about it."


Kathleen exhaled
sharply. She was still upset about the fact that she had reacted the way she
had.


"Now that she
remembers her friend's name, and being with her on that day, her unconscious
mind will probably bring up some more stuff that will be helpful to her," Andrew
added in a confident tone.


"You really think
so? That session was so short, I..."


"I am sure it
will, Kat. And you can help her make sense of it all, can you not?"


"I hope so."


She sounded incredibly
hesitant all of a sudden, and it was really out of character. Andrew was not surprised
by her reaction though. Sometimes he thought that he probably knew her even better
than she did herself.


"You will,"
he assured her. "You are making progress, my friend. Just the fact that
she agreed to sit down with you, and the way she allowed herself to go deep
enough to find a memory; that is great. Do not beat yourself up just because
you had a bit of a shocking moment in there. It could have happened to
anyone."


Kathleen felt a sudden
urge to hug him, and she did so.


"Thank you for
making me feel better. You are such a wonderful friend; you know that?" 


Her voice was thick
with emotion. Andrew returned the hug she gave him, smiling.


"Thank you. And
yes, I know."


She chuckled, and he
looked happy to have been the cause of it.


"And because I am
such a good friend," he added, watching her closely, "one that you
can trust, perhaps you will tell me why you are so upset about that dream you
had."


Kathleen gave a little
shrug.


"I would if I
could, Andrew. I mean, it is not the dream itself, not really.” She gnawed on
her lower lip, trying to understand what the root cause of the problem really
was. “I think it is probably just that I have never felt like I had a client
inside my head in this way before. I have only been here a couple of days, and
yet I have hardly thought of anything else. On top of that, Ashleigh has been
quite insistent about the fact that I remind her of her friend. And then, the
first name that comes out of her mouth when she is in a trance just happens to
be the one I dreamt of..."


"You mean it
actually was your name in the dream," Andrew corrected gently.


"Yes. It totally
freaked me out."


"Well, of course,
I can understand that. Although it has never happened to me before, but..."
He grinned at her, his trademark energy coming through in a powerful and
exuberant way. "I so wish that it had, Kat! You know? Talk about catching
that vibe! Talk about being in tune with the Universe!"


Kathleen smiled
eventually.


"You think I am
lucky?"


"Oh, yeah!"


"But what about me
looking like this Coira?"


Andrew rubbed his
fingers over the back of her neck. He did not like the fact that her shoulders were
so tense. The reason he enjoyed working with Kathleen so much was that she was
so incredibly good at her job, talented, and dedicated. But she had to learn
how to stop being so hard on herself when things did not go according to plan.


"Relax," he
told her. "You have got dark hair and matching eyes, just like her friend,
yes. And millions of other women too, right? The thing is, you are the one who
happens to be right here, right now, wanting to help her. Of course you would
remind her of her friend, Kat. You are the only one she’s got right now." 


Kathleen took a deep
breath, and she exhaled slowly. She was beginning to calm down a little. Andrew
was making a lot of sense, as always. Once again, she could see why all of his
clients, and the residents of the centre enjoyed working with him so much. She
nodded.


"Thanks. I am glad
you think so, and that... That there is nothing weird going on here.” She
paused. “There really isn’t, right?"


She looked worried
still. He smiled, and nodded convincingly.


"Absolutely
nothing at all. I promise."


"Okay, then. Look,
Andrew, I am just going to have a wander down to the stables now, and make sure
that Ashleigh is doing all right; if that’s okay with you, of course."


"No problem. Are
you sure you will be fine on your own?"


"Sure."


"Take a brolly
with you."


"A what?"


Andrew burst out
laughing.


"Oh, I forget
where you are from, mate," he said with a chuckle. "I mean an
umbrella. And some of those cookies the chef just got out of the oven. I can
smell them from here, and I bet our mystery woman will enjoy some too."
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Laden with the sort of
offerings that were sure to bring a smile to any woman’s face, Kathleen walked
as fast as she could toward the stables. She could not wait to have another
good talk with Ashleigh. Had the session, short as it had been, managed to
unlock anything for her? Shed some light on her situation? What other memories
had she managed to access? Kathleen hated the fact that the woman had
disappeared so quickly after they were finished. She hoped that it was not a
bad sign. 


She was eager to find
out more, and apologise to her, but unfortunately, when she got there, it
seemed to be a repeat of the previous day. The stables were empty, and one
horse was missing, evidently Ashleigh's mount of choice. 


"Damn it, she is
still out there," Kathleen muttered under her breath.


She rested the pot of
fresh tea and the still warm cookies on a table, and walked back to the door to
examine the sky in the distance. Thunder was rolling ominously around the
hills, and the atmosphere was humming with electricity. The smell of ozone was
thick in the air, and the sky was looking like an ever-darkening bruise.
Kathleen took a couple of steps into the open in front of the courtyard
entrance.


"Ashleigh?"
she shouted. "Ash? Can you hear me?"


There was no reply, and
no sign of her anywhere. Kathleen called again. She reminded herself that if
anyone could take care of herself out there, it was Ashleigh. And then, almost
immediately, berated herself for falling into her story. What is wrong with
me? she worried. Ashleigh was not from some distant past where she was used
to living outdoors, and braving the elements. She was not a Celtic warrior. She
was just flesh and blood, lost in her own mind, and just as likely to get
injured out there as anybody else. Fall off her horse, get hit by lightning...
And if anything happened to her, it would be because her therapist had acted in
such a stupid, amateurish, incompetent manner… Stop it, Kathleen
instructed herself. For heaven’s sake, stop thinking like this! Just as
it started to rain, and the temperature dropped, she reluctantly stepped back
inside the stables. She found an empty stall, and a thick bunch of hay lying
there, and she settled down on it to wait. She had a good view of the doorway
from where she was sitting. She focused all of her attention on that door. It
did not matter how long it took. She was not going to leave without seeing Ashleigh
tonight.
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Coira smiled broadly at
the sight of her friend lying flat on her back in the middle of the field of
wildflowers. It was a beautiful place, on the side of the river, the secret
spot where they had been meeting every afternoon, without fail, since the start
of the summer. Coira was a little late on that day, and Ashleigh had fallen
asleep waiting for her by the look of it. 


Her bow and arrow, and
the short sword that she always carried with her lay abandoned in the long
grass. Unlike Coira, who wore a simple summer dress and a pair of sandals, Ashleigh
was dressed like the warriors and hunters of the clan in thin leather boots
laced halfway up her calves, a sleeveless tunic belted at the waist, and a
short kilt that revealed slender, well-muscled legs. The arm bracer she
normally wore on her right wrist, her fighting arm, had been dumped carelessly on
top of her weapons. 


"Ash?" Coira
whispered. 


She looked around to
check that they were alone, and then she knelt down, and disappeared from view
as well. She lay against the length of Ashleigh's body, rested a gentle hand
against the side of her face, and smiled. Slowly, she turned the sleeping
woman's head toward her. 


"Hey," she
murmured. "Wake up, I am ready to..." 


She laughed out loud,
in surprise and in pleasure, when Ashleigh suddenly sprang to life, wrapped her
arms around her body, pressed her hard against her chest, and rolled up on top
of her. Coira soon found herself staring into a familiar pair of limpid blue
eyes, sparkling, if still a little hazy from sleep. Her gaze drifted to Ashleigh's
lips, soft and full, slightly parted. The woman’s skin felt unusually warm
under her touch, and her cheeks looked a little flushed from lying in the sun a
bit too long.  


"Hello, my
love," Coira said to her. 


She rested her hand on
the back of her head, and pulled her down for a long, lazy kiss. When she let
her go, Ashleigh struggled to open her eyes. 


"Hi," she
replied, and she sounded a little drunk. 



Her eyes fluttered
closed again, and she buried her face against the side of Coira's neck. 


"I love
you..." she whispered.  


She took a heavy breath
in, and exhaled, long and deep. Coira felt her body become heavy on top of
hers, and she rolled them to the side, her fingers still buried into the thick
mass of Ashleigh's hair. 


"Ash," she
laughed, amused. "Come on now, sleepy head, wake up." 


But this time, Ashleigh
did not move, and she did not even reply. She lay motionless in her lover's
arms, and Coira immediately grew concerned. 



"Hey." She
shook her a little. "Hey, are you all right?" 


She gasped when she removed
her hand off the back of her head. Her fingers were coated in sticky, dark-red
blood. 


"For the grace of
the Gods," she exclaimed. "Ash!" 



She knelt behind her,
and pushed her up into a seated position. It was hard work. Ashleigh was taller
than she was, a little leaner as well, and yet she was all muscle. She was
almost unconscious at this point too, and it took all of Coira's strength to
get her to sit up properly. For the first time, she also noticed the back of
her lover’s tunic. It was white on the front, completely saturated with blood
on the back. And now she could see it. Right there at the base of her neck, she
could see the wound. It was a deep gash, an ugly laceration, and bleeding
still. The edges of it had actually started to turn a little black. 


"What
happened?" Coira exclaimed in panic. "Who did this to you?" 


Ashleigh just mumbled
something unintelligible. Coira moved from behind her. 


"Look at me,"
she ordered. "Stay awake, Ash. Who did this to you?" 


"No one. It's
nothing..." 


And Ashleigh leaned to
the side, wrapped her arms around Coira's waist, and lay her head in her lap. 


"Sleep..."
she whispered. 


"No. Don't sleep.
Ash, listen to me. My mother will help." 


Ashleigh struggled to
raise her head this time. 


"No," she
said, looking alarmed. 


But Coira was instantly
on her feet. It had turned dark toward the west. Already, she could hear
thunder rumbling threateningly in the distance, and the wind was picking up
too. She reached for her girlfriend's arm bracer, and slid it on her own wrist.
She gathered her weapons quickly, and secured them to the holster Ashleigh
normally carried on her back. She slipped that on herself. 


"Come on, I am
taking you home," she said. 


"No... Coira, we
can't go there," Ashleigh protested. 



She started to lay back
down on the grass. 


"Just let me
sleep. 'S all right..." she mumbled. 


She would have drifted
off right there and then, and probably never woken up if Coira had not grabbed
her again, and used all of her strength and persuasion to pull her to her feet.
As the first fat drops of rain started to fall, Ashleigh stood in front of her
lover, swaying unsteadily from side to side. Coira, who was a head shorter, but
high on motivation, wrapped her arms around her waist. 


"Put your hand on
my shoulder. That's right, lean on me," she said. "Let's go." 


Ashleigh stumbled on
her first step. 


"We can't,"
she insisted. "You know we can't, Coira..." 


"I don't
care!" her lover exclaimed, clearly upset. "What do you think I am
going to do? Leave you here on your own, to bleed to death in the middle of the
field?" 


"But you know I
will be fine. Like I normally do..." 


"Not this time, I
don't think so," Coira objected in a quiet, yet firm voice. "Now, no
more talking. You are coming home with me, Ash. And it is about time,
too."
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Kathleen struggled in
her sleep. She could feel drops of rain on her face, and a hand on her
shoulder, shaking her a little too roughly. Ashleigh's voice; husky, deep, and
enticing, yet sounding strangely far away at the same time.


"Kathleen."


"Don't..."
she mumbled. "We have to do this..."


"No, we don't. It’s
a dream. Wake up."


Kathleen's eyes
fluttered open. She was not fully awake yet, hovering in between two worlds.
She clearly saw Ashleigh leaning over her, dressed in her borrowed jeans and t-shirt,
soaking wet from head to toe. It vaguely registered at the back of her mind
that this was where the rain drops must have come from; dripping from Ashleigh’s
hair onto her face. She looked into her eyes, and a single thought winged
across her mind like a soft butterfly; she’s nice… And for a moment, it
felt as if the dream would fade. But only a second later, Ashleigh’s image
began to morph into that of the other woman. The Ashleigh from her dream, the
one who was injured, hurting, and needed her help. Kathleen reached up to rest
her hand against her cheek.


"You know we have
to," she murmured.


"Kathleen, wake
up," Ashleigh repeated in a patient tone. "You are dreaming."


Kathleen stared at the
image a few seconds longer. Her brain could not make sense of what was
happening. She started to feel really light, and drifting, until her experience
began to solidify back into the here and now. Then, almost immediately, she
experienced the terrifying sensation of falling back down inside of her own body.
She started violently; jerked forward. Ashleigh's grip on her shoulder grew a
little stronger. Kathleen held tightly onto her wrist.


"It's all
right," Ashleigh whispered. "Don’t worry. You’re back now."


"What? No. I don’t..."


"Yes. Just
breathe, okay?"


Kathleen tried in vain
to push her away. She struggled to sit up, tears welling up in her eyes. She
could not believe what had just happened. She had fallen back into that vision
from the night before. How was it possible? Back into being Coira. Only this
time... This time...


"This isn't making
any sense," she groaned. "I must be losing my mind. Oh, God..."


She brought a hand to
her mouth, clearly distressed.


"Kathleen. Please,
don’t cry."


          Ashleigh tried again to comfort her, the
only way that she knew how. The way she would have done if Kathleen had been
someone else, like maybe the woman who kept showing up in her own dreams.
Someone she had loved with every beat of her heart, and who belonged to the
precious place she had finally managed to remember. Home. She could remember it
at last. Along with the faces and voices of her family, and it was all thanks
to Kathleen. Ashleigh hated to see her so upset. She sat down next to her. Rested
a gentle arm over her shoulders. She lay a soft kiss against the side of her
face.


"Kathleen, listen
to me. I’m here now. It was just a..."


“No!”


Kathleen pushed her
back emphatically, maybe a little bit harder than she had intended to.


"Get off me,"
she muttered. "I'm fine."


This time, Ashleigh did
exactly as she was told. She leaned back, immediately lifting her arm off her
shoulders. The expression on her face was exactly the same as when Kathleen had
yelled at her because of Matt that same morning. Sullen, a little wounded even.
But it did not last for long. Her usual, cool demeanour quickly returned, along
with the sadness Kathleen was getting used to always seeing shining in her
eyes.


"All right,"
she said, shrugging, as if it did not matter.


Kathleen looked away
from her, and concentrated on calming down. She was in the stables. The flask
of tea was still waiting reassuringly right where she had left it. It was pitch
black outside now, and still raining. Ashleigh was... Well, she was not wearing
the clothes from her dream, for one. And she was not bleeding either. She was
not hurt, just wet from the rain. Thoughts raced and jumbled through Kathleen's
mind at the speed of light. Something was wrong. No, not wrong. Something was
off, terribly off...


"I dreamt of
you," she blurted out.


A cold, bitter smile
appeared on Ashleigh's lips. She was standing facing the other way, and she
just turned her head to glance at Kathleen over her shoulder. 


"Really?" she
questioned. "Then why did it sound like such a nightmare?"


Kathleen stared at her,
speechless. Is she flirting with me? she thought, astounded. She eyed
her carefully as Ashleigh reached for a blanket. No, she was definitely not.
The woman did not look the least little bit happy, even if there was an
undeniable softness in her movements as she came back to drape the blanket
gently over her shoulders.


"Get warm,
Kathleen. You are shivering."


"What about you?
You're soaked."


Ashleigh shook water
out of her hair.


"I don't
mind."


She chose the corner of
the stall opposite Kathleen, and she sat down again, leaning back against the
wall. Kathleen unconsciously passed her tongue over her lips at the sight of
her. Ashleigh did indeed look fine. Extremely fine, actually. She had colour in
her face, and the wet t-shirt clang to her chest like a second skin, revealing
small and perfectly rounded breasts, erect nipples, and hard, chiselled muscles
in her stomach. She lifted a side of the t-shirt, allowing a glimpse of tanned
skin underneath, and she used it to wipe the rain from her neck. Her eyes
remained fixed on Kathleen's face.


"Tell me about your
dream," she demanded.


Kathleen shook her
head. She was beginning to get a migraine. There was no way in hell she was
going to share any of the details of her dreams with Ashleigh. It was Andrew
she needed to speak with, and quickly too.


"It was nothing,"
she lied.


"But I was in
it," Ashleigh remarked.


Again, Kathleen spied a
flash of hurt in her eyes as she said that, and she was reminded of the way Ashleigh
had trusted her in their session earlier. She would have liked to be able to do
the same, to show her the same commitment, but it was different for her.
Kathleen could not confide in her, she could not treat her like a friend. She
was supposed to be the therapist, the one in charge… Even so, she had never
felt less like it at that particular moment in time.


"Who are you, Ashleigh?"
she muttered. "Really."


The woman met her gaze,
looking intense.


"You know who I
am," she said in a low voice.


"No, I
don't," Kathleen protested. "I don't know anything about you. You are
an enigma. Nothing fits, nothing makes sense. You are a living, breathing
contradiction..."


Ashleigh looked down
with a sigh.


"Not even in your
dreams?" she murmured.


"No. And anyway, the
only reason I had this dream is because I was worried about you."


Calm, controlled,
steady blue eyes locked onto hers.


"You were worried?
Why?"


"Because you were
out riding in this stupid rain! On your own. Anything could have happened to
you."


Ashleigh gave a light
shrug. She ran both hands through her wet hair, absently flicking more rain out
of it. 


"In my world, we
don't worry too much about things like that."


"In your head, you
mean," Kathleen snapped.


Ashleigh visibly
flinched at her words, and Kathleen immediately regretted what she had said. What
is happening to me? she wondered in alarm. Why am I losing my temper so
much with this woman? Where were her usual compassion, thoughtfulness, and
professionalism gone?


"I'm sorry,"
she apologised. 


She crossed over to the
other side, and came to kneel in front of Ashleigh. Invading her space, and she
could tell from the way Ashleigh pursed her lips that she was a little uncomfortable
with that. Kathleen held her ground in front of her. She had to get her to open
up, one way or the other.


"Look, is there
even a little part of you that doubts what your memories are telling you?"
she pushed.


"No. I know my own
mind. I know who I am."


"Even though there
are a lot of parts missing?"


Ashleigh narrowed her
eyes at her.


"Even though, yes,"
she insisted.


"But do you realise
how it sounds when you tell us that you come from a distant past?"
Kathleen exclaimed. "When you fail to recognise even such common everyday things
as cars and telephones?"


"I don't care how
it sounds," Ashleigh shot back immediately. "And I did not tell you I
was coming from a distant past; I told you what it looked like. You are the one
drawing your own conclusions about who I am and where I’ve come from. It’s not
my fault if you do not like it.”


“Okay, but…”


“And what about you, anyway,"
Ashleigh countered, not letting her finish.


Kathleen stared at her,
heart pounding hard inside her chest.


"What do you
mean?" she asked, worried. “I am only trying to help.”


Ashleigh snorted ironically.


“Are you sure?”


“Of course,” Kathleen
exclaimed, looking hurt.


Ashleigh spotted her
expression, and now it was her turn to wish that she had not blurted the words
out so carelessly. She turned her head away, staring at the wall.


“Forget it,” she
muttered. “Look, why don’t you just leave?”


“No.” 


Kathleen shook her
head, obviously upset.


 “Tell me what I am doing wrong. Please.”


Ashleigh stared at her with
a fierce look on her face.


"Do you have any
idea how it feels,” she said, “to wake up all alone in a strange world, and the
only person who can help you make sense of everything keeps trying to convince
you that you have lost your mind?" 


Kathleen looked down. She’s
right, she reflected. But what else am I supposed to do? Enter her
delusion, like Andrew? Ignore it is there? She took a deep breath. Maybe
do it differently, she suddenly decided.


"I apologise,” she
murmured. “And I understand…"


"No, you
don't," Ashleigh interrupted sharply. "You could not possibly."


She made to stand up,
but this time it was Kathleen who held her back.


"Please, stay.
Talk to me. I do want to help you."


Ashleigh met her gaze
for a brief second, but she dropped her eyes almost immediately. She muttered
something in that language she had spoken on the first day they had met, and
she brushed angrily at some yet invisible tears that were just starting to form.
Kathleen eyed her wearily. She was very well aware that she kept pushing her. Kept
asking for her to reveal things she probably had no right to, and so far, she was
convinced that she had not given Ashleigh a lot in return. But she was certain
that the only way to get through to her was to keep at it.


"Ash?" she
murmured.


She called her the way
the woman named Coira had done in her dream, praying for a reaction. She was
hoping to reignite that connection, this rapport that she felt she was in
danger of losing now. She was taken aback by the powerful response that it
achieved. Ashleigh immediately looked up to meet her eyes again; she held her
gaze this time, and she started to cry.


"Hey…"
Without thinking, Kathleen reached out for her, and pulled her into her arms.
"It’s okay. Sshhh... It’s okay.”


She was pleasantly
surprised, and relieved, when Ashleigh did not try to resist the embrace. That
meant the connection was still there. She had not lost it. 


"It's all
right," she whispered. "You remember something, don't you?"


She felt Ashleigh take a
hard, difficult breath.


"When I was out riding
today, after our session together…”


“What happened then?”


“Some memories came
back to me. All the stuff I could not reach before...”


Kathleen rested a
gentle hand against the back of her head.


"Tell me what happened."


"She was
taken."


"Coira?"


A simple nod, and
Kathleen closed her eyes, feeling deeply uneasy about what was to be revealed.
She held Ashleigh a little tighter, bringing her head down to rest against her
chest.


“Do you want to tell me
about it?”


"Yes. I remember
it now,” Ashleigh replied in a tense voice. “That awful day, and what happened.
My village was attacked. My family were killed. All of them.” 


Unconsciously, she
wrapped her arms around Kathleen’s waist. She was trembling.


“My brothers and our
men fought the enemy like demons. I did too. And yet, it was not enough. The
invaders set fire to our houses, and all of the food stores. They were killing
everything in their path, even cattle. Babies were thrown to the ground, kicked,
and trampled by their horses."


Kathleen remained
silent. She had expected something pretty traumatic. And it certainly was. But
this still sounded very much like a past life memory, and she was concerned
about Ashleigh. Why could she not pull herself out of that, and back into her
present life? She held her quietly for a while, gently running her fingers
through her hair. It was a long time before she felt her relax.


“I’m all right,” Ashleigh
mumbled eventually.


 Kathleen allowed her to pull away. She watched
her carefully as the woman leaned back against the wall, and rested her head
against it. All the blood had drained from her face. Ashleigh continued to talk,
her voice barely a whisper at times. Kathleen did not ask her any questions,
and she sure did not interrupt.


"When I realised
that we were going to be annihilated, I ran to Coira's house. It was on the
outskirts of the village. I figured I had just enough time to get there, and
get her out." 


Ashleigh glanced at
Kathleen again, her eyes betraying the pain that she felt. 


"I wanted to
escape with her, and get her somewhere safe."


Kathleen nodded in
silence. It was her dream, she realised that now. She felt confused, and a
little afraid as well. Houses burning, people screaming in fear, and I was
running. She was there… Ashleigh carried on, as if on cue.


"I spotted her
running in front of me on the path, and I yelled for her to keep going. Behind
us, the enemy were closing in. One soldier on a horse raced past me. He went
straight for her.” Ashleigh gritted her teeth. “He grabbed her, roughly, and
pulled her onto his saddle. He kept going down the path. I tried to catch up,
but they managed to get me first. I was captured."      


She stopped to wipe her
face on her useless wet t-shirt before she continued. Without a single word,
Kathleen reached for the blanket, and wrapped it over her shoulders.


"For a few days,
we were kept prisoners. Coira was with me, and a few others. I kept racking my
brain to try to find ways of getting out of there, but I was too slow. One day,
not long after, the slave traders came. They took her. They beat me when I
tried to stop them."


Her fists were clenched,
Kathleen noticed, and from the intense yet unseeing look in her eyes, she may
as well have been in a trance again.


"When I woke up, I
vowed that I would escape, and go after her," Ashleigh continued, her
voice getting more and more strained as she advanced further into her story.
"When the slave traders came back, when they came for me this time, I was gone.
If only I had figured it out sooner, I could have saved her. But I was too
slow,” she repeated, her voice thick with guilt.


She fell silent. She
shook her head once, and looked down at the ground. Kathleen shifted a little
closer to her, just near enough to make her presence felt.


"What did you do then?"
she enquired.


Ashleigh glanced at her
briefly.


"I spent the next
few years searching for Coira. Over the sea, and some mountains. Into the Roman
world. Across the desert, on the other side of yet another sea. From time to
time I would come close, but when I'd get to where I thought she would be I
would invariably discover that she was gone."


Kathleen bit down hard
on her lower lip not to ask her what year this would have been. She was pretty
sure that Ashleigh would not have known. And even if she did, it probably did
not matter. Regardless of how curious Kathleen might have felt about it, she
would have hated to interrupt her during such an emotional time.


"I was tired, and
running out of hope of ever finding her. So, I headed for home. I just needed
to go back, and rest for a while; you know?" Ashleigh looked at Kathleen, anguish
burning in her eyes. "Maybe I should not have done that. It was wrong to
want to rest when she was still missing."


Kathleen took hold of
her right hand. She wrapped her fingers around hers, hoping to convey comfort
and reassurance to her.


"You must have
been exhausted," she murmured. "Nothing wrong with that."


Ashleigh shook her
head, the look in her eyes now loaded with remorse and self-loathing. 


"No," she
insisted. "I was weak. And then I found myself close to this place of
Avalon on my way back up north. People said there was a temple there where I
might find some help. They told me I could speak to the Goddess. That she knew
about such things."


She stopped again to
wipe at the silent tears that simply would not stop.


"I was waiting for
low tide to cross over," she explained, repeating what she had been saying
all along. "There was this crazy storm going on, and I was looking for
shelter. Then the ground started shaking under my feet, and there was a massive
bolt of lightning. My ears started to pop. Next thing I know I turned, and
those blinding lights were coming straight at me. Fast, too. There was a
booming sound. I got hit by something, and everything turned black."


"And when you woke
up?"


"I was here. And
some guy was trying to tie me down to a board."


Kathleen was silent for
a few seconds. She was too numb to think. Too shocked to be able to make sense
of what her left rational mind was screaming at her this really was; simply the
ramblings of a schizophrenic woman who was in desperate need of help, serious
medical help. All Kathleen could think about was her dream from the previous
night. War, violence, people getting hurt. It was too much of a coincidence. It
was way, way too close for comfort. A precognitive dream, she reminded
herself. That is what Andrew said it was. Just relax. Nothing strange going
on here. And yet, it was hard not to take it all a lot more seriously than
that.


"Ash," she
murmured.


Ashleigh looked up
tiredly. The way Kathleen was looking at her now was almost too painful for
her. How she spoke her name like that. There were differences of course, and
they were becoming more obvious to Ashleigh with every passing day. This woman
was not Coira. And yet, sometimes her looks, the way she moved, and the
intensity in her eyes when she looked at her like this... More often than not,
there was just too much about her that reminded Ashleigh of her lost love. 


"Yes,
Kathleen," she said in a broken voice.


"Will you come
back to the house with me right now?"


Ashleigh hesitated.


"No. No, I don't
think I should."


"Why not? What is
stopping you?"


"I don’t want to
do another regression.”


Kathleen gave her a
gentle smile.


"Believe me, we
are fully done with that stuff for the time being. I think it has been more
than enough emotions for one day, right?”


Ashleigh returned her
smile. It was a little faint, clearly forced.


“Yes. Right,” she
agreed.


“But we could simply go
back there to get warm, and eat something hot. I promise we will not do
anything else tonight. Just food, warmth, and sleep. What do you say?"


Ashleigh did not care
much for food at that very moment, but the thought of getting warm and dry was
extremely tempting. She was freezing cold. And when Kathleen took her in her
arms once more, and asked her again to go with her, she was too exhausted to
argue about it.


"Let's go,"
she said.


















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER
EIGHT



 


 


 


 

Kathleen slept like a
rock that night. Thankfully, there were no dreams, no visions. Just peace. She
woke up in the morning feeling refreshed, and restored. And she was pretty sure
that the reason she had finally managed to relax, for the first time since
arriving at Andrew’s place, was twofold; one, she had enjoyed another long talk
with him about those dreams of hers, and reassured herself that they were
nothing to worry about. Her friend was convinced they were simply the result of
a deep connection to her client, and possibly even some latent developing
empathic qualities.


"They are
definitely not shared memories," he had reassured her, dismissing the very
idea that Kathleen had been most afraid of. 


As far as Andrew was
concerned, the dreams were something to be embraced rather than feared, and
cultivated rather than buried. Kathleen trusted him implicitly on that. When it
came to the intense reactions Ashleigh always seemed to provoke in her, well, she
would just have to learn how to deal with them better than she had up until
this point. Detach herself from the person that she was beginning to really
like, and care about, and focus on the prize. After all, helping Ashleigh to
heal, and to remember who she was in this lifetime, not a past one, was the
main goal she needed to achieve. 


The second reason for
her sleeping so well was related to something she had persuaded Ashleigh to do
the night before. They had shared a simple dinner of fresh vegetable soup, warm
bread, and a glass of red wine. Ashleigh had changed into some dry clothes,
courtesy of one of the personal trainers who was pretty much the same size, and
happy to lend her a pair of sweats and a jumper. And once they were done eating,
Kathleen had finally managed to convince her to agree to spend the night at the
house. Under the same roof at last, where she knew the woman would be warm,
safe, and close by; in case any painful memories came back to her during the
night, and she wanted to talk. 


Now, as Kathleen lay on
her back under the covers, allowing herself a few more minutes of comfortable rest
before she got up, she heard what sounded like the sound of a battle going on
outside.


"Can we not have a
single moment of peace in this house?" she muttered under her breath. 


She jumped off the bed,
and rushed to the window to take a better look. What she discovered was so
bizarre that she had to rub her eyes to make sure that she was not dreaming
another strange dream. There, on the front lawn, she was confronted with the
rather otherworldly sight of Andrew waving a sword. And right by the side of
him, Ashleigh was standing there, looking comfortable, apparently giving him
instructions. Kathleen brushed her teeth, threw on some clothes, and hurried
outside.


"Keep your elbows
relaxed, and close to your body. Firm grip, do not let go of it. Bend your
knees. Lower!"


Kathleen refrained from
laughing as she got closer, and heard what Ashleigh was saying. The woman
sounded like a hardened drill instructor. Andrew was dripping with sweat,
breathing hard, and he looked mildly scared as well. Kathleen called out to
them both, smiling.


"Hey! Good morning.
What are you guys doing?"


Ashleigh turned around
sharply at the sound of her voice.


"Hi," she
said.


          Unlike Kathleen, she had actually found
it really hard to get to sleep the previous night. The house had sounded too
quiet, threatening even, almost like a tomb. And as she lay in bed alone,
staring at the ceiling, she had thought about her. About the way Kathleen had
held her in her arms. How warm and safe her embrace had felt. And how intent
she seemed to be about finding a way to bridge the gap between them. To bring Ashleigh
into her world, and heal the pieces of her she thought were broken. Kathleen
clearly believed that she needed fixing. Even though Ashleigh might have
disagreed with her on that point, she still found it oddly reassuring to know
that the woman cared. She flashed her a brilliant smile in greeting.    


"I am teaching
your friend how to handle a sword," she offered.


"Yes. The police
have finally been kind enough to return Ashleigh's belongings, Kat," Andrew
elaborated. 


Kathleen nodded.


“I see.”


Her eyes were drawn to
the thick ring of braided silver Ashleigh was now wearing around her neck. She
remembered what Andrew had told her. This would be the Celtic torc he had
mentioned, then. The curved ends of it looked like they were made of bronze,
and sculpted into the shape of a highly-stylised stag's head. It looked heavy.
And it was very beautiful. For a split second, Kathleen was reminded of the Ashleigh
from her dreams. She could have sworn that the woman had been wearing one of
those... But she shook her head, took a deep breath, and pushed the thought
aside. No more, she decided. Don’t go making any more of that stuff
up. Instead, she smiled at her friend, looking amused.


"And so, you
decided to ask Ashleigh for a lesson then; right, Andrew?" she teased him.


"Hey, why not?
It’s not every day we have..." 


He hesitated, his eyes
on Ashleigh, openly appraising her. Please don't say it, Andrew,
Kathleen thought, instantly dismayed. Please do not say it is not every day that
we have a warrior from before the time of Christ in the house... Not in front
of her. 


Fortunately, it was as
if he had managed to read her mind.


"It is not every day
the opportunity to train with an expert presents itself," he finished.


And he swung the sword
about, grinning proudly, only to have it torn from his hand by his instructor.


"Don’t do that
when there are people around," Ashleigh warned him. "These things are
dangerous weapons."


And as if to prove her
point, she pushed it into the side of a makeshift target, slicing the thick tractor
tire that was wrapped in a figure of eight all around it easily, and
effortlessly all the way through to the other side.


"See what I mean?"


Andrew swallowed a
little hard.


"Yeah. I
see."


Ashleigh nodded. 


"Good." 


She gave him his sword
back, and picked up her own. 


"All right. Fight
me then."


He hesitated.


"You want me to
come at you?"


She stood in front of
him, weapon held in one hand, looking relaxed and without a single care in the
world.


"That's the
idea."


"Okay.
Ready?"


"Oh, I am always
ready," Ashleigh murmured, and she laughed when he attempted a clumsy hit
against the side of her sword.


"What was
that?"


"Well, this is
only play, remember? I don't want to hurt you."


"You won't hurt
me," she replied. "And it is not play, it is training. So, come on.
Thrust it at me."


Andrew tried it once,
and Ashleigh easily deflected his strike.


"Again," she
said. "Do it harder."


As he grew in
confidence, Kathleen retreated a safe distance away, and she sat down on the
warm grass to watch them train. Andrew seemed to be enjoying himself. Ashleigh
looked like she was having a good time too, putting him through his paces, and
sharing her knowledge of sword fighting, which again seemed to be one of those
ancient activities that she somehow miraculously excelled at.  


"Good! Nice
one." 


She kept up her
encouraging feedback. She sounded like a good coach, if not for some of the
more puzzling things she said to him from time to time. 


"Now do it again,
really hard. Come on, put a hole in me, Andrew!"


Kathleen watched,
alarmed, as her friend did exactly what he was told, and came at his instructor
with everything he had. This time though, not only did Ashleigh parry his
thrust easily, but she also struck his blade with enough force to jerk it out
of his hands, and send it to bury itself tip first into the grass.


"Excellent. Watch
that grip though, okay?”


“Okay.”


“Now pick it up, and
let me show you a few things."


Andrew was evidently
having the time of his life. He took hold of his sword again, and all but stood
at attention in front of her.


"Thrust at me
again," Ashleigh instructed, "only this time do it slowly."


"All right."


"Good. So, when
someone comes at you like that, you can parry left, like this." She
demonstrated. "And then counter, like this."


And Ashleigh stepped
forward so quickly that Kathleen barely saw her move. But when she stopped, she
had executed a perfect slashing movement with her sword, and if this had been a
real fight Andrew's entrails would now have been sitting on the grass in front
of him. 


"Parry left, step
forward and to the side, strike across," she said. "Got that?"


"Yes."


"You can also
deflect a thrust, and immediately thrust forward yourself. Aim for the kidneys.
Slide your blade in, and twist it. Or a downward blow, like this." Again,
she showed him. "You can plunge your blade right down the middle of
somebody's chest."


Kathleen winced. 


Andrew looked
enthralled.


"All right, good
stuff," he exclaimed.


Ashleigh just shrugged.


"Now I am going to
thrust at you. Parry left or right, and then thrust or strike back at me. Your
choice."


They did it a few
times, and each time Andrew's movements became a little more precise, and he grew
more confident. Ashleigh deflected every single blow nicely, as if she could
have done it all day long, and with her eyes closed. But Kathleen could see
that her friend was picking it up fast, and she was pleased for him.


"All right," Ashleigh
said eventually. "You are good at this, Andrew, well done. Now, let me
show you a couple more things. What do you do if I come at you with my sword
high and straight, pointing it right at you?"


"Parry. Step
forward, and thrust?"


"Yes. Or you could
drag and lift. So, to drag, you take your left foot, step out, and raise your
sword up in a backward slashing movement. To lift, you step out with your right
foot, and circle the tip of your sword in the same way."


Once more, she showed
him how to do it. Kathleen was reluctant to admit to herself that she looked
graceful when she demonstrated each and every move. These were movements and
techniques designed for the sole purpose of maiming and killing other human
beings, after all. But she could not take her eyes off Ashleigh. Sunlight
glinted off the blade and her neck ring with every movement, and she literally
sparkled. Kathleen reflected with a shiver that it would have been both
terrifying, and exciting to see her fight for real.


"This time, come
at me with a chopping move, Andrew. Like you want to bury your blade in the
centre of my skull. But do it nice and slow, so that I can show you how to
respond."


He did as instructed,
and Ashleigh used one of the movements she had just demonstrated to position
her own sword right underneath his wrist. Andrew's eyes grew wide.


"Okay, that is the
drag I have just shown you. You could slice somebody's hand off nice and clean
with this move," she said. "See how it's done?"


"Yes."


"The lift is the
same thing, but you move right with your right foot. Makes sense?"


"Yes,
perfect."


"Good. Practice
that, and then if you can find some wooden swords to play with we can put a bit
more effort into the fight. Sound good?"


He grinned at her.


"Yeah, I like the
way you said that,” he agreed, laughing. “I will get right on it. Thanks for
the lesson, Ash."


Ashleigh returned his
smile easily.


"No problem."


Andrew disappeared into
the house with his sword, no doubt to place an Internet order for some wooden
ones. As if drawn to her by an invisible magnet, Ashleigh went to sit on the
low wall that fenced the area next to Kathleen. She rested her sword against
the side of the wall, and ran both hands through her hair, pulling it away from
her face. Andrew had looked like he had done a real workout out there, and yet
Kathleen noticed that there was not a single trace of sweat on her.


"You were looking
good up there," she commented. 


"Thanks."


"You obviously
know what you are doing."


Ashleigh nodded a
little thoughtfully.


"Where I grew up,
kids learn how to handle a sword at a young age."


"How old were you
when you learned?"


"Ten."


"Who taught
you?"


"My brothers, Matthias
and Colin.”


Ashleigh’s eyes grew a
little darker at the memory of them both, and how they had died so proudly,
defending their village, their friends, and family.


“Matthias especially was
an excellent swordsman,” she whispered. “But they both fought exceedingly well
on that day…” 


Kathleen did not want Ashleigh
to spend too much time thinking about painful memories, whether real or
imagined, and she was glad that the torc presented an opportunity for a
diversion. She quickly pointed at the silver-braided ring around her neck. 


"This is
beautiful," she remarked. "Is this a stag's head on the ends?"


Ashleigh nodded. She
rubbed her fingers over it, enjoying being reunited with something that held a
lot of sentimental value for her.


"It is. With antlers
on its head."


"And does the stag
have a special meaning for you?"


"Yes, it
represents our God Cernunnos. He is a protector of the forest, and master of
the hunt." 


Ashleigh met Kathleen's
eyes, held her gaze, and flashed her a brilliant smile. 


"I get to wear
this because I was the best hunter of my clan," she explained. 


Kathleen nodded,
smiling in return. She made a mental note to check the reference to the Celtic
God online. She could hear the pride in the woman’s voice, and it was nice to
see her looking happy for a change. She was genuinely interested to hear about
those past life memories, especially since they seemed to be flowing freely at
the moment, without the need to go into a trance. At the same time, her mind
was racing like crazy to try to figure out what the meaning of those memories
might be, why they were resurfacing at this present time, and where on earth Ashleigh
could have acquired a sword and Celtic jewellery that looked so weathered, and
authentic, that it was hard not to go with the easiest explanation.


"What weapons did
you use for hunting?" she enquired.


"A bow and
arrow," Ashleigh replied immediately. "My brothers and I, we..."


She would have said
more, but something suddenly held her back. She was silent for a second or two.
It felt pretty wonderful to be chatting to Kathleen like this, and yet she was
well aware that it was completely one-sided. She reached for her sword, and
held it in both hands with the blade pointed toward the ground.


"Thank you for
asking me," she murmured.


"Because I am
interested in you," Kathleen said, leaning a little closer to her, and watching
her intently.


Ashleigh kept her eyes focused
on the blade, clearly avoiding her gaze.


"Kathleen, I enjoy
sharing things with you, but you do not have to pretend. I know where you stand
when it comes to my memories. That’s fine. I understand."


Kathleen gave a quick
shake of the head.


“I am not pretending.”


She could see that Ashleigh
was not convinced, and she still was not looking at her. She touched her
fingers lightly to the side of her face, and waited until the woman turned to
meet her gaze.


"Ashleigh, I really
enjoy talking to you as well," she told her. "And working to recover
more recent memories of who you are does not mean that you have to bury old
cherished ones; does it?" 


She was glad when she
spotted the little smile dancing on the woman’s lips.


"No. You’re right;
I guess it doesn't," Ashleigh agreed.


She looked happier, and
the light was back in her eyes. 


"Good,"
Kathleen declared. "So, how did you sleep? Do you like your room?"


This time, all she got
in response was a small shrug, and a slightly less enthusiastic comment.


"Well. It's all
right."


"'All right'
but not as nice as the stables, is that what you are saying to me?"
Kathleen challenged, a mischievous smile playing on her lips.        


Ashleigh looked amused.


"Nowhere
near," she confessed.


"Well, it was
worth a try. Just remember that you are welcome at the house anytime you want.
For sleep, food, or just to talk. And I hope you slept well anyway," Kathleen
repeated, because she really wanted to know.


"I was reflecting
on a lot of things," Ashleigh replied, looking lost in thoughts. "So
no, I did not sleep particularly well."


"I am sorry to
hear that, Ash. Is there anything I can help you with? Anything you want to
discuss?"


Kathleen was not very
surprised when the woman flashed her another bright smile, shook her head no,
and assured her that she was fine. Her default setting, obviously. It was clear
that she was not, and Kathleen realised that she would have to dig a little
deeper during their next session. She was okay with that, although eager to get
Ashleigh to open up some more. She also realised that she had to take it slow
with her. She reminded herself that they had not known each for very long, and
that these things took time to develop. It was not an issue. But she was a
little puzzled by the comment that followed next.


          "It was good I could not sleep,
because I got up early," Ashleigh reflected. "I went down to Andrew's
room. To his study. I found him there working on his own, and he said I was
welcome to stay, and read some of his books."


"Oh?"


Well, this is good, Kathleen reflected. Building connections, making
friends, learning to relax and trust people again. All of this was excellent
progress.


"Anything specific
you wanted to read?" she asked.
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Kathleen stood in front
of her friend's desk, staring at the two books in his hands. One was titled 'Time
Travel and Parallel Realities', and the other one 'Portals, Vortices and
Wormholes'. 


"Andrew. I mean,
come on. Seriously?" she challenged.


He actually did look
quite serious, as he flicked through each of the books in turn, before handing
them over to her for inspection.


"Apparently, the
US military have been using portals since the Seventies. Did you know
that?"


Kathleen just dropped
onto the couch, and took her face in both her hands.


"Yes," she
sighed.


"And have you
heard about the Philadelphia Experiment?"


          "Yes, I am familiar with the
conspiracy theories, thank you."


"And what about
this? Listen, Kat," Andrew told her, reading from his iPad. "In
1935, Air Marshal Sir Victor Goddard of the British Royal Air Force had a
harrowing experience in his Hawker Hart biplane. Goddard was a Wing Commander
at the time, and while on a flight from Edinburgh, Scotland to his home base in
Andover, England, he decided to fly over an abandoned airfield at Drem, not far
from Edinburgh. The useless airfield was overgrown with foliage, the hangars
were falling apart, and cows grazed where planes were once parked. Goddard then
continued his flight to Andover, but encountered a bizarre storm. In the high
winds of the storm’s strange brown-yellow clouds, he lost control of his plane,
which began to spiral toward the ground. Narrowly averting a crash, Goddard
found that his plane was heading back toward Drem. As he approached the old
airfield, the storm suddenly vanished, and Goddard’s plane was now flying in
brilliant sunshine. This time, as he flew over the Drem airfield, it looked
completely different. The hangars looked like new. There were four airplanes on
the ground: three were familiar biplanes, but painted in an unfamiliar yellow;
the fourth was a monoplane, which the RAF had none of in 1935. The mechanics
were dressed in blue overalls, which Goddard thought odd since all RAF
mechanics dressed in brown overalls. Strange, too, that none of the mechanics
seemed to notice him fly over. Leaving the area, he again
encountered the storm, but managed to make his way back to Andover."


Andrew looked up to
make sure Kathleen was still listening. She shrugged, looking both rather bored
and on the verge of exasperation.


"So, what? He got
lost, flew over a different airfield, and mistook it for the other one. Big
deal."


"I don't think so,
listen to this," Andrew concluded enthusiastically. "It wasn’t
until 1939 that the RAF began to paint their planes yellow, enlisted a
monoplane of the type that Goddard saw, and the mechanics' uniforms were
changed to blue."


Kathleen stared at her
friend. She did not know whether to be annoyed with him or to start laughing
hysterically at all his mad theories.


"Right," she
challenged. "So now, you are going to tell me that Ashleigh is..."


She was interrupted by
the object of their argument walking into the room. Kathleen dropped it
immediately. She turned her full attention to the woman, and flashed her a warm,
welcoming smile.


"Hey, Ash,"
she greeted her. "How is it going?" 


Dressed as she was in
her usual jeans and t-shirt, a pair of running shoes on her feet, and with her
hair tied loosely back, she could not have looked less like the ancient Celtic
warrior that Andrew had pretty much convinced himself she was. 


"All right," Ashleigh
replied. "Are you ready for me?"


She stood rooted to the
spot, looking for all the world like she was hoping that Kathleen would say no.
A far cry from the woman who had looked so confident and at ease handling a
deadly sword only a couple of hours earlier. Kathleen's heart went out to her. Andrew
got up from his chair, and welcomed her in with his usual enthusiasm.


"Of course, of
course. Please, join us,” he invited. “Have a seat, make yourself
comfortable."


Without thinking about
it, Ashleigh went to sit quite close to Kathleen on the couch. She gave her a
faint smile, looking anything but relaxed. 


"How are you
feeling, really?" Kathleen insisted.


Ashleigh simply
shrugged.


"Let's just get
this over with."


She was pale, which was
unusual with her, and she looked impatient, and agitated too. Kathleen could
feel how tense she was just by sitting next to her.


"Ash,” she told
her in a quiet voice. “If you don’t feel happy to have a session right now we
do not have to, you know. It’s all right."


Kathleen could feel
Andrew’s disapproval, but she avoided looking at him. Only Ashleigh’s safety,
and her mental well-being really mattered to her. She saw her hesitate, and
knew instantly that she had said the right thing to her.


“Really?” Ashleigh
enquired, looking hopeful.


Kathleen nodded. She
flashed her a warm, friendly smile.


“Yes. Absolutely.”


"Well. I don't feel
too good about having another session," Ashleigh finally confessed, encouraged,
and allowing herself to relax for once, even if only a fraction. 


She paused again to
meet Kathleen’s eyes.


"What do you think?"
she murmured.


The trusting way she
looked at her when she asked that question made Kathleen feel pleasantly warm
inside. Oh, stop it, she told herself, cringing at her own behaviour.
She was a professional. Whether or not her clients valued her opinion should
not have been so important to her, and it should not have made a difference
either, as long as they got results. This being said, Kathleen also remembered
something rather important that Andrew had once told her. Even you, Kat, are
only human. So just bloody relax, will you? He had a point. And of course,
it was not just anyone seeking her opinion. This time, it was Ashleigh. And
somehow, it made it a hell of a lot more personal and important to Kathleen. She
did not pause to contemplate why.


"Look, I think I
can certainly help you to get back into it," she replied, truthfully.
"You are making a lot of progress, and it would be a shame not to give it
a go. Today, I would like to see if we can access memories of a more recent
past, so I will be giving you specific instructions in that direction. Nothing
painful, nothing difficult; just memories of a different time. Okay?"


"Yes. All right,"
Ashleigh murmured.


Kathleen smiled, hoping
to make her feel better if she herself projected ease and enthusiasm about the upcoming
session.


"Great. So, are
you happy to give it a try? If you feel uncomfortable at any point, we will
stop it as soon as you tell me. How does that sound, Ash?"


Ashleigh did the best
she could to relax the muscles in the back of her neck. She felt as if someone
had taken a hammer to her shoulders.


"Okay," was
all she said.


She took a couple of
deep breaths, closed her eyes, and Kathleen used a different script this time.
It was as good as the one she had used previously, and Andrew soon started
encountering the same problem. To stop himself from going into his own trance
he stood up, and started pacing silently up and down the room.


"Doing really good,"
he whispered to Kathleen, giving her a thumbs-up.


She nodded. At first, Ashleigh
too appeared to slip into a trance easily, and Kathleen was pleased with that.
But as soon as she attempted to get her in deeper, she saw how tightly her jaw
tensed. She glanced at Andrew, and shook her head. Not going to happen this
time, she thought. But he gestured for her to keep going, and Kathleen
carried on with her script, even though she was growing reluctant to do so.


“And as you go deeper
and deeper, my voice will go with you…”


Ashleigh’s fingers twitched
a couple of times in her lap, and Kathleen winced a little. This is not
working, she realised. But because of Andrew, she kept going a bit more. She
pushed it as far as she thought she should, but when she spotted tears suddenly
glistening on Ashleigh's eyelashes she decided that enough was enough. She
leaned closer to her, and spoke a little louder against her ear. 


"It's okay, Ash,
you are doing great. In a moment, I am going to count to five. When I reach
five, you will open your eyes and feel completely awake, relaxed, and
refreshed. Now; one, two..."


Ashleigh's eyes snapped
open as soon as she said three.


"Hey, welcome
back. How are you doing?”


Ashleigh sat forward
with an irritated shrug. She turned toward Kathleen, looking stricken, and
about a million miles from refreshed.


"Sorry," she
said between clenched teeth. "I can't do it. I’m not… I don't want to go
there."


"It's all right. Hey.
Don't worry about it."


"I know you said
it would be different this time, but..."         


Kathleen immediately rested
a reassuring hand on her arm.


"It's okay, trust
me. Andrew, could we have some water, please?"


"Sure, I'll be
right back."


Ashleigh waited until
he was out of the room before she stood up, breathing hard. She took a few
shallow, tremulous breaths. Kathleen stood with her, a little alarmed at the
way that she seemed to be struggling not to panic.


"Keep breathing,
nice and deep," she encouraged her. 


“I’m all right,
Kathleen.”


“I know. Just keep
breathing.”


Ashleigh sighed in
frustration. She had known the second she stepped into the office that she did
not want to be doing this. As soon as she had closed her eyes, she had felt
anxiety grip her heart, making it painful, and even a little hard to breathe. She
had thought about opening her eyes, and just storming out of the room. And yet,
she had not wanted to disappoint Kathleen…


“I’m sorry,” she repeated.


"I told you, it is
not a problem. Remember that we are doing this for you, okay? We will go at
your own pace. Now, breathe with me. In through the nose, inhale as deep as you
can. Keep it in for a second, and then out, nice and slow. Now again, in... and
out; that's right, let it all out."


Kathleen led her to the
open window, and insisted that she took a few more deep breaths. She watched,
concerned, as Ashleigh’s eyes remained just as clouded, her face just as white,
and her demeanour just as tense.


"Feeling
better?"


"I told you. I am
fine." 


Kathleen recognised her
reply for what it was. A stubborn, frustrated, automatic response.


“All right, that’s good,”
she conceded.


 Andrew came back into the room with a bottle
of water and three glasses. He immediately spotted the worried look on his
friend's face, and gave one to Ashleigh first.


"Thanks.”


"You’re welcome.
And like Kathleen said, we don't have to go any further for today. Ash, do you
mind if I just ask you a quick question?"


The woman shook her head
no, but the muscles in her legs kept twitching, and she was holding on to the
glass so tightly that Kathleen worried it might shatter in her hand. She fought
the urge to put her arms around her shoulders, like she had done the previous
night, and comfort her. She glanced at Andrew, and shook her head in his
direction, just once. Not now, she thought. He understood.


"Okay." He
smiled easily. "Tell you what, it can wait."


"So, I can go?"


"Of course."


Ashleigh drained the
rest of her water, slammed the empty glass into Andrew's hand, and walked out
of the room like it was on fire. Kathleen and Andrew heard the front door close
with a bang, and they watched her as the woman sprinted across the front lawn
in the direction of the forest. They exchanged a long, loaded look between
them.


"Well, something
is definitely going on there," Andrew commented.


"Yes. We have clearly
hit on something.”


“Good. That means we are
making progress.”


Kathleen was still
staring pensively out of the window.


“I wonder where she is going,"
she mused.


"Probably wants a
bit of time alone."


“Yes.” Kathleen nodded.
“Yes, probably.”


She was worried about Ashleigh,
but decided not to share her concerns just yet. She poured Andrew a glass of
water, and one for herself too. 


"You know I had to
cut the induction short, right?" she observed. "I don't think she
could have taken much more. It was not fair."  


"No worries, mate.
And I think you're right..." He grinned at her. "This time."


"What did you want
to ask her?"


"Oh, I just wanted
to explore her reluctance to carry on. It was pretty traumatic stuff she
remembered yesterday, and I know it might have something to do with that.”


“You think there might
be something else?”


“Sure.”


“Like what?”


“Well, it could also be
resistance from the unconscious mind because deep down inside, she knows there
is actually much worse to come."


Kathleen repressed a
shiver at the thought of it. Worse? she reflected, thinking about all the
shocking things Ashleigh had told her the previous night, and the haunted look
in her eyes as she related her story. She remembered her own dream, and how
sickening it had felt. How much worse can it get? But she knew that Andrew
had a point, even though she would have liked nothing better than to just ignore
it. 


"I think you're right,"
she replied. "This time."


Andrew laughed, and she
proceeded to share her theory with him.


"A suicide attempt
followed by the creation of a split personality, as a result of a traumatic
event," he summarised, nodding approvingly. "It makes a lot of sense.
It is very logical. It might be."


"But you have a
different view?"


"You know I
do."


"I mean, other
than that one," Kathleen muttered.


"Here, look. I
made a list of all the stuff that is odd about her," Andrew replied, as if
he had not heard her.


Kathleen became aware
that she absolutely did not want to go through it. In a sense, it felt like a massive
betrayal, talking about Ashleigh behind her back like this. She realised with
some dismay that she was finding it more and more difficult to remain objective
and professional about her. It worried her quite a lot. Even so, this was
something else that she chose not to share with Andrew, not just yet anyway,
and she forced herself to listen to him.


"The stuff that's
weird, then, in no particular order," he started. "The fact that she
healed so fast; that unknown language she speaks; the way she freaked out at all
the modern stuff in this world when she came to; her abilities with a sword;
the memories she shared with you last night... And I haven't even tested her
skills with a bow and arrow yet, but I am planning on doing so very soon."


"Amnesia is not
unheard of after a head trauma," Kathleen pointed out, ignoring his last
comment. “Actually, it is extremely common, even if the scans show no brain
damage.”


"True. So, the
question we need to answer is, why is she now recovering memories of a past
life in ancient Celtic times instead of this current one?" 


"Like you said.
Perhaps the rest is too painful for her. It could be a metaphor for some really
horrible stuff she has been through. We just need to keep digging."


          He smiled.


"Or, maybe that is
all she has to remember because she really is from that time, when Glastonbury
was an island, and people prayed to the Goddess at the temple on the Tor."


Kathleen stared at him
in obvious frustration. Here we go again, she fumed.


"So, let me list
all the things not in favour of that theory then please, Andrew," she
decided, trying hard to keep her temper in check. "One, she speaks
English; two, she can read; three... Three…"


She stumbled, unhappy
to realise that she had so few things to list.


"Three, time
travel and jumping between parallel realities is the stuff of science
fiction," Andrew finished for her in a helpful way, although quite
teasingly as well. "It does not exist in the real world."


Kathleen shot him another
furious look.


"Well, yes,"
she snapped. "And frankly, that is about all there is to say about it. I
am not happy about this, Andrew. We should be helping Ashleigh, not making
lists of things we think are strange about her. So what if she is good with a
sword? So what if she healed so quickly?"


Andrew raised a
quizzical eyebrow, surprised at the emotion he could hear in her voice.


"Well, you have
changed your tune," he remarked. "Not long ago, you were the one
researching healing times on the Internet, and asking all kinds of funny questions."


"Fair enough, and
I admit that. But all I want right now is to do right by Ashleigh. We should be
acting like professionals, not filling her head with that rubbish about time
portals, and God knows what other stupid theories..."


"You mean that I shouldn't,
right?" he corrected. "You are being totally professional."


Kathleen froze. Her
eyes grew wide.


"What do you mean?
Are you referring to the fact that I had some precognitive dreams about
her?"


"No, that is not
what I am referring to, matey."


Andrew stood there with
his glass of water in hand, watching her attentively. There was something in
his eyes that set Kathleen’s heart racing. All of a sudden, she felt like bursting
into tears.


"Why are you
looking at me like this?" she asked.


"Can I ask you a
personal question, Kat?"


"What?" 


His expression
softened.


"You like her,
don't you?" 


Kathleen was shocked at
the suggestion. Was it so obvious, then? She glared at him, hating the fact
that he could read her so well.


"Don't be
ridiculous, Andrew."


"Am I?"


"Yes."


But he would not give
up so easily.


"You seem very
protective of her," he pointed out. “Very intense about her. That’s all.”


"Of course, I am.
She is my client, my responsibility. Her well-being is the only thing that
matters."


"Kat, come on. I
have noticed the way you look at her."


Kathleen stared at him
with a helpless expression on her face. Andrew was smiling at her, looking interested,
and vaguely amused as well. But she did not think there was anything funny
about any of it. She did like Ashleigh. She did feel protective of her. And
some of it… Well, okay; most of it had nothing to do with her welfare,
or Kathleen's professional responsibility. Yes, he was entirely right. And the
sudden realisation frightened her. Kathleen struggled to understand it. So, until
she managed to figure out what it meant, she did not want to discuss it with
anyone; not even Andrew.


"Just drop it,
please."


"You know I am
your friend, right?" he reminded her in a quiet tone. "You know you
can talk to me about these things. It is not just about clients and work
between us."


Kathleen nodded, and
the urge to cry lessened somehow. 


"I know. Thank
you. And I will, but not now."


"No problem."


“I need some fresh air.
I am going for a walk. Okay?”


Kathleen started to
leave the room, but she glanced at him when he did not reply, and she came to a
sudden halt as soon as she spotted the look on his face.


"Hey, are you all
right?" she exclaimed. 


Andrew had grown extremely
pale all of a sudden. He was sitting at his desk with one hand clasped over his
chest, and Kathleen’s blood drained from her face when she realised that he
looked like he was having a heart attack. 


"Andrew!"


She rushed to his side.


“What’s wrong? Are you
okay?”


She shook him, hard.


“Andrew, talk to me!”


To her relief, he
finally answered.


"Yes. I'm fine,
I'm fine. Just you look at this beauty!" 


He started to laugh. Kathleen
suddenly realised that instead of a heart attack, it was an email on his
computer screen that seemed to have caused him to turn white, and almost stop
breathing. When he glanced at her, his eyes were shining with what looked like tears
of joy, and his hands even shook a little.


"Andrew. Tell me what
is going on," she pressed him. "Are you sure that you’re all
right?" 


"Never
better," he replied. 


A huge smile spread
across his entire face, and he shook his head as if he could not quite believe
it himself. 


"This is the best
day of my life, mate!" he roared.


He stood up to give her
a heartfelt hug, almost breaking her ribs in the process.


"Damn it, Andrew,
what the hell are you doing?" Kathleen protested.


But he ignored her. He
just grabbed hold of her shoulders, grinning wildly. He sat her down rather unceremoniously
behind his desk, and told her to read his email.


"Just read it out
loud, my friend, to make sure I am not bloody dreaming," he requested in
an excited voice. “This is absolutely wonderful!”


Frowning, and more than
a little suspicious, Kathleen did as she was told.


"From Professor
Mark Bennison at the University of Nottingham," she read. 


"Dear Andrew,
thanks for the samples; leather boots, scabbard, and sword. Where did you get
those, they are incredibly well preserved!!! Hope you haven't been robbing
museums! Anyway, on to the results."


Kathleen glanced at Andrew.
He was staring at the screen, elated. Her own heart was almost beating out of
her chest with a mixture of dread and anticipation as she continued reading. 


"The blade is made
of hardened steel, and so we cannot use radiocarbon dating techniques on it
since it only works on organic matter. But there is leather and wood in the
handle, so that's good. The scabbard is made of the same, so again that's great
for us. And the boots obviously are leather too. We have been thorough with
your stuff, Andrew, run several types of tests, and I can tell you without a
shadow of a doubt that it all dates back to the second century B.C.”


Kathleen felt Andrew’s
fingers digging deeper into her shoulders.


“Bloody hell, Kat,” he
whispered. “Wow! Do you realise what this means?”


She shook her head, and
just carried on reading.


“About the blade, I am
not sure,” Andrew’s professor
friend wrote. “It is puzzling, really. If it was that old, it would not be
in such perfect condition... But anyway, let me know if you need anything else,
or if I can help you at the dig. That is a dig you are working on, right? I am
quite curious to see what you have unearthed! At the very least, I shall look
forward to a beer and a catch-up next time I am in Glastonbury. My very best,
Mark.”
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Ashleigh rode one of
the horses to the house that afternoon, partly because she liked it, and it
gave her confidence to do so, and mainly because it would make it easier to
leave once she was done talking to Kathleen. She was wary of another invitation
to sleep at the house, because she knew that she would find it difficult to
turn down. She had started to relax a lot around the therapist, and she could
not afford to. She was grateful to the woman for helping her to unlock some of
the memories she had lost, probably as a result of getting hit by that bus. But
there was no need to carry on doing it now. No more sessions. As far as Ashleigh
was concerned, her most important question had been answered, and she was ready
to go home. 


Now, it was Andrew
whose help she wanted. She knew that of the two of them, Andrew was the one who
wanted to believe her the most. He really was open to the idea that she was
from ‘somewhere else’. She needed him to keep doing it for long enough
to figure out a way to get her back to the world she belonged to. She had meant
what she told Kathleen. She had been weak before. Just because she had been
travelling for so long, just because she was exhausted, and lonely, was no
reason to give up on Coira. No cause to stop the search, no excuse to abandon
her. If she had continued on her quest instead of trying to go home to rest,
none of this would have happened, she was sure of it. Perhaps it was some kind
of punishment from the Gods. Well, she had learned her lesson now. She would
not give up so easily again.


"Never
again," she repeated out loud.


As she came into view
of the house, she started to feel a little nervous. She was not looking forward
to telling Kathleen, and this had been a shock to her when she had first realised
it. She would genuinely miss her. She enjoyed her company; she felt calmer when
she was around, and her heart was heavy at the thought of leaving her... This
had been a surprise to her all right. In all the years that she had been on the
road, Ashleigh had never met anyone else that she had not forgotten quickly, as
soon as she was gone. But Kathleen was different, and it was not just the fact
that she reminded her of Coira. 


She sighed. A vague
warning started to make its presence known inside her heart. Something almost
primal, something she could never deny. She could not stay here, or anywhere.
She could not remember exactly why that was, but there was no need to find out,
really. It simply was the way things were. Ashleigh leaned forward to rub the
side of her horse's neck, and she rested her cheek against his mane. No use
thinking about all the things that she would miss. She knew she had to keep
moving, and she never questioned that fact anymore. She closed her eyes.


"Ash."


Ashleigh looked up
suddenly, startled. She blinked. Lost in her own thoughts as she was she had
not spotted Kathleen, coming out of the house to meet her, walking with urgent
purpose across the lawn, and carrying a rucksack.


"Ash," the woman
said again, once she realised that she had her attention. "Let's go."


Ashleigh was a little
surprised at her commanding tone.


"Where?" she
asked.


"Let's go for a
ride," Kathleen replied. "Anywhere you feel like. I have got food in
the bag, and we need to talk."


She smiled, and despite
her outward confidence paused for a second, as she contemplated how to get up
on the big horse. Ashleigh was riding without a saddle, of course. And Kathleen
had never been on a horse before in her life.


“All right,” Ashleigh decided
with a shrug.


 As it so often did her practical side kicked
in, and she did not bother asking any more questions. She needed to talk as
well, and they might as well do it on a ride.


"Here," she
said, as if she had been reading Kathleen's mind. "Step onto that low wall
over there, and grab on to me."


She leaned forward with
her arm held out to her.


"Good idea,"
Kathleen approved.


She jumped on the wall,
held fast onto Ashleigh's shoulder, and managed to pull herself up behind her
without too much trouble. The animal did not seem to enjoy the added weight
though, and she was surprised when it shot forward all of a sudden. Kathleen
threw her arms around Ashleigh's waist, gasping in fright.        


"Oh, God,"
she whimpered.


She felt Ashleigh's
hand settle reassuringly against her right thigh.


"It's all right.
He will get used to it. Just hold on to me."


"Okay."


"Have you ridden a
horse before?"


"No, never."


Ashleigh had known the
answer to her question before she had even asked it. She could feel Kathleen's reluctance
in the way that she held so tightly on to her. All of her worries, the vague
and threatening feeling that she was missing something, and the thoughts of
what she was going to say to her suddenly vanished into thin air, and her only
goal became to make her companion feel at ease. 


"Try to
relax," she advised.


She turned the horse
around, and headed in the direction of the fields.


"No mad gallop
like you were doing the other day, okay?" Kathleen said, a little
apprehensively.


Ashleigh gave a soft
laugh.


"No, we'll take it
slow. I promise."


It was late afternoon,
and yet the sun was still shining hot and strong over their heads. The sky was
pulsing an intense lavender blue, without a single cloud to temper its
intensity. The fields glowed yellow and rich in the distance, and Kathleen
suddenly understood why people said there was nothing as beautiful as British
countryside in the summer. A strange feeling of lightness settled over her
after a while. She felt happy right then. It dawned on her that it did not happen
to her very often, the realisation that she was happy in the moment, right
where she was, doing what she was doing. Freedom, she reflected. Maybe
this was what freedom would feel like in second century BC. Her head was still
spinning from the email Andrew had received, and the heated conversation that they
had shared afterward.


“What do you mean, you
don’t believe it?” he had exclaimed, staring at her as if she had lost her
mind. “This is proof! Scientific proof that she is from the past! What more do
you need?”


Well, Kathleen was not
entirely sure about that, but her mind simply could not accept the idea. How
could it be? How was it possible for this woman to have come from such ancient
times into their own?


“It does not prove
anything to me, Andrew,” she concluded eventually. “The stuff she owns might be
from that time period, yes, I guess I can believe that. But it does not mean
that she is. Maybe your friend Mark is correct,” she added. “Perhaps she has
been robbing museums.”


Kathleen sighed as she
remembered the crestfallen look on Andrew’s face when she had said that to him.
For once, he had been unable to counter with his own argument. Kathleen felt a
little sorry for him, but then again, what had he been thinking? Getting as
delusional as she is, that’s what, she realised. Unlike Ashleigh though,
Andrew did not have the excuse of having been run over by a bus. Unlike Andrew,
she also was not claiming to be from the past. Kathleen would need to have a
serious talk to her friend about all this when she got home. 


In front of her, Ashleigh
suddenly gave a soft yawn.


“I’m sorry, is this too
slow for you?” Kathleen laughed. “Are you bored?”


          “No,
I am perfect,” Ashleigh replied immediately. “How about you, is this all right
for you?”


          “Yes.”


There would be no rain
tonight, Kathleen knew, and so she had filled her rucksack with a bottle of Andrew's
best wine, cheese and bread, and some apples. This was no professional outing...
Well, not completely anyway.


"It feels very
nice," she said, smiling. “I am really enjoying the ride.”


"Good," Ashleigh
approved, sounding pleased.


          Neither woman felt the need to speak
after this, both feeling comfortable, a little drowsy from the heat, and happy
to drift with their own thoughts. Ashleigh rode with one hand resting comfortably
on her thigh, guiding her horse with the lightest of touch on the reins and
through her legs. Kathleen kept her arms wrapped loosely around her waist. She
could feel the muscles in Ashleigh’s back move in rhythm with the horse's gait.
There was something very relaxing about riding with her like this, and Kathleen
felt her face heat up when she reflected on how intimate it actually was. Just
bloody relax, she admonished herself. Be in the moment, don’t ruin it
with too much thinking. She closed her eyes, and unashamedly allowed
herself to simply enjoy the feeling of another woman's body against her own.
After a while, she drifted off into sleep.
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They crashed through
the heavy curtain of sheets and animal hides that served as a front door to the
roundhouse. It was built like all the others in the village with some rather large
stones at its base, held together with clay. Thick rafters and wooden beams
supported a conical thatched roof of straw and heather. A thick layer of mud,
and some more clay on the top of it helped with insulation, and to keep it dry
during the worst of the winter weather. Their sudden, unexpected entrance
caused the woman inside to stand up in alarm. But only for a second. Innis O
Ceallaigh recovered quickly. Her eyes swept over her daughter to focus on her
companion, and when she spoke there was anger in her voice. 


"Coira. You know
she is not welcome here." 


"Mother, Ashleigh
is my friend. And..." 


Innis did not let her
finish. 


"Your friend? I
told you to stay away from her." 


"She needs
help." 


"How many times do
I have to say it, Coira?" 


"Mother, she's
hurt!" Coira interrupted breathlessly. 


Innis finally noticed the
anguish in her voice, and she narrowed her eyes at the two young women. Her
daughter, looking beautiful as always, wavy dark hair wet from the rain,
concern for her friend showing in her expression. The other one, struggling to
remain standing, and with fever blazing in her eyes, yet looking about as
pleased to be there as Innis was to see her. 


"Hurt?" Innis
repeated, looking at them both suspiciously. 


"She is
wounded." 


"No. I'm
fine," Ashleigh mumbled, and she turned back toward the entrance. 


"Ash." 


Coira stepped in front
of her. She took her face in both her hands, and looked deep into her eyes. 


"Please, stay. Do
it for me." 


Innis noticed how Ashleigh,
taller, stronger, obviously hurting but still able to walk out of there if she
had really wanted to, immediately went a little still. She saw how both women
looked at each other, and the way that Ashleigh exhaled slowly, and leaned back
against the wall. 'Do it for me.' In that instant, and with those four simple
words, Innis understood everything about the nature of their relationship. 


“Oh, Coira,” she
whispered.


There were not many
things that she had ever stopped her daughter from doing, learning or
experiencing, over the years while she was growing up. But her friendship with Ashleigh
was something else. Innis had been very clear about it, and she had made it
perfectly obvious that it was not something she would ever accept, or even
tolerate. 'Stay away from her. She is different. Not who you think she is.' 


And yet, not only had
Coira blatantly ignored her warnings it seemed, but she had brought that
stranger home with her too, and made it all infinitely worse. Innis watched them
now, as her daughter supported the young woman she called her friend slowly to
the ground. Ashleigh lay on her stomach in front of the central fire, her cheek
resting on the rough, hard floor. Eyes closed. Out cold. 


Coira looked up at her
in despair. 


"Mother?" 


She spotted the
conflict in her mother's deep brown eyes. 


"Mother,
please..." 


Innis exhaled sharply.


"Yes, Coira."


She quickly stepped
forward. Fortunately, the loving mother in her always allowed the practical healer
to take over whenever it was needed, and regardless of who, and what else was
at stake. She knelt by the side of Ashleigh, and brushed a few strands of wet
tangled hair from the back of her neck. She frowned when she saw the bleeding
wound, and spotted the dark bruising around the edges. 


"Infection,"
she said under her breath, surprised to see it in Ashleigh. "When did this
happen?" 


"Must have been
earlier today," her daughter offered. 


"Are you sure? Not
before?" 


"Yes," Coira
replied with absolute certainty. "There was no wound last
night."  


Innis threw her a sharp
look, but she did not reply. She ripped the back of Ashleigh's tunic open, and
gently palpated the infected area. It did not take her long to make a diagnosis.


"This looks like
an arrow wound," she pointed out. "Bits of metal and wood are still
embedded under the skin. See? That is the cause of the infection." 


"But she is going
to be fine, isn’t she?" Coira asked in a trembling voice. “It is not too
late, right?”


Her mother stood up,
and walked over to the far side of the large single room.


"It is not too
late," she confirmed.


          She poured water into a basin, and
washed her hands carefully.  


"I will take
whatever is buried in there out, and clean out the wound." She gave an
irritated sigh. "She would not be in this mess right now if she had
bothered to do that in the first place; you know? Even someone like her. There
are limits, evidently. Tell me, what happened to her?" 


Coira shook her head. 


"I wish I knew."



Innis spotted the tears
in her eyes as she looked at Ashleigh, and when she bent over her to caress the
side of her face. She felt her own cheeks flame up when she spotted the emotion
blazing in her daughter's eyes. She had always hoped that one day, Coira would
find this kind of love. But now, she shook her head in wonder and frustration.
Why on earth did she have to find it with this one? 


"Here, take this."
She passed her a thin woollen blanket, folded in half. "Slide it under her
head." 


She thrust a long, narrow
blade into the fire, and kept it there until it was glowing hot. When she went
back to kneel by the side of Ashleigh, Coira winced a little at the sight of
the dagger in her mother’s hand. 


"Come on, you have
seen me do this countless times before," Innis reminded her. 


"I know. But
not... Not on a friend like that." 


Innis rolled her eyes
at the understatement. 


"A friend. Right.
I may be many things, Coira, but blind is not one of them." 


Without hesitation, she
applied the knife against the side of Ashleigh's wound. She cut deeper into it,
only stopping for a second when Ashleigh flinched sharply at the feel of the
blade.


"Keep her still,"
she said. 


She met her daughter’s
gaze briefly. 


"I need to go in
deeper than this." 


Coira nodded, wincing,
and she wrapped her hands around Ashleigh's wrists. Innis cut in deeper, not
pausing this time, even when Ashleigh moaned in her sleep and showed signs of
starting to struggle. Even unconscious like this, Coira was finding it hard to
keep her in place. She leaned forward.  


"Ash. I know it
hurts, but it won't be for much longer. You stay still for me, okay?" 


Ashleigh sighed in her
sleep. She twitched a couple more times, but then her body relaxed.  


"Good," Innis
commented. 


She nudged the broken
piece of metal she could see glinting inside the wound. Finally, she managed to
get a firm hold of it, and she lifted it out and dropped it on the floor. 


"There. Almost
done," she said. "Just need to get it clean now." She glanced at
Coira, whose face was already white as a sheet. "Are you ready?" 


"Yes." 


"Hold her
down."


Coira had been prepared
for her lover to wake up, and struggle like crazy when they poured the ointment
over the wound, and deep into her flesh. She had seen it happen before with
many other injured people. But Ashleigh did not even stir, and if anything, she
seemed to drift deeper into unconsciousness. 



"It's all
right," Innis declared. 


Coira stared at her in
fear.


"Is it? This stuff
hurts like hell, and yet she did not even move!" 


"Coira, trust me."
Innis rested a gentle, patient hand over her daughter's shoulder. "She'll
be all right. We just need to let the wound drain for a little while now."



"But she is burning
up still..." 


"She will be
fine," Innis repeated softly, reassuringly. "The fever will die down.
When she wakes up, take her to the back and get her cleaned up." She
hesitated. "I don't think you will need my help for that."


"Mother..."        


"And then, come
back in here. You will both be hungry, and she will need stitches." 


She turned to walk away,
and out of the house. 


"Mother?" 


Coira jumped to her
feet, and enfolded her in a gentle hug. 


"Thank you,"
she whispered. “Thank you so much.”


Innis sighed in
response.


“There is no need to
thank me, Coira. You know it’s what I do, heal people. Other than that, it doesn’t
change anything. I’m afraid it cannot, ever.”
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CHAPTER
ELEVEN



 


 


 


 

Kathleen's eyes snapped
open. Again, she experienced that blurred vision, the feeling of falling, and
the disturbing sensation of two worlds melting into one. All of this she felt
right before she woke up properly, and realised what had just happened. Bloody
hell! she thought, disturbed. She had drifted off into another of those
strange dreams… A continuation of the previous one she had experienced, it felt.
They seemed to happen whenever she was with Ashleigh, or about to be with her,
and Kathleen wondered what else, if anything, triggered them. And were they just
dreams, or...? She shivered at the thought, and worked hard to remind herself
of Andrew's reassuring words. Without even being aware of it, she tightened her
grip around Ashleigh's waist, and pressed her cheek against her shoulder.


"Are you with
me?" Ashleigh repeated. 


She rested a gentle
hand over Kathleen's arm, her head slightly lowered and to the side, waiting
patiently for her answer.


"Uh... Sorry,
yes?"


"I asked if you
wanted to stop here. You said you wanted to talk, so..."


Kathleen wondered how
long had passed. The sun had disappeared over the horizon, and they were in the
forest now, in front of a large natural pond surrounded by beautiful oak trees
and ferns. 


"Over there would
be a good spot," Ashleigh added, pointing toward a grassy area on the
right.


Kathleen took a deep
breath to steady herself.


"It would be
great," she agreed. "Sorry, I think I nodded off for a while..."


She did not mention the
dream.


"So did I," Ashleigh
replied.


And it was true, up to
a point. She had only been dozing, enjoying the feel of Kathleen's arms around
her waist, and the reassuring weight of her body pressed against her back. She
did not tell her that Coira used to fall asleep like that all the time when
they were out riding together. She just lifted a leg over the horse's neck, and
jumped off, stepping forward immediately to help Kathleen to do the same. 


"Let me take care
of this guy first."


She took the bridle off
the animal, and replaced it with a simple halter. She glanced at Kathleen a couple
of times, a little thoughtfully, as the woman took a few steps away from her
toward the spot she had indicated earlier.


“All right, Kathleen?”
she asked.


“Yes. Perfect.”


Kathleen stood in
silence for a moment, admiring the incredible view in front of her. The pond
looked like a beautiful mirror, surrounded by gnarled, twisted old tree trunks
covered in moss. She could hear a concert of birds in the forest on all sides,
and every once in a while, a frog, or a fish, would make a nice little splashing
sound as it disturbed the water. It all felt incredibly ageless, and almost
magical to her. She glanced back toward Ashleigh, smiling.


"This is a
gorgeous place," she reflected.


"Yes, it is."


Kathleen tore herself
away from the view. She reached inside her rucksack for a light blanket she
spread carefully over the grass. She got out the food and the bottle of wine
next, a knife, napkins, and some glasses. Ashleigh watched her do all this,
wondering what on earth she wanted to discuss that necessitated going to such
lengths. But she was no longer nervous. Out there in the forest, she felt at
home. She reflected that perhaps it had been Kathleen's goal in coming out here
with her.


"It reminds me of
the story you told me the other day, to help me relax," she commented.


"During our first
session, yes. Did you enjoy it?"


Ashleigh glanced at
her. Kathleen looked happy, she noticed. It made her look younger somehow, less
serious, and very beautiful. Ashleigh smiled at her.


"Yes, I did. Very
much so."


She collected some
wood, and dropped it in front of the blanket. Kathleen observed her in silence
as she built a small nest of dried kindling, and struck two rocks together
until they produced a spark. She quickly gathered the little ball of stuff up
in her hands, and blew on it until she had a small flame. Then, she slid that
under the wood, and waited until it took. She is so good at all this stuff,
Kathleen reflected. I wonder where she learnt it… But for now, she had
more disturbing things to discuss. And so, she waited until Ashleigh had sat
down next to her to offer her some wine, and without wasting any more time, she
told her about the email Andrew had received from his university friend.


When she stopped
talking, Ashleigh remained eerily silent.


“Hey.” Kathleen touched
her arm. “Are you okay?”


Ashleigh gave the
briefest of shrugs in response.


“I’m okay, Kathleen. I
just don’t know what you expect me to say about all this. We have had this
conversation before, you and me. Do you believe your friend is right about me now,
is that what this is about?”


“No. I do not believe
you are from the past,” Kathleen said.


She absolutely did not
want a repeat of the conversation Ashleigh was referring to, the one that they
had shared in the stables when it had all turned way too confrontational for
comfort. But she still wanted to be honest with her. There was no point in
lying. She was glad when the woman gave a soft laugh at her answer.


“You have strong
beliefs, Kathleen,” Ashleigh observed. “I like that.” 


She was smiling, but
her voice grew a little huskier as she carried on. 


“I have told you about
my life though, right?” she reflected. “I told you about Coira, and how she was
taken from me. I explained about the attack on my village, and how my family
were killed. Tell me, does this sort of thing happen often in your world?”


“Unfortunately, yes,”
Kathleen shot back immediately. “Sometimes, it does.”


She noticed the little
sigh that immediately escaped Ashleigh’s lips. She must have thought that
Kathleen’s answer would be a negative, and that it would help to prove a point.
But Kathleen was thinking of Aleppo, and the war in Syria. She was thinking of
the Taliban, IS, and the conflict in Afghanistan. And of her own country,
always involved it seemed, for reasons that they wanted to keep hidden. Violence
and war were a constant. The two never got old, always lurking in some dark
corners of the world, oblivious to the slow and inexorable passage of time. And
yet, over there and at this time, they were fighting with modern weapons. 


“There are some
differences,” she conceded.


She met Ashleigh’s
gaze. She saw how intently she was looking at her. Kathleen could feel it. She
wants me to believe her, she thought. Of course, she does. But I can’t.
It’s crazy! 


“I believe you are
accessing memories of another time, and another place,” she blurted out. “That
is entirely possible. I believe that, for sure. I am a past life regression
therapist after all; you know? And I have had my own experiences.” 


Kathleen shook her
head, annoyed when a flash of this afternoon’s dream shot through her mind. She
took another long swallow of her wine. Why was she feeling so nervous? She was
drinking far too quickly, and Ashleigh had not even touched her own glass yet. 


“There is such a shroud
of mystery surrounding you, Ash,” she exclaimed, feeling at a loss. 


“Is there? We lived a
simple life, you know,” Ashleigh remarked with a quiet shrug. “Out in the forest
and the mountains, fishing and hunting. We built shelters of stone and wood. We
spent time with our families. It was a good life. Nothing mysterious about any
of that.” 


Kathleen looked at her.
She spotted the earnestness in her eyes. She rubbed her hand across her face. She
talks about it like I see it in my dreams, she thought. And of
course, she believed the science when it told her that the boots Ashleigh had
been wearing dated back to second century BC. How did she get a hold of
those? And even more importantly, how on earth were they so well-preserved? Whenever
Ashleigh talked about her life, it sounded like a real snapshot of ancient
times. 


Accessing past life
memories, Kathleen reminded
herself. That is all she is doing. And yet, she was quite happy that
Andrew was not inside her head to witness what was happening to her at this
precise moment. It was a hurricane, the perfect storm. A total assault on
everything she had always believed the world to be. What if… she had
started to consider now. What if this were all true?


“Everything about you tends
to make my head spin, Ashleigh,” she concluded with a heavy sigh.


Ashleigh had been
staring into the fire. She looked up then.


“Really?” 


“Yes, really.”


Ashleigh dwelled upon that
statement for a second or two, and a small grin finally appeared on her lips
after a while. She raised an amused eyebrow.


"Well, that is
kind of good, then,” she reflected. “Is it not?”


"Stop it,"
Kathleen exclaimed, chuckling in spite of herself. “This is serious.”


“But it does not have
to be,” Ashleigh remarked.


Against her better
judgment, Kathleen allowed her to pour her some more wine. She raised her glass
to her companion, eyes shining in the light of the flames from the fire.  


“All right then, so what
do you think?” she challenged. “Am I drinking wine in the forest with a woman who
comes from the second century BC? Tell me." 


She was looking at her
as if Ashleigh were a riddle to be solved, in amazement, and even a little awe.
Ashleigh shook her head. Her eyes grew serious again.


"You know, it
really doesn't matter. When all is said and done, I am still only a woman, just
like you. Doesn't matter where I have come from, or when. Right now, right here,
is all there ever is."


There was a different
light in her eyes that night when Ashleigh looked at her, Kathleen realised
suddenly. As if she was not just looking inward into the past, and seeing
someone else. No, Ashleigh seemed fully present, and the way she was looking at
her so intently suddenly started to make Kathleen’s heart beat a little faster.


"Tell me what you
believe,” she insisted.


“I told you. It doesn’t
matter.”


“Please,” Kathleen
repeated.


Ashleigh held her gaze.


“Are you sure?”


“I am sure. I want to
know.”


“All right, then.”


 This time, Ashleigh did not hesitate, and she certainly
did not hold back either. Things had started to come back to her. A notion, an
idea. A vague awareness of something. She had to express it.


“I believe Andrew is
right,” she said. “Something happened to me, and I ended up in your world. Mine
is not necessarily in the past, although it may seem like it to you at first
glance. All I know for sure is that I came from a different reality into yours.
A completely different universe.”


Kathleen stared back at
her in total shock. She had not expected something so outrageous, because Ashleigh
had been so reserved up until this point… And now, this! 


“How do you know?” she exclaimed.


Ashleigh shrugged.


“I don’t know. I just
do.”


Kathleen sighed. It was
not good news. Ashleigh was speaking so fervently, and with such passion in her
voice… From the heart. It was obvious that she truly believed every single word
she said, and now Kathleen desperately needed Andrew to be right. Because the
alternative was too awful to contemplate. It would mean that the woman she so
enjoyed spending time with, who was so beautiful, interesting, and gifted with
so many fascinating talents, was deeply psychotic. And maybe even completely beyond
help. Kathleen felt tears well up at the back of her eyes. 


"Where, then?” she
pushed her. “And what happened to you to transport you over here? Was it a
portal? Andrew seems to think so. What other times have you lived in? Where are
you from? Do you even know?"


She felt both repelled
and fascinated at the same time, and now there was only one thing on her mind. Prove
it to me! Make it impossible for me not to believe you! 


Unfortunately, Ashleigh’s
intensity seemed to vanish almost in the blink of an eye. Her entire demeanour
shifted. The light disappeared from her eyes, and she took her first sip of
wine. She stared into the glass, as if trying to figure something out.


"I’m not
sure," she said. “I don’t remember.”


If she was honest with
herself, she knew that it was the reason she had decided to stop the regression
sessions, and leave. Something buried inside kept tugging at her to be
uncovered, and brought to light, but she had a definite feeling that it was bad,
dark, a secret that should be kept safely behind locked doors. She was
confused, and yet aware that important pieces of the puzzle were missing. She
had begun to get flashes of other places, and people. Definitely not friendly.
It all felt incredibly heavy, dense, and threatening to her. Whenever she
thought about what other memories might be ready to come back to the surface,
something in her mind definitely warned her that she would not like it. 


"I don't care,
anyway," she murmured. “I just need to go home.”


Kathleen’s heart sank.


"Surely you can’t
mean that?" she protested. "Ash? Come on. You must care."


But Ashleigh did not
reply. Right now, she did not want to think about what was missing, or even
what was to come, if and when she remembered. She met Kathleen's gaze again, and
she allowed herself to stare deeply into her eyes. To look at her, and to
really see her. To do it as if for the very first time.


"You are
beautiful."


Kathleen stared back,
taken by surprise. How had they arrived at that troubling statement from the
subject of psychosis and parallel realities? Ashleigh was looking at her
steadily, smiling a little differently, and Kathleen glanced away quickly to
avoid her gaze. Do not engage with her on this, she warned herself. Simply
do not do it. But the words came tumbling out of her mouth before she even
knew what they would be.


"I just remind you
of her, that's all," she murmured.


She was feeling
uncomfortably hot, and breathing a little harder.


"No," Ashleigh
countered. "Right now, you look like Kathleen. No one else. And you are
beautiful to me."


The admission was so
heartfelt that for once in her life it even reached past Kathleen's barriers.
She did not act on impulse. She did not believe in magic, or romance, and she
certainly did not throw herself at her clients. But right now, words were useless
to express how she felt. Confusion, fascination, self-doubt, and strongest of
all, the feeling of possibility. Of something new, and different. A gift, an
opportunity, a risk… She reached for Ashleigh, without even being aware of what
she was doing. She wrapped her arms around her neck, pulling her close. 


"I don't
understand what is happening to me," she whispered.


She was feeling breathless.
She felt the woman’s arms coming up around her shoulders, returning her embrace
with exactly the same intensity. She felt her lips brush once against the side
of her neck, and she almost flinched. Ashleigh spoke quietly and reassuringly
to her, as if she were the therapist, and Kathleen her client.


"I think you do,
don’t you?"


Kathleen bit hard on
her lower lip. Where was this conversation going? How had she allowed things to
get so out of hand, this much out of control? It was worrying, but she knew
that regardless, no matter what, she simply had to say it.


"I have been
dreaming of you, Ash."


There was a slight
pause.


"Again?”


"Yes. In my
dreams, I..."


Kathleen hesitated. She
felt Ashleigh’s fingers on the back of her neck, softly going up into her hair.
It made her shiver in sudden arousal. Oh God, she thought. Now I am
lost…


"Go on," Ashleigh
murmured.


"In my
dreams," Kathleen whispered, "it looks as if I am seeing things from
Coira’s perspective. From inside of her own head."


She felt Ashleigh
tense. She felt it when her breath caught in her chest, and she was afraid of
what would happen next. Ashleigh pulled back, but only just enough to be able
to look into her eyes. Hers looked wide, burning with intensity and emotion,
much darker than usual.


"What did you
say?"


She looked both alarmed
and resigned at the same time.


"I know it probably
sounds strange," Kathleen admitted. "But it feels to me as if I am
able to slip into Coira’s body in my dreams, and everything unfolds from her
perspective. I see you… I see the things you talk about when you describe your
own memories. And I get insights. Do you understand what that means?"


Ashleigh's heart was
beating hard against her chest.


"I understand,"
she said. “Like a clairvoyant.”


Kathleen nodded.


“Yes,” she agreed
intently. “Like a medium.”


          Tears welled up in Ashleigh’s eyes at
the thought of Coira. If Kathleen could tap into her energy like this… It was
what the oracles did. They accessed a different level of reality, and they got
insights there, just like Kathleen had said. They could see and speak to the
dead. Ashleigh understood that there was only one reason Kathleen would be able
to do this. And she knew it was true. Deep down inside, she believed that Coira
was no longer alive. It was an emptiness she had started to feel one day, like
something had been taken from her, never to be returned. And yet, when she was
with Kathleen, who looked so much like her lost love, and was so different in
so many significant ways, it felt like that missing part of her was hurting a
little less somehow.


"Kathleen,"
she whispered. 


Her companion was
pulling back, shaking her head, and avoiding her gaze again.


“Kathleen, wait,” she
said.


"It's crazy,” the
woman exclaimed. “I... I feel like I am losing my grip on reality when I am
with you..."


Ashleigh held her back
gently. She caught her eyes, and she spotted the way Kathleen was looking at
her, as if silently pleading for her to keep her close. 


"No, you are not,"
she murmured.


She kissed her. She
rested her hands against both sides of her face, and she kissed her with such
emotion, and tenderness, that it made Kathleen feel like she had come home
after an eternity of aimless wandering.


"Ashleigh,"
she gasped.


"Yes. It's all
right."


          Kathleen held on to her when Ashleigh
pushed her down softly onto the blanket, and lay on top of her. She kept her
arms wrapped around her neck, and her face buried in her hair, breathing her
in, feeling like she never wanted to let go.


"I am right here,"
Ashleigh reassured her.


          Kathleen felt her reach for her
t-shirt. She allowed her to pull it over her head, and she held her breath when
Ashleigh did the same with hers, and threw it to the side. The woman had an
amazing body. Perfect breasts. Tanned skin. All muscle. Mentally ill. The
two words flashed unbidden through Kathleen’s consciousness, and she winced.


"I... I don't
think we should do this," she mumbled.


Even so, she grabbed on
to Ashleigh again as soon as the woman lay down by her side. She kissed her,
pouring her entire soul into it. Losing grip.


“Ash… No.”


 Kathleen felt her right leg slide gently in
between hers, and rest there completely still. Ashleigh was not doing anything,
and yet the feel of her so near was driving her mad.


"Why not?"
the woman asked.


She rested her hand
between Kathleen's naked breasts, supported herself on an elbow, and gazed deeply
into her eyes. Waiting patiently. Hopefully. Confidently. 


"I feel it isn't
right..."


And yet, even as she
was saying those words, Kathleen could feel herself opening up to her. She
allowed Ashleigh to kiss her again, and it felt like torture when she stopped.


"Feels pretty right
to me," Ashleigh murmured.


She licked the side of
Kathleen's neck, and she felt the woman’s body responding to her. There was an
obvious battle going on there. Heart versus head, duty fighting impulse, and
desire. She realised how conflicted Kathleen was feeling inside, and it made
her heart grow tight. This meant something. It mattered. She had to be a little
careful, make sure she did not push too much. 


"Do you want me to
stop?" she asked.


Kathleen almost whimpered.


"I need to ask you
about those dreams, Ash,” she mumbled. “I am confused. And you need help. I
cannot do what you want me to do…"


“Kathleen,” Ashleigh
repeated patiently. “Do you want me to stop this now? Just tell me, and I will.”


But as she said those
words, her right hand drifted unconsciously to Kathleen's breast. She cupped it
in her palm, and caressed her nipple with her thumb. She pulled her closer
against her, repressing a shiver at the feel of Kathleen's fingers sinking more
deeply into her hair.


“No,” Kathleen said to
her fiercely. “Don’t stop.”
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It was dark when
Kathleen woke up, and quiet all around. She was lying down on the blanket where
they had fallen asleep, facing the glowing remains of their little campfire,
tucked safely inside the circle of Ashleigh's arms. She listened for a while. Ashleigh's
breathing was deep and regular, and she felt deliciously heavy and warm against
her back. Asleep, Kathleen decided. She exhaled slowly, and closed her
eyes again. 


For once in her life,
she was feeling at peace, deliciously happy and contented. She had never
anticipated that their evening would turn out as it had, especially after Ashleigh’s
little bombshell. Those crazy things she said… Kathleen pushed the
thought aside. There would be ample time to think about all this, later, when
she was back at the house with Andrew. Meanwhile, he would wonder where she
was. He knew she had gone out to see Ashleigh... Would he worry about them? A
little smile appeared on Kathleen's lips. Not a chance. Was she sorry
that she had let Ashleigh make love to her? Absolutely not. She could
not remember falling asleep, or anything they might have said... But she definitely
remembered rising over the edge with her, and she wished that she could go
back, and experience the delicious, intoxicating, heady sensation over and over
again. 


She reached for Ashleigh’s
hand now, and pressed her lips against her palm. Strong hands, a little rough.
The hands of a woman who was used to handling a sword, and was the best hunter
of her clan. And yet, Ashleigh's caresses had been infinitely tender, her touch
both gentle and powerful in a way that Kathleen would have never imagined it could
be. The way Ashleigh had touched her, physically and emotionally, had felt
different to her, better, and a hundred times more intense than anything else she
had experienced before. She sighed. She wedged herself a little tighter against
her chest, still holding her hand in both of hers.


"Kathleen?" Ashleigh
mumbled against the back of her neck. “Are you all right?”


"Yes. Did I wake
you?"


"Are you
cold?"


"No. I’m okay."


Kathleen felt Ashleigh
move behind her. She rolled onto her back until she could look into her eyes. There
she was, her mysterious friend. In all her naked glory. Kathleen flashed her a
warm grin.


"How are you
doing?"


The question earned her
a brilliant smile in response.


"Great," Ashleigh
replied, and yet she moved to stand up.


"Where are you
going?" Kathleen protested. "Stay..."


Ashleigh's expression
softened immediately. She leaned over Kathleen to brush a gentle kiss against
her lips.


"I will be right
back," she promised. She rubbed her hand over her lover’s naked arm.
"You've got goose bumps. I am just going to check on the horse, and get
this fire going again."


She stood up, not
bothering with either shoes or clothes. Kathleen watched her walk away, dressed
in nothing other than the silver torc around her neck. She seemed incredibly
comfortable in her own flesh, and not the least bit shy about walking around in
the nude like this. And why not, when you have got a body like that, Kathleen
reflected with a lustful smile. She reached for her t-shirt, shivering at the
sudden loss of her companion. Ashleigh was right, it had grown cold. But the
moon was almost full, and the sky was studded with brilliant stars. Not a cloud
in sight, not a single breath of wind. Kathleen was glad. She was not looking
forward to the morning. She wanted many more hours of this. 


"I quit as your
therapist," she murmured. "I fire myself."


Ashleigh came back, still
smiling. She revived the fire quickly before coming to claim her place, sitting
right behind her lover. Kathleen leaned against her chest. She reached for her
wrists, pulling her arms a little more securely around her.


"Your skin feels
so warm," she remarked.


"And you are
shivering," Ashleigh replied.


She tightened her
embrace on Kathleen, and rested her face against the side of her neck.


"What was that you
just said?" she asked.


The feel of her breath
against her skin made Kathleen shiver a little with anticipation. She suspected
they were not done discovering each other’s bodies yet, far from it. She sank
her fingers into Ashleigh's thick and tousled hair, and ran them through it
until she encountered the back of her neck, and the naked skin that she was
looking for. She caressed the side of her face.


"I don't want to
be your therapist anymore," she repeated.


"Oh." Ashleigh
smiled. “Something I said?” she joked.


Kathleen shook her head.
She gave a soft chuckle.


"No,” she replied.
“But it is not enough. I want more."


There was a slight
pause, then Ashleigh whispered.


"You can have it
all from me.”


"But we still have
to talk. You know that, don’t you?"


"Yes.” 


Ashleigh suddenly
remembered what she had been coming to the house to tell Kathleen. She was not
cold, and yet she shuddered at the thought of it. 


“Yes, we do need to
talk," she agreed.


Kathleen twisted in her
arms until she could see her face. In the moonlight coming through the trees
she could see her eyes sparkling, and she spotted the fire burning in them. She
caressed her lips with a finger, gripped a handful of her hair, and pulled her
head down for another slow, languorous kiss. She enjoyed watching the intense rush
of heat that spread across Ashleigh's cheeks, making her skin glow
tantalisingly, and the way her gaze turned a little hazy, thoughtful. Gosh, she
was beautiful. But why did she have to look so sad, even now?


"Are you okay,
Ash?"


"Never
better."


"Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


“You say that, but the
expression on your face just now reminds me of the other day when you started
to remember painful memories…"


"I’m fine,
Kathleen," Ashleigh assured her, and her hand drifted lazily in between
her legs, brushing teasingly against the soft inside of her thigh. “So are you.”


It was immediate. Kathleen's
entire body started to heat up. Her brain shut down. There was only one thing
she wanted to do with Ashleigh right now, and a therapy session was definitely
not on the cards.


"The questions can
wait," she declared.


She got rid of her
t-shirt again in one swift movement. She knelt in front of her lover, her naked
back to the warming fire. 


"Let me do
this," she whispered. “Okay?”


Ashleigh nodded, her
eyes never once leaving her face.


“Okay, Kathleen.”


Kathleen smiled. She
liked the way Ashleigh looked at her so seriously. She loved it that she always
used her full name like that too. She allowed her hands to roam over the tight
muscles in her shoulders, and in her arms. She lay against her side, and she ran
her fingers over thighs that were rock hard, yet quivering under her touch.
After a while, she rolled up on top of her, and pulled the blanket tightly
around them both. She hovered over Ashleigh for a moment, leaning on her
elbows, looking deep into her eyes. She smiled at the gentle way the woman
reached up to touch her face.


"You’ve got scars
on your body, Ash," she said.


She stared at a particularly
bad one on her shoulder. 


"Don't worry about
that," Ashleigh told her.


Kathleen kissed the
painful-looking mark. She brushed her fingers over it. Her touch was feather
light, her expression a little tense.


"Does it
hurt?"


"No. Not
anymore."


"It looks new. How
did you get it?"


Ashleigh averted her
eyes.


"I thought you
said all the questions could wait?" she murmured.


She tried to roll over,
and escape Kathleen's piercing gaze, but the blanket was a little too tight to
allow her to move much. Kathleen chuckled, and she winked at her, feeling amused
and incredibly aroused.


"You’re right, no
more questions. But you do not get to be on top this time."


Ashleigh burst out
laughing.


"Is that so?"
she said, grinning.


“Yes. You stay right
here where I want you," Kathleen replied. “You do what I tell you.”


She caressed the side
of her lover’s face, her chest, and her stomach, enjoying the way each muscle
twitched under her fingers.


"Is that
okay?" she whispered.


Ashleigh exhaled
deeply. She was not sure what the question related to. She did not care.


"Hmmm," she
sighed.


Kathleen allowed her
hand to travel down lower. She pushed her fingers through the coarse hair
between Ashleigh's legs until she could feel tender, already swollen lips ready
for her.


“Okay,” Ashleigh
muttered impatiently. “Yes.”


 Kathleen brushed her fingers over the tight
folds, and Ashleigh's entire body trembled in response. 


"Yes, I guess it
is," Kathleen whispered.


But she was going to
make her wait for it. She let Ashleigh lock her right arm around her neck and
pull her down for a long, wet, passionate kiss. But after a few seconds, she forced
herself to break it.


“Kathleen,” Ashleigh
protested.


 Kathleen grinned in response. She wrapped her
fingers around Ashleigh’s wrist, lifted her arm, and pushed it firmly down
behind her head.


"Stay," she
instructed. She returned her hand between her legs, caressing her with ever
increasing purpose. “You said I could do this, remember?”


She took one of Ashleigh's
nipples in her mouth, pausing for just an instant to look at her before she
started to circle it with her tongue. Ashleigh jerked a couple of times under
her touch. She moaned when Kathleen started to suck, hard.


“All right,” she panted.
“Yes.” 


Kathleen did not stop
what she was doing. She was learning what to do, and how to please her, just as
much as Ashleigh had done with her earlier. She noticed how her lover’s hand, which
was already rising to reach for her again, just dropped limply by her side. Ashleigh’s
eyes fluttered closed. She was breathing fast now, and she was completely
caught in the moment, surrendering to Kathleen's touch, and finally allowing
her to lead the game.


"Look at me,
Ash," Kathleen called in a soft voice.


It seemed to take a
tremendous effort for Ashleigh to open her eyes, and lift her head. She flashed
Kathleen a devastating smile, proud, and a little wasted at the same time.


“Hi.”


 When Kathleen saw the expression on her face, and
the totally open and vulnerable look in her eyes, she wanted to slay each and every
single one of the men responsible for putting a scar on her.


"Stay with me, all
right?"


At the same time, she
parted her with two fingers, and she claimed her mouth just as Ashleigh moaned
in response. She felt her buck under her, once, twice, three times. 


"I can’t," Ashleigh
gasped. "I..."


"Let yourself
go," Kathleen whispered.


Next time I’ll take it
slow, she thought. Next
time I will make her wait. Us. Right now, I just have to… She took her
hard, fast, completely. Ashleigh cried out only once when she came, but it was
Kathleen’s name she shouted, and she seemed to get lost in the sensation for a
long time. It was a while before she stopped shaking.


“Gosh, I feel dizzy,”
she mumbled. “I mean… In a good way… Kathleen?”


 Kathleen wrapped her arms around her, and
pulled her tightly into her embrace. 


"It's all
right," she whispered, smiling gently. "It's all right, Ash. You are
very beautiful; you know?"


Ashleigh sighed, and
she allowed herself to rest her head against Kathleen’s chest. She let her
cradle her inside her arms. She took a deep, soothing breath. It had been so
long since she had allowed someone to take over like this. Kathleen had said
just the right things to her, at the perfect time; she had touched her in
exactly the right way. Ashleigh shivered a little. She felt completely empty,
and yet replenished at the same time. Demolished, and yet never more powerful.
She wanted to cry, and she had no idea why. She heard a noise, spotted a flurry
of sparks from the fire, and realised that Kathleen had just thrown another
piece of wood on it. That’s my job, she thought. The fire had always
been her job. And now Kathleen was doing it... Ashleigh began to smile. 


She felt her partner
pull the blanket snugly again around them both. She sank a little deeper into
her arms, and as Kathleen rested a protective hand against the side of her
neck, Ashleigh closed her eyes, and drifted off into a deep, restful sleep.
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“I don’t care what you
want,” Ashleigh declared.


She was angry, and a
little bit scared as well, even though she was doing a good job of hiding it.
She was standing in Coira’s house, in front of her mother’s central fire, painfully
aware that she was not wanted. That she was not welcome there, and probably
never would be. But she held her ground in front of the much smaller, older,
yet powerful woman. Only two things really mattered to Ashleigh. Only those
held true meaning in her life; her family, and her love for Coira. She was not
going to let herself be dismissed so easily when the latter was at stake, not
even by this almighty healer, her lover’s mother. 


“I will not go away,”
she added.


Innis stared at her in
silence for a while. She detected anger, sadness, and fear in her young visitor
in equal measures. Part of her appreciated Ashleigh’s courage to face her in
this way. To stand up to her. The woman had spirit all right. But she could not
afford to start liking her, because way too much was at stake. Innis took a
seat on a low bench positioned against the wall, and she reached for a pitcher
of wine.


“Sit,” she instructed.


Her tone was rough,
dismissive, and Ashleigh’s first reaction was to refuse. She was not used to
taking orders. Not from anyone, even her older brothers. Not even from the old
man she had lived with once, over the mountains before he was killed, and she
had to run for her life. She was about to say no when Innis suddenly looked at
her. Her expression had softened considerably, and Ashleigh hesitated.


“Please. Sit with me,”
Innis repeated.


Ashleigh finally
relented. She sat down on the bench, and leaned forward with her elbows resting
on her knees, finding it hard to still the nervous twitching in her right leg.


“Drink?”


Ashleigh shook her head
impatiently.


“I am not here to
drink,” she exclaimed. 


“What are you here for
then?”


“To tell you I know
what you think of me. But I won’t leave.”


 Innis ignored her words, and put a cup of wine
in front of her. She poured one for herself, and took a sip of it. Taking the
time to gather her thoughts, carefully, and deliberately. She allowed herself
to lean back, and study the younger woman.


“Drink,” she said. “Let
us talk.”


Ashleigh brought the
cup to her lips, reluctantly. She looked mad as hell. And there was an
intensity about her that was not just physical, but mindful as well. Oh yes,
Innis reflected. I am right about this one. 


She remembered how Ashleigh
had arrived in the village one day. Half-starved, exhausted, and filthy from spending
days and days travelling over the mountains on her own. She could not have been
more than ten at the time. The wife of a local hunter took pity on the child,
and she was soon adopted into their family. Just a kid, they thought. A little
girl in need of shelter, and safety. But even then, Innis had felt that Ashleigh
was different. She never got sick, for instance. At times, despite the fact
that she was only a child, she had felt ancient to the highly perceptive healer.
Yes, that was the right word. Ancient.
And wise beyond her years, too. When Innis had looked at her, she could see something
behind those shimmering blue eyes of hers that spoke of knowledge and
understanding far exceeding her age, and her appearance. No, she was not just a
child, not even then. 


Had she ever been? 


Ashleigh had integrated
well into her adopted family. She showed promise with a bow and arrow. She
could run through the forest for hours on end, and keep up really well with her
brothers. One thing was certain about her, Innis understood, she was a
survivor. Growing up in the house of a master swordsman, surrounded by older boys
who lived for the thrill of the hunt, and the intoxication of a good fight… Ashleigh
had taken well to all that. Now, ten years later, she was as strong as her
brothers, the best hunter for miles around, and treated as equal amongst the
men.


"I did not know my
daughter was sleeping with you," Innis told her. “I do not approve.”


She spotted colour
spreading fast across Ashleigh’s cheeks. Emotion sparkled in her eyes. The
woman was beautiful, no doubt about that. There was a wildness about her too,
something sexual and unrestrained, that made her all the more attractive now
because of how defenceless and vulnerable she could appear when she was caught
off guard.


"I am in love with
Coira. And she...”


Innis shook her head, her
eyes blazing. 


“Be quiet,” she hissed.


Ashleigh stared at her
arrogantly.


“Why? You said you
wanted to talk. So, let’s talk!”


“What I want is for you
to stay away from my daughter,” Innis repeated through clenched teeth. “I am
sorry. But it is for the best. You have to leave.”


She had expected shouts,
rage, and perhaps even violent behaviour from Ashleigh. Her mistake, and she
was taken aback when the younger woman’s eyes slowly filled with tears. She
looked disappointed. Hurt. Wounded.


"Why do you hate
me so much?" she murmured. "I love Coira, and she loves me. I would
never do anything to hurt her. Or you. I just want..."


She paused.


“What?” Innis enquired.


Ashleigh stood up. She
went to stand by the side of the fire, staring intensely into it. She seemed to
get lost in her own thoughts for a while, and a slow smile came to her lips. 


"What?" Innis
prompted her sharply. "What is it that you want?" 


Ashleigh turned to her
to meet her gaze once more, eyes still full of tears.


"I want to live a
quiet life,” she said. “Right here with Coira. Hunt, fish, and farm. I just
want to stay here with her. Be together. And be happy." 


She shrugged, and
her expression turned defiant once more. 


“I don’t see what is so
wrong about any of that.”


Innis leaned forward
all of a sudden. 


“Nothing,” she snapped.
“But it is not for you.”


She was feeling
exasperated, and yet it was hard not to be affected by the tears glistening in
the younger woman’s eyes. She may have looked strong, full of life, unbreakable.
But there was pain and uncertainty under her shield as well. Innis took a deep
breath, hoping to finally start making sense to her.


"Look," she
said softly, patiently. "Do you know what you are?" 


She spotted the spark
of reluctance in Ashleigh’s eyes, and the way she pursed her lips in stubborn
silence. It was obviously a delicate, dangerous subject to bring up.


“Do you?” she insisted.


"I guess. Yes."



“Good. And so, you
understand what that means, don’t you?”


Ashleigh gave an
annoyed shrug.


 “What do you think it means?” 


“That you cannot have
all those things you want,” Innis exclaimed. “Never! You have to keep moving.”


She jumped when Ashleigh
turned from the fire, and slammed her fists down on the wooden table to the
side of her.


"But I have chosen
a different life!” she raged. 


“You cannot choose.”


“Yes! It is my life!”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“You are wrong!” Ashleigh
argued. “I don’t care who I am, who I was, or who I am supposed to be. I have
chosen a different path. I have a family here, Innis. I am a part of your
community, just as much as anybody else. Why are you so intent on not believing
me?”


Innis snorted
derisively.


“Because you are very
naïve if you think that the choice is yours to make,” she said. “It is not. You
are not one of us. You will never be able to become one of us.”


Anger slowly started to
return to Ashleigh’s eyes.


“You don’t know that. You
don’t know me.”


“I know what you are.
That is all I need to know.”


Ashleigh shook her head
in frustration.


“Why are you so afraid
of me?" 


The older woman looked
sad when she replied. Resigned. And defeated. 


"I am not afraid
of you, Ashleigh," she whispered bitterly. "I am afraid for you. And
for my daughter as well."
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Ashleigh woke up with a
bad start, Innis's words still ringing loudly in her ears. Do you know who
you are? I am afraid for you... This had been no dream. 


Who am I? she reflected. For so many days now she had felt
constantly on the edge of remembering everything. But it was as if a thick mist
always descended on her brain as soon as she started to focus on the memories.
It made everything feel fuzzy, sluggish, and out of reach. Ashleigh exhaled
sharply. She was feeling a little nauseous, and the dream was still hanging
heavily over her mind. 


“Wake up,” she muttered
to herself.


 She squinted into the sunshine, and raised a
hand to protect her eyes. She was a little baffled to realise that the sun was
so high up in the sky already. Normally, she was always up at dawn, and she rarely
overslept. Now, her heart was beating a little too fast inside her chest. She
had a sick feeling to her stomach, and Kathleen... Kathleen was no longer there,
she realised. She was gone. Ashleigh immediately jumped to her feet.


“Kathleen?”


 She scanned the small area quickly. There was
no sign of her lover. Not near the pond. Not with the horse. Not anywhere Ashleigh
could see. 


"Kathleen, are you
there?" she called.


She was on full alert
now, and wishing that she had brought her sword with her. It was one of those
things that seemed to be coming back to her lately. A sense that something was
out there looking for her, prowling, hunting, and that she had to be really
careful. Dread seized her by the throat. Her vision dimmed, and her heart
started to pound painfully against her chest.


“Kathleen!" she
yelled. 


"Hey there."


Ashleigh whirled around
at the sound of the woman's voice. She blinked a couple of times. There she
is. She’s all right. Safe. Ashleigh focused her eyes on her, and the fear immediately
lost some of its intensity.


“Hey, Ash. Morning. Sorry,
I didn’t hear you calling.”


Kathleen was walking
back from the general direction of the forest. She was smiling. Her eyes were
sparkling in the bright morning sun, and as she threw her arms around her neck,
grinning, Ashleigh felt a little faint at the sight of her. Kathleen,
she reflected. Not Coira. And she was surprised to realise that she felt so
fine about it.


"Are you all
right?" she asked. "Is everything okay?" 


Kathleen gave her an
odd look. In her arms, Ashleigh felt as tense and as rigid as a piece of steel.



"Sure," she
replied. "I'm fine."


She rested one hand
against the side of her lover’s neck, and felt her pulse pounding hard under
her fingertips. Her pupils were dilated, her eyes dark. Ashleigh looked and
felt ready for a fight. Not exactly the way that Kathleen had been hoping to
find her.


"I woke up, and
you were gone.”


"I just went to
freshen up. I'm okay."


Ashleigh nodded, and she
did not say anything else. Her gaze flew rapidly over the woods behind them,
twice. She did not know what she was looking for. Or who. But something at the
back of her mind kept warning her to be cautious. 


“Ashleigh?”


The sound of Kathleen’s
voice brought her back to the here and now. 


“Yes,” she replied
automatically.


She lowered her head to
meet her lover’s gaze, and spotted the concerned expression on her face.


"I feel great,”
Kathleen said. “You on the other hand," she remarked, as she leaned in for
a gentle kiss, "are looking anything but. What's wrong, Ash?" 


I am afraid for you.
And for my daughter as well.
Ashleigh shook her head, intent of chasing the last remains of the dream away. Painful
memories that she wanted to keep buried and dead. The harsh words of an old
woman who did not want to believe that she could change. And yet, she sensed
that there was something there, perhaps the key to remembering everything.


“Hey. Are you with me?”


Kathleen’s previously
light concern had turned into an extremely worried look now, and Ashleigh made
a huge effort to relax before her lover started suspecting that something was
really wrong. She flashed her a confident, warm smile in response.


"It’s all right,"
she assured her. "I just wondered where you were, that’s all. I missed
you."


Kathleen’s worried
expression disappeared instantly. She tightened her arms around Ashleigh’s
neck. She raised an amused eyebrow at her.


"Worried I was
going to skip breakfast?" she teased.


"No..."


"Or steal your
horse, maybe?" Kathleen added, grinning.


Ashleigh chuckled at
that.


"Well. I don't
think you could get up on my horse without my help," she observed,
adopting her lover's taunting tone of voice.


Kathleen burst out
laughing.


“Hey!” She punched her
on the shoulder lightly. “Don't be so sure of that. I am a quick learner."


Ashleigh’s smile
widened as a replay of the events of the night before flashed in front of her
eyes. This she no longer needed Kathleen to prove to her.


“I know you are,” she
murmured.


She enjoyed the way
that the woman blushed and averted her gaze, only to look at her again quickly,
eyes shining with mischief. Ashleigh glanced at her jeans, and she tugged playfully
at her t-shirt.


"Why are you
wearing those?" she asked.


Kathleen allowed her
gaze to travel over her partner’s naked breasts, and the luxurious triangle of
dark-chestnut hair between her legs. She unconsciously licked her lips.


"I don't
know," she replied, a little pensively. "I guess I didn't want to
walk around all naked, but..."


Ashleigh gave a soft
laugh.


"Why not?"
she wondered. "It is the best way."


She winked at Kathleen,
and kissed her soundly on the lips. Then she took four long strides toward the
pond, and executed a perfect dive into it. 



"Come on," she
called out to her. "The water is just perfect!" Perfect to clear
my head, she reflected. Perfect to chase the nightmares away. “You
said you wanted to freshen up, right?” she added, smiling.


Kathleen only hesitated
for a second. She was not the best swimmer in the world, but she pushed her
reluctance aside and followed Ashleigh in. She walked in slowly rather than
diving in, surprised at how cold the water actually was.


"It's
freezing," she gasped.


Ashleigh laughed. She disappeared
under the surface for several long seconds, enough to make Kathleen's heartbeat
quicken. When she came up, she was in the middle of the pond. She flicked water
out of her eyes, grinning, catching her breath.


"Come on over
here," she invited. "It is not as cold in the sunshine."


Kathleen shuffled until
the water got too deep to walk, and she swam the last ten metres or so toward
her. She wanted to catch up with Ashleigh, but she was not too happy about what
might be swimming underneath the surface. Frogs? Snakes? Weird fish? She
eventually got there, looking a little scared, and slightly out of breath.


"Well done.”


Ashleigh took her in
her arms as soon as she was close enough. She had found a rock submerged under
water to stand on, and she guided Kathleen to it. She laughed at the way the
woman winced, as soon as her feet made contact with the slimy stone.


"I bet you don't
get to do this very often in your world, uh, swim naked in the woods like this?"
she remarked, clear blue eyes sparkling in the bright light reflected through
the trees.


An image of swimming
naked in Central Park flashed through Kathleen's mind, and she giggled at the
thought of what might happen over there if she ever tried such a stunt. Then
again…


"You're
right," she said. "I have never done it before."


"Glad you are
now," Ashleigh murmured.


She kissed her, gently
at first, a little lazily, and then the kiss turned deeper, more intent. Even
standing on the rock Kathleen's head merely broke the surface, and so she gave
it up in favour of holding on to Ashleigh. She wrapped her arms around her
neck, and her legs tightly around her waist, enjoying the soft grunt of
pleasure her lover gave at the feel of her pressing so urgently into her body. 


Ashleigh broke the kiss
not long after that though, laughing at Kathleen's disappointed look.


"What?" she asked,
smiling. “Last night, you made me wait.”


Kathleen trailed the
tip of her tongue over her lips.


"I know. And I
enjoyed doing it. But I love kissing you.”


"You do?"


"Yeah."


"Me too."


Ashleigh's hands
caressed the back of her thighs, and her fingers quickly found what she was
looking for. She started to stroke her.


"And the way you
made love to me," she murmured. "I loved every second of it. Your
kisses…The way you touched me, and the things you said..."


Kathleen buried her
face against the side of her neck. She closed her eyes.


"Show me,"
she whispered.


Ashleigh smiled.


“All right…”


Kathleen felt her hands
start to wander. Ashleigh caressed her breasts, her shoulders, her back. She
allowed her fingers to explore down lower, and lightly over the most intimate
parts of the woman’s body. She was bold to her purpose. She did not hesitate. Kathleen
gasped when she touched her.


“No?” Ashleigh
murmured, and yet she did not stop what she was doing.


“Yes,” Kathleen panted.
“Yes, do it…”


Ashleigh pressed her
knuckle a little more tightly against the sensitive spot, and Kathleen
whimpered in pleasure. Heat spread all over her face and chest at the feel of
what Ashleigh was doing to her. At the thought of where she was touching her. Her
nipples hardened. She started to tremble. Never had she allowed herself to feel
so delightfully exposed, so completely open for another woman before in her
life. Losing my grip on reality, she reflected briefly, before chasing
the thought away. 


Ashleigh suddenly
released her.


“Come with me,” she
invited.


Kathleen opened her
eyes, surprised. She did not want to stop.


“What? Where?” she
asked.


“Over here, follow me,”
came the gentle reply.


Ashleigh led her toward
the other side, and a small flat rock bathed in brilliant sunshine. Kathleen
hoisted herself up on top of it, glad to be out of the pond, but not too happy
to be separated from her friend. She sat up, wondering why her lover was not
joining her. Why she chose to remain standing by the side of the stone, in water
up to her chest. It was not long before she got her answer.


“Put your legs over my
shoulders.”


          Without
a single word, Kathleen obeyed.


          “I
want you to…”


          “I
know,” Ashleigh interrupted her. 


          She
looked up at Kathleen from between her legs, smiling faintly. Her cheeks looked
on fire. Her eyes were burning with anticipation.


          “I
know exactly what you want,” she promised.


She licked Kathleen’s
tender skin, closing her eyes at the delicious musky taste of her lover’s
desire. She heard her laugh, and she felt the pressure of her thighs against
the sides of her face, getting a little tighter. 


"You were
right," Kathleen exclaimed.


“Hmmm,” Ashleigh
murmured. 


She reached for her
ankles, pushing her legs up a little bit more. She licked her again, this time
lower. Her thumb found the exact same spot that she had been exploring before.
She glanced up at Kathleen to make sure that she was all right. She noticed the
way that she was leaning back on her hands, with her head tilted toward the
sun, and her mouth slightly open in pleasure. Looking extremely beautiful.


“I was right about
what?” she asked.


It took a second or two
for Kathleen to register the question. When she looked down at her, Ashleigh
realised that her eyes had clouded over a little. Her lids looked heavy. The
expression on her face was one of total abandonment.


“Naked is the best
way,” she sighed.


Ashleigh nodded. She slowly,
gently, yet very deliberately started to push her thumb against her opening.
Kathleen let out a moan that sounded a little like a sob. Her head fell back.
She closed her eyes.


“There’s more,” Ashleigh
whispered to her.


She pressed her mouth
against her sex, and she started to lick the hot and engorged lips. Soon, her
cheeks were wet with Kathleen’s pleasure, and she did not stop. She felt her
tremble. She pressed a little harder with her thumb. Kathleen cried her name out
loud. 


“Oh, God!” she panted.
“Ashleigh!”


Ashleigh felt one of
her hands sink into her hair, grab a handful of it, and push her deeper against
her. She welcomed the feel of it, and her legs shook with her own excitement.
This was what she needed, for her lover to show her exactly what she wanted. It
would be enough for her.


"Do it
harder," Kathleen commanded. “Everything.”
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Andrew had been keeping
an eye out for the two women, and it was well into the afternoon when he
finally spotted them coming slowly up the path leading to the house. Kathleen
was riding in front, looking happy, and Ashleigh was sat right behind her. Arms
locked securely around her waist, and damn if she was not kissing the side of
her neck. 


"Oh, here we go,
then," he said out loud.


He had spent a
sleepless night searching the internet for anything that might help him with Ashleigh.
To understand who she was, where she had come from, and how she had ended up
under the wheels of that bus in a reality that was certainly not her own.
Meanwhile, it was obvious that his partner in crime had spent the same night enjoying
herself, drinking his wine, and probably tasting the tantalising delights of
everything second century BC had to offer.


“Bloody hell,
Kathleen,” he muttered. “Trust you to complicate things further, eh! And always
in the best of ways, of course…”


He was not disappointed,
far from it. And certainly not annoyed with her. She was his best friend, and
she deserved to be happy. And so, what if they had slept together eventually?
It had been obvious from the start that there was a spark between them, a
certain connection. That it had turned out to be so deep, and so quickly irresistible,
was not really a surprise to Andrew. He had seen it coming, and he was quite
pleased that it had finally happened. They were an excellent match as far as he
could tell.


"Just don't bring professional
guilt into it, matey, whatever you do," he concluded, smiling. “And
everything will be fine with the world.”


He was impatient to
talk to Ashleigh again, and run some of his theories past the woman, but also
respectful of Kathleen's personal time with her. And so, he did not rush out to
meet them both, and instead simply observed them from a distance. He would take
his cue from Kathleen.
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"Okay. I think we’re
there, then," Ashleigh decided, once they were almost at the house.


She released her gentle
hold on Kathleen’s waist, and Kathleen turned her head to look at her,
surprised. 


"What?" she
asked. “What do you mean?”


She had been feeling so
relaxed and happy, laughing and smiling, enjoying the ride and learning how to
steer the horse. But her smile disappeared as soon as it dawned on her what Ashleigh
was doing. Kathleen could have sworn that she was not talking about the house.
‘We are there’, meant something else. A crossing. An ending. Something darker
that she did not want to contemplate. She felt Ashleigh lean away from her, and
slide down the horse’s flank. She was too late to grab her by the arm. This
felt like a bad omen.


"Wait," she
exclaimed. "Where are you going?"


Ashleigh reached for the
horse's reins, smiling up at her as if nothing was wrong.


"I need to get
this guy sorted out," she replied. "And I am sure you need to catch
up with your friend, so I am just going to leave you to it."


"No, hold on,"
Kathleen repeated.


She landed heavily in
front of her, eyes shining with worry, and the dreadful suspicion of what Ashleigh
was intent on doing.


“Don’t do this,” she
pleaded. “Please, Ash.”


Ashleigh’s face
remained relaxed. She betrayed nothing. But there was a worrying lack of
sparkle in her eyes, and Kathleen reached for her hand. Ashleigh’s fingers felt
ice cold to the touch. Something was definitely not right.


“I am only taking this
horse back to the stables, Kathleen…” she said.


It was a lame excuse.


“Are you?” Kathleen
challenged.


She did not like the fact
that her lover just stared at her blankly, in complete silence. 


“I know you are
thinking about leaving,” she told her.


Ashleigh blinked, and
her eyes widened in surprise. She appeared a little stunned. 


“How do you…”


“How do I know?”
Kathleen interrupted sharply. “Oh, come on! It is written all over your face!
You have been getting more and more tense since we came out of the woods.
Quiet, and preoccupied. You are not just going back to the stables, are you?
You were going to leave. Without even saying goodbye.”


Ashleigh took a deep
breath, and stood a little straighter.


“No,” she replied. “I
was not. Who do you take me for?”


          Sadness,
and disappointment flickered across Kathleen’s face.


          “Don’t
lie to me, Ash. Please. Not after everything.”


          Ashleigh
sighed a little in frustration. She could not understand how Kathleen had managed
to pick up on her thoughts so easily, and so accurately, but it did not matter.
She understood how the suspicion that she might leave without telling her would
make her lover feel. She did not want Kathleen to experience that. 


She held her hand a
little tighter in hers.


          “Kathleen,
I am not lying to you,” she assured her. “I was intent on telling you that I
wanted to leave when I came to the house to talk to you yesterday. But I would
never do it without saying goodbye. And now, I…”


          “Now
you are staying,” Kathleen interrupted her again. “Aren’t you?”


          I have
no right to hold her back, she reflected immediately, a little desperately,
even as she prayed that Ashleigh would reconsider. I have no right to stop
her. But where would she go? How would she find money for food? And
shelter? There were so many things still unknown, so much unexplained. Surely Ashleigh
did not mean to ignore all this stuff, and just walk away? 


Kathleen stared at her,
watching the way she seemed to wrestle with a suitable answer. Had she figured
out a way to go home? she wondered. Was that it? And where was this, anyway? If
Ashleigh decided to leave now… Would I go with her? Kathleen suddenly
wondered. Would she want me to follow her where she is going? She
spotted Andrew, hovering on the edge of the lawn, and glancing impatiently in their
direction. What would her friend say to the crazy scenarios she was building up
inside her head?


          “Kathleen…”



          Ashleigh
looked away abruptly, because she could not bear to stare into Kathleen’s eyes,
and see the reluctant hope shining in them. You cannot have those things you
want. Leave, now! Before somebody else ends up dead. She gritted her teeth
against the memories. It was a barrage of images, flashes, and voices from the
past which had begun shortly after they started on their way back. She had not
mentioned it to Kathleen, and she had done her absolute best to keep her focus
and her attention on her. But it was getting harder to resist the assault on
her mind, and Ashleigh suddenly became aware of a pounding at the back of her
skull, and the powerful migraine trying to settle between her eyes.


          “Please.
Don’t leave,” Kathleen murmured. “Not like this.”


          She
looked on the edge of tears, and Ashleigh was a little annoyed to discover suddenly
that she felt exactly the same way. It was not like her to get so emotional.
She hated feeling so out of control.


          “Look,
I just need a bit of time on my own to reflect on a few things,” she said, and
her voice was gentle, infinitely tender. “To take stock, and maybe remember a
little more.” 


She wrapped her arms
around her lover’s waist, held her gaze intently, and forced herself to smile. 


“This is not goodbye. I
promise, okay?”


          Kathleen
swallowed back her tears. She nodded.


          “Okay,”
she agreed in a small voice.


          She was
desperate to believe her, but she was not sure that she actually did. Ashleigh
kept her eyes on her, waiting to see that light come back. She needed to make
Kathleen understand that she would not disappoint her. That she cared. She
needed her to trust her.


          “The
horse really does need looking after, and so I am going back to the stables,”
she explained. “That’s all.”


          “That’s
fine, Ash.”


“I will come to find
you as soon as I am done.”


          A
tentative smile appeared on Kathleen’s lips. Finally, Ashleigh thought.
She exhaled carefully.


          “You
will come to the house?”       


          “Yes.
I won’t be long.”


          Tears
still shone in Kathleen’s eyes, but at least now the colour was back in her
face. She threw her arms around her lover’s neck. She found her mouth. She lay
a kiss on her that made Ashleigh’s entire body tremble.


          “I
will speak to Andrew,” Kathleen declared. “We will figure out a way to help
you, I promise. And to find a way back home for you, wherever…” She stumbled on
the words. “Wherever that may be for you.”


          Her
voice caught in her throat when she said that, but to her credit she did not add
anything else, and just left it at that. Ashleigh reflected on her words. Home,
she thought. It was strange how the more the memories sharpened and
resurfaced inside her head, the less the idea of a home held any meaning for
her. 


          “Thank
you,” she murmured.


          She
realised that Kathleen was making no move to let her go, and despite the
pounding in her head, and the way the light had started to really hurt her
eyes, she was in no hurry to leave either. Ashleigh felt her partner’s embrace
tighten a little more, and she allowed herself to relax against her. It felt
good to be wanted like this again. Pretty incredible, actually. Ashleigh closed
her eyes. What will it be like to say goodbye to her? she wondered. When
the time comes… And what if I simply did not?
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          “Kat,
I’m afraid this is never ever going to work,” Andrew exclaimed after a while.
“Honestly, this is a bloody waste of time; yours, and mine!”


          Kathleen
was lying on the couch in his office, muddy trainers resting on the battered
old leather, looking so tense that she was almost levitating.


          “Here.”


He passed her a glass
of water, and shook his head at the way her fingers trembled when she took it.
No wonder she was being unsuccessful.


          “This
is not good,” he remarked. “If you want to be regressed, first you must relax.”


          “Don’t
you think I know that?” she snapped.


          He
gave a soft laugh.


          “I
know you do, mate, but unfortunately it is not enough. Don’t just know it. Do
it. Be it. You know how it goes, right?”


          Kathleen
sat up with a heavy sigh.


          “Yes.
But I can’t. Not now.”


She had asked her
friend to put her under hypnosis, and regress her, the second she had stepped
into the house after leaving Ashleigh. She needed to know, once and for all.
She had to find out for herself what else was really going on. But she simply
could not get her own mind under control for some reason, and it was affecting
her ability to go into a trance. No trance, no memories. 


          “Hey,
no problem. We’ll try again in a little while,” Andrew offered.


          He
came to sit down next to her, and rested a friendly arm around her shoulders.


          “What’s
troubling you? I have never known you unable to access trance before. Or so
wired, for that matter. Is everything okay between you and our mysterious
guest? Uh?”


          An
image of Ashleigh asleep, lying naked in her arms, suddenly flashed across
Kathleen’s mind. She turned crimson at the memory, and the immediate physical
reaction that it sparked in her.


          “Hmm.
So, she was that good, eh?” Andrew commented, grinning. “Is that what is
distracting you so badly, flashbacks of the amazing sex you had with our lady
from the past?”


          Kathleen
pushed her elbow into his ribs, hard.


          “Andrew,”
she said sharply. “Don’t start.”


          “What
do you mean? That is what happened between the two of you last night, isn’t it?
You had sex? How was it? Come on, don’t be shy!”


          Kathleen
gave him a reluctant look.


          “We
made love,” she corrected. “And…” She could not stop herself from smiling. “Ashleigh
was amazing. And I have never felt better in my entire life,” she admitted.


          Andrew
squeezed her shoulders, looking delighted at the news.


          “Great!”
he exclaimed. “I am really pleased for you. So now, tell me why feeling so
wonderful has you looking so worried, and unable to relax.”


          Kathleen
shook her head. She turned pensive.


          “I
had another dream yesterday,” she confessed. “I was going to ask Ashleigh about
them because they feel too much like memories; despite what you told me you
think they are.”


          He
nodded.


          “Yes,
good for you. Then you can find the answer to your questions, and you will not
need to be regressed anymore. Or worry.” He glanced at her with a raised
eyebrow. “So, what did she say?”


          “I
didn’t ask.”


          “Why
not?” Andrew exclaimed.


He felt Kathleen shrug against
him, and rolled his eyes in amusement.


          “Surely
you two had some time to talk in between all the sizzling action, right?” he
teased.


          “Yeah,
well. I guess some part of me doesn’t really want to ask the question,”
Kathleen said, and she sounded annoyed with herself.


          “Scared
of what the answer will be?” he suggested immediately.


          He
was just too good at his job, she realised. Andrew had an incredible gift, a
laser-like intuition which allowed him to understand people very deeply,
completely. She had not even told him very much, and yet it had taken him less
than a second to figure out what was really going on inside her head. 


          “I
guess so. I think I am a bit scared of finding out that I really was Coira in a
past life,” she reflected, frowning.


          He
was her friend, and yet she was strangely reluctant to share her most intimate thoughts
with him. Andrew was right; it was scary stuff. 


Part of it was the fact
that if it was true, then it would be like opening a wide door onto everything
magical. The stuff that she had always thought was crazy. Yes, Kathleen was a
past life regressionist, and she was very well aware that some people
considered this in itself to be pretty unusual, and weird. But she was also a
cool-headed therapist who up until she had met Ashleigh had always considered
regression as a simple technique to help people heal. Part of her had always
struggled to let go of the idea that it was just an experience in active
imagination, and visualisation. 


But now, if it turned
out to be more than that, she realised that it would challenge, and possibly
even knock down some of her most hard-core beliefs about life.


          “Think
about it, Andrew,” she murmured. “If I was Coira in a past life, and now I find
myself together with Ashleigh again in this one…”


          “Go
on,” he encouraged her.


          She
took her face in both her hands, sighing in frustration.


          “It
would be hard to think of it as just coincidence.”


          “That’s
right.” Andrew nodded, smiling. “It would be more like evidence of a higher
purpose. A glimpse into the invisible and mind-blowing organising powers of the
Universe.”


          “Yes.”


          “And
what is so frightening about that?”


          “Nothing.
The idea is not new to me anyway. It’s fine.”


          “Good.”


          “And
yet…”


          Kathleen
let her sentence hover in the air, unfinished.


          “And
yet, you are still reluctant to ask the question. So, what purpose would it
serve to be afraid then, my friend?” he pressed her.


          Kathleen
stood up, feeling uncomfortable under his gaze. She went to stand next to the
window, and her eyes immediately searched the grounds for any sign of Ashleigh.
Where was she? What was she doing? How long does it take to wash and feed a
horse? Kathleen wondered impatiently, unnervingly. She remembered her
lover’s words to her. 


This is not goodbye. 


          “Kat?
Answer me,” Andrew insisted. “What is the purpose of being scared?”


          She
turned to face him.


          “It
keeps me from finding out,” she said. 


          She
knew full well why she had not shared her dreams with Ashleigh the night before.
She was clear on the real reason she had not tried to find out, right there and
then, whether those disturbing visions of hers were not memories of actual
events that had truly taken place. 


A few times, she had
allowed herself to be distracted by their love-making, but there were plenty of
other moments when she could have broached the subject. She winced as she
remembered the painful-looking arrow wound from the dream. The night before, Ashleigh
had been naked almost from the word go. Kathleen had seen other scars on her. All
she had to do was look, see if there was one at the base of her neck, and find
out what had caused it. Ask the bloody question.


          “But
as long as I don’t know the answer to that question,” she finally admitted, “I can
pretend that it is me she wants. Me, Kathleen. Not Coira.”


          She
lowered her head, turned her back on him. Andrew spotted the way her shoulders
started to shake.


          “Hey,
Kat,” he said, smiling softly. “Come on, mate. Don’t cry.”


          He
walked over to her, put his arms around her, and passed her a box of Kleenex.


          “Sshhh.
It’s okay… It’s okay,” he soothed.


          “I
know it’s stupid,” she sobbed against his shoulder.


          “Of
course it’s not. I told you before, didn’t I?”


          “What?”


          He
flashed her a gentle smile.


          “Like
it or not, you are a human being, my darling. It is normal to want to be loved,
and appreciated for who you are. It’s all part of the deal. Enjoy it.”


          Kathleen
stepped back. She blew her nose.


          “I
just feel something so incredibly strong for her,” she exclaimed. “It has never
happened to me before. I didn’t know. I had no idea you could feel this way
about someone you had only just met.”


Andrew grinned at the
surprised look on her face. 


          “Well,
that’s nice, isn’t it?” he approved. “Love at first sight. Can’t think of
anything more beautiful. And you want her to really like you too.”


          “Yes.”


          “Do you
get the feeling that she doesn’t?”


          Kathleen
heaved a big sigh. She shook her head.


          “No.”


The way Ashleigh had
made love to her so passionately. The way she had cried out her name the second
time. How she kept smiling when she looked at Kathleen, and the gentle way she had
held her when she slept. She had been present, involved, beautiful, and so
gentle… Kathleen’s eyes filled with tears again, but this time she was smiling.


          “No,
I don’t get that feeling at all,” she said.


          Andrew
returned her smile, looking pleased with himself.


          “Then
what is the problem?” he asked.


          Kathleen
burst out laughing.


          “You know
what? I can’t even remember!”

















 


 

          



 


 


 

CHAPTER
FIFTEEN


          



 

 


 


               Ashleigh was feeling sick, and like someone
was pounding on her skull with a metal bar by the time she got their horse back
to the stables. She forced herself to take care of him first, the way she
always did. Horses were precious where she came from. She gave him a good rinse,
and a thorough rub down. She cleaned his feet, brushed the knots out of his tail
and mane, and gave him food and water before she finally turned her attention
to herself. She rested both hands against the sides of her head, wincing in
pain.


          “Damn…” she murmured.


The last time she had suffered such a ferocious migraine
had been when her brother’s horse had kicked her in the head, when she was
twelve. She had been trying to jump on the fell pony’s back by leaping onto his
rump, the way Matthias did so well. He had found her, barely conscious in a
puddle of mud, and yelled at her for being so stupid. I trained him to do it
only for me, he had informed her rather imperiously. And then he had laughed,
as he finally took pity on her, and started to wipe the blood from her face
with his shirt. When you get your own horse, I will help you to train him, was
his promise to her. Ashleigh could remember how happy she had felt then, and
she smiled in spite of the pain. Not all memories were bad. Matthias. She
missed him. She missed her family. And Coira… 


With a sigh, she grabbed the hose she had just used
for the horse, and stuck her head under the soothing jet of cold water.
Thankfully, the sun had disappeared behind some clouds, but the intense greyish
light still hurt her eyes. She thought about Kathleen, and immediately wished
that she were back with her. It was strange how, after so many years travelling
on her own, she suddenly craved another woman’s presence so much. But she could
not go to her just yet. She switched the hose off, squeezed the water out of
her hair, and went to sit inside the tack room, where it was blessedly darker. There
was something else she needed to do first, and she had already waited far too
long to get started. She leaned against the wall, one arm resting on her raised
knee.


“All right then,” she whispered. “Remember…”


It would have been tempting to lie down and close
her eyes, but she forced herself to stay upright, eyes wide open. There was a
mirror in the far corner of the room. Why a mirror in a tack room? she wondered.
Already, she could feel her mind starting to drift. Who cares about the damn
mirror, she thought, but at the same time, her attention kept being drawn
to it. It was angled in such a way that she could not see her reflection in it.
And yet, she kept glancing back toward it. Something about this mirror. 


At the back of her mind, she suddenly heard
laughter. A child’s voice, high, and light as a bell ringing on the mountain.
Sparkling water. A fast-flowing, cold, tumultuous river nearby. Rocky peaks
covered in fresh snow. Home, Ashleigh realised suddenly. It had been
home there once, before she had to flee. And was he still there?


“Jacob,” she whispered.


She saw him. The old man. The way he used to look
when they had first arrived on the mountain. Dressed in leather sandals, simple
trousers and a linen shirt, long white hair falling freely around his head. A
small smile came to Ashleigh’s lips at the sight of his matching white beard.
She remembered how scratchy it used to feel. Jacob. 


Outside, a sudden roll of thunder echoed through the
courtyard. Black clouds raced across the sky, pushed on their way by a vicious
wind. But inside the little tack room, everything was quiet. In front of the
mirror, a puddle of life was unfolding. It was like gazing into a picture, but
one that was alive, and Ashleigh’s eyes remained hungrily trained onto the
small but perfectly clear window only she could get a glimpse of. 


“Jacob. Please, help me,” she murmured.
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          He
looked extremely worried. She could tell that without a shadow of a doubt, even
from a distance. She had seen that look on his face often over the past few
days, more often than not in fact. 


          “Where
have you been, child?”


          He
grabbed her by the hand, and dragged her back inside the small stone shelter.
He shut the door carefully behind them, blocking out the afternoon sun,
shutting them together in complete darkness inside the tiny room. 


          “I
was running,” Ashleigh told him.


          “Ah,
you and your running,” he muttered.


          And
yet, she knew that he was not angry. He had told her once that it was good that
she enjoyed doing it so much. He had explained to her his view that, since
human beings choose to be in bodies, the best thing they could ever do was to live
out their physicality to the full. 


“Enjoy your body;
appreciate it; take care of it”,
was what he had said to her. Now, as he lit the fire, light suddenly
illuminated both their faces. His; old, weathered, and scarred. Yet made
arrestingly beautiful by the two sparkling blue eyes that still shone as sharp
and lively as a ten-year old’s. Hers; cheeks flushed from the cold, full lips
creased into a smile, and the same luminous blue eyes.


          “I
saw some goats on the side of the cliff,” she informed him excitedly. “If you
lend me your bow, I can go back and kill one for us tonight.”       


          She
was only ten years old, and yet for a few weeks now she had assumed the
responsibility of bringing in food for the both of them. He had allowed her to,
since it was getting harder for him to do so. He was old. His hip hurt every
time he moved. He could no longer do it very quickly. And he knew that they did
not have much time.


          “It will
not be necessary,” he murmured.


          “What
do you mean? We need to eat. I can take care of it, you know I can.”


          She
was burning with energy, eyes flashing, eager to get out there and run, hunt,
live. He rested a gentle hand over her shoulder, and brought her closer to the
fire.


          “There
is something I need to tell you, child.”


          He
had seen the lights hovering in the sky the past few nights. They were coming
back. Coming for him. Coming to take the most precious thing he owned. And if
she was around when they arrived, they would take hers too.


          “Do
you remember before we came to live here?” he asked.


          She
nodded, eyes shining.


          “Yes.
Under the earth where the big lake is.”


          “That’s
right. You remember the men who brought us here?”


          She
nodded again, but this time her face grew a little tight.


          “Yes.
The above people.”


          “They
are coming back soon.”


          He
had to grab her when she sprang to her feet in a panic. This was good, he
reflected, that she remembered them as they really were, and feared them so.
Many people had been fooled by the programme engineers initially. He certainly had.
Desperate to help, eager to make a difference to his people. He had found out
too late what it all meant. And yet, there was hope. No longer for him. But for
her, definitely.


          “My
child, once I finish explaining everything to you, I want you to take my bow,
and some arrows. I want you to run. Over the mountain, down the other side,
over the next one and down again. You do it for as long as you need to. Don’t
look back. Do not ever come back here. Do you understand?”


          He
looked at her, and willed himself to be strong. Oh yes, she was different all
right. Like him, like all the time collectors before them. But she was also still
just a child in many ways. And she knew him well enough to understand that he
was serious. Her eyes immediately filled with tears.


          “Why?”


          “Because
they are coming back. It is no longer safe here.”


          She
felt a sudden rush of heat; adrenaline flooded through her veins, making her
heart beat harder inside her chest. And then the cold shiver of fear followed,
blowing ice down the back of her neck.       


          “But
what about you?” she insisted.


          “They
will be here soon to take me. You run, child. As far away from here as you can.
And you…”


          “No!”


          Her
scream was chilling. The look in her eyes was heart-breaking. She threw her
arms around his neck, and clung to him with all her strength.


          “I
won’t let them take you. I can fight!”


          He sighed.
He wrapped his arms around her much smaller body, holding her tight against his
chest for the last time. They were family, he and her. One of the last true
ones. He had insisted on taking her with him on his adventure, not
understanding what it would mean. Now he wanted to do right by her. He had to
send her away.


          “You
will do as I tell you.”


          He
felt her shake her head vigorously. He felt her tears against his neck.


          “No,”
she mumbled. “I won’t go. Not without you.”


          “Look
at me, child,” he whispered. “Please.”


          She
pulled back a little uncertainly, as if afraid that he would push her away.


          “You
and me, we are blood,” he told her. “You know what that means?”


          She
nodded, eyes bright with tears.


          “Show
me.”


She took his wrist, and
rested his hand against her chest, right over her heart. Then she did the same
to him. The way he had taught her.


          “You
are me, and I am you,” she whispered intently. “For always.”


          “That’s
right.” He smiled. “For always.”


          He
reached for the large crystal he carried on a thin leather cord around his
neck. Fighting tears that he would not allow to fall, he slipped it over her head.
He smiled at the way that she immediately picked it up in both hands, eyes
wide, mouth open in awe.


          “This
is yours, now, Ashleigh. You know how powerful it is, and what it can do. I
want you to only use it if your life is at stake. Understood?”


          She
nodded.


          “Yes.”


          For a
second, the joy of wearing the precious crystal eclipsed the dreadful knowledge
of what he wanted her to do. He would have given everything in the world to be
able to keep her there, with him, in the little shelter of stone where he had
spent countless peaceful evenings telling her the stories of their people, and
how things had come to pass. But there was no time left now.


          “Tell
me what you are to do,” he instructed.


          Tears
started to fall freely down her face. Emotion made her cheeks burn. She bit on
her lower lip, hard enough to make it bleed. He did not move.


          “Tell
me,” he repeated.


          He
made his voice a little harder, and he hated to see the hurtful, wounded look
in her eyes. But it was for the best. They would kill her if she stayed.


          “I
must run…”


          “Not
must,” he snapped. “Say it right.”


She swallowed hard. 


“I will…”


“Good.” He nodded. “Go
on.”


“I will run,” she
repeated. “Over the mountain, and down the other side.”


“And?”


She was shaking by
then, and her voice broke on every word.


“And over the next one,
and down the other side. And I can’t look back…”


She tried to reach for
him once again, but he grabbed her by the shoulders, and held her back at arm’s
length.


“You will not look
back. Repeat.”


“I will not look back.”


“And you will never
come back here.”


“I will never come back
here,” she whispered.


Her voice was barely
audible, and she was staring at the floor, not even bothering to brush the
tears from her cheeks. He did not do it for her. He could feel himself getting
more and more anxious. It was a sign that they were getting near. He stood up brusquely,
and reached for his quiver.


“Here. Take this.”


From the corner of his
eye, he saw her immediately pass it over her head, and settle it on her back. She
was already extremely skilled with his weapons. He flashed her a quick smile of
approval. 


“Good,” he said.


Next, he grabbed a
leather satchel, and threw some meat, bread, and a few apples into it.


“You will find your own
water.”


He thrust the little
bag at her, and reached for his coat.


“Put this on.”


She had started to cry
again, but silently this time. She simply put the coat on, and struggled with
the too-long sleeves. He watched her, feeling his heart breaking. This was too
painful. He needed to put an end to it, to send her on her way. Frantically, he
looked around the room for anything else he could give her. They had very few
possessions. The most precious thing he had she was already wearing. He
wrenched the door to the little shelter open, and knelt in front of her. He
reached for the crystal around her neck.


“This you keep under
your tunic,” he whispered intently. “Do not show it to anyone. Do not talk
about it. The people out there, they would not understand.”


She glanced toward the
sky, fear and defiance playing over her young features in equal measures.


“What will they do to
you?” 


He met her gaze for a
brief moment.


“You know what. Now
go.”


She remained rooted to
the spot, a dangerously stubborn light glinting in her eyes. He pushed her.


“Go,” he repeated, and
still, she did not move.


“I can fight,” she
protested. “I can protect you. I will kill…”


“Quiet,” he hissed.
“You will put those thoughts of killing and fighting out of your mind right
now, and do as I tell you. I know best, Ashleigh. Now leave.”


Overhead, everything
was still quiet, but the day was quickly drawing to a close, and danger was
coming. A single tear slid down the side of the old man’s cheek. He raised a
hand to hit her, and even then, she did not flinch.


“Do not make me do this,
child,” he cried in desperation. “Please. Go, now!”


Finally, she moved. She
adjusted the quiver on her back, and stood a little straighter in front of him.
She was deathly pale. She looked young, and vulnerable, lost in his too-big
coat. She smiled at him, fighting not to cry. He had never loved anyone more. 


 “I will run. I won’t look back. I will never
forget you.”


“I love you, Ashleigh…”


She kissed him hard on
the cheek, pulled his beard the way she knew always made him laugh, and turned
around after flashing one last smile in his direction. She started running. She
did not glance back once.
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CHAPTER
SIXTEEN



 


 

 


          


          “Well, you do understand that time is only an
illusion, right?” Andrew said to her. “It is a convenient assumption, nothing
more. There is no past, no future. Only now. Right here, right now.”


          Kathleen
threw him a weary look. She remembered that it was exactly what Ashleigh had
said to her the previous night, before she had kissed her for the very first
time.  


          “So,
which ‘Now’ is she from, then?” she enquired.


          “Ha! Now
that is the right question to ask.”


          Andrew
looked a little flushed. He was gazing at her from behind his desk, and a
mountain of books and notebooks filled with the results of his online
investigations. From time to time, he would literally disappear behind all this
stuff, and all she would perceive of him was an excited voice blurting out the
sort of stuff that sounded right out of a Twilight Zone episode. Kathleen was
finding it hard to do so, but she was desperate to understand his logic. What
the alternative meant for Ashleigh was too dire to contemplate.


          “Where
is she, anyway?” she sighed, and stood up once again to walk to the window, and
scrutinise the darkness on the outside. 


          It
was not even five o’clock in the afternoon, and yet it looked much darker than
that out there. It had stopped raining earlier, and the powerful thunderstorm
had disappeared over the hills and the forest. Still, Ashleigh had not
appeared. At first, Kathleen had told herself that she was probably just
waiting for the rain to stop, but now she was no longer so sure. And she was
worried.


          “It
could be a number of things,” Andrew piped up again, from the couch this time.
“It is possible that there are connecting tunnels inside black holes, linking
space-time to another universe.”


          He
stretched his legs out onto the small table in front of him, sighing happily.


          “Or,
if the universe is actually rotating it would be possible to ride a rocket ship
just below the speed of light, and get swallowed up by the fabric of
space-time. So, if you travelled around a spinning universe, by the time you
get back to where you started you would actually have travelled back in time…
Obviously, gravity would be a problem because it would tend to make that
rotating universe collapse in on itself. But there are ways around it…”


          Kathleen
stared at him in silence for a few seconds. He grinned.


          “What?
Why are you looking at me like that?”


          “You
love this stuff, don’t you?”


          “Oh
yes! Don’t you?”


          She
was aware that he was discussing real theories, real physics possibilities,
with a very stable grounding in serious science.


          “Yes.
It is fascinating,” she admitted. “But I am more concerned about Ashleigh right
now. I just really want her to be okay. And I am desperate to find a way to
help her recover her lost memories.” 


          “And
that is why we make such a good team, you and I,” Andrew reflected, smiling. “Like
two peas in a pod. Each with a slightly different perspective on things. And not
that I don’t want her to be okay too, by the way,” he added quickly, watching
her. “I may not like Ashleigh quite in the same way you do, but I am concerned
about her well-being just the same.”


          Kathleen
smiled at him.


          “Of
course. I know.”


          “Cool.
Just making sure.”


“And so, you think the
place where she came from actually exists right now?” She waved a hand in front
of her eyes, frowning lightly. “Like maybe right here in front of me, and the
only reason I can’t see it is because it is in a different reality?”


          “Exactly.
It is like watching TV. If you switch on BBC1, that is all you will be aware
of. Doesn’t mean the other channels are not broadcasting too, and at the exact same
time. Like I said before, time is just an illusion.”


          “But
what about Einstein’s Theory of Relativity? I agree with you that we are only
ever conscious of what is happening right now, and yet he believed in the
concept of time, did he not?”


          Andrew
nodded.


“Oh, yes. But in a
slightly different way.”


“Please, explain.”


“Well, for one thing he
understood that time is always relative to the observer. He knew it was only a
concept we have agreed on, a way to measure entropy…”


Kathleen rolled her
eyes at him.


“Measure what? Andrew,
can you just answer my question, please? And speak English?”


He grinned at her in
response. 


“Sure. Einstein’s
theory states that time can never be apart from space. And so, if you could
find a way to connect two distant points in space, like via a portal, or a
wormhole, then you would also connect these two distant points in time. Makes
sense? The theory makes the idea of time travel possible.”


“But how?” Kathleen
insisted. “And how would that connecting portal work? How could you create it?”


“Well… Uh…”


Andrew hesitated, suddenly
reaching the end of his laboriously acquired knowledge on the subject; and in
the silence that followed, Ashleigh’s voice suddenly echoed across the room. 


“Following this theory
of your Einstein physicist, you would need to have access to warp-drive
technology,” she remarked. “It would be possible to travel amazing distances if
you could bend time and space rather than just move through it. And it would actually
be quite an easy thing to do, so long as you can create a wrinkle in the fabric
of the universe.”


She had been leaning
against the side of the door, listening. She walked into the office then, and
Kathleen immediately noticed her eyes. They were a little red. She looked tired,
and like she had been crying.


“Now, obviously, the challenge
lies in how to create that tear, that wrinkle to slip through,” Ashleigh
continued. Her eyes were fixed on Andrew, her expression slightly detached.
“You would require negative matter, or negative energy to engineer a two-way
wormhole. Things like tachyons. In this world, you are not quite there yet.” 


She gave a small, matter-of-fact
shrug. 


“In your current universe,
you do not even believe that tachyons really exist. That is your first mistake.
You have to believe in the possibility first, in order to create it in
actuality.”


Ashleigh paused next to
a bowl of fruit on Andrew’s desk. She picked up an apple, examined it as if it
were the most important thing in the world, only to put it down again and look
hungrily for something else. She popped a grape into her mouth instead.


“Of course,” she added
with a wry smile, “you could just forget about all this stuff, and simply use
quantum entanglement and a bunch of other cool tricks to teleport yourself
wherever and whenever you want to go.”


She stopped talking. A
complete, loaded silence followed her words. Andrew was staring at her in
fascination, eyes wide, mouth open in wonder. He looked only a second away from
collapsing with total overload. Kathleen was also staring, but when Ashleigh
met her gaze she found a different emotion altogether shining in her eyes. She
felt instant heat flood through her. Suddenly, it was as if everything and
everyone else around the room had disappeared.


“Kathleen. I am sorry
it took me so long,” she murmured.


Kathleen crossed over
to her, walking quickly, smiling all the way. She stepped easily into her
lover’s arms, and rested her hand against the side of her face. She noticed the
instant softening in her eyes, and the way a small smile started tugging at her
lips.


“You are here, Ash. It
is all that matters. Are you okay?”


“Yes. I’m fine.”


They kissed. Andrew
kept staring at them unseeingly for a while, until Ashleigh moved a little
closer against Kathleen’s body. His friend responded by letting her hand drift
up into her hair, and he suddenly realised that he had better remind them of
his presence.


“Hey, you two,” he said
loudly. “Stop with the kissing, all right? We need to talk.”


Kathleen started to
laugh at his commanding tone. She rested her head against Ashleigh’s chest, feeling
warm in her embrace, happy, and relieved to be reunited with her. She looked at
Andrew with a little sheepish smile dancing on her lips.


“Sorry, mate.”


“Want to make
wormholes, Andrew?” Ashleigh drawled.


Kathleen chuckled a
little at the astonished look on the man’s face.


“What I want to know is
how a woman from second century BC can talk so eloquently about wrinkles in
space-time, quantum entanglement, and teleportation,” he exclaimed. “Tell me,
did you learn that stuff before, or after you became an expert at the sword?”


Ashleigh gave a light
shrug. She was only vaguely interested in enlightening him. She returned her
attention to Kathleen.


“How are you?” she
whispered.


“Great,” Kathleen
replied, grinning.


Andrew bolted from his
seat when the two women got lost in each other’s eyes again. He slapped Ashleigh
on the shoulder on his way to the door, and stood impatiently waiting for them
to start moving.


“I want a drink,” he
announced. “And you and me,” he said, pointing at Ashleigh, “we have some
serious stuff to discuss.”


“Where are we going,
Andrew?” Kathleen protested.


“Pub first. Then the
Tor.”


“The Tor?” Ashleigh
repeated, looking extremely interested suddenly. “That is where the temple is,
right?”


Kathleen looked at her
in amazement. How can she do this? she wondered. One second talking
about wormholes and negative energy, sounding almost bored, and the next
looking all intense and excited at the thought of visiting a temple which had
not existed for thousands of years…


“No temple up there, my
friend,” Andrew informed her. “But there might be something else of interest to
you. Come on, let’s go.”


“Wait,” Ashleigh
ordered.


She was staring at him
with a dark look on her face.


“What is it, baby?”
Kathleen whispered, surprised at the sudden change in her.


“You gave me this
back,” Ashleigh told Andrew, touching the silver torc around her neck. “My
sword, and a pair of boots. Where is the rest?”


“What, you mean your
shirt and trousers? They were soaked in blood. They are in the garage if you
want to…”


“No, I don’t mean
that,” Ashleigh interrupted. “I was wearing a crystal around my neck. What have
you done with it?”


Andrew shook his head.


“No idea. Wasn’t
amongst your stuff.” He chuckled, failing to catch the seriousness in her voice.
“If you want to buy crystals though, you have definitely come to the right
place.”


He started to walk
away, but Kathleen was still standing with her arms around her lover’s waist,
and she felt Ashleigh’s body tense up even more. She saw her mouth harden into
a thin line. She held her a little tighter against her.


“Ash…”


“I want it back,” Ashleigh
snapped.


She sounded angry. Her
stance reminded Kathleen of that morning when she had been running with Matt,
and how Ashleigh had all but ripped into him. Andrew obviously also realised
that she was incredibly serious.


“Hey, Ash,” he said to
her in a gentle voice.


 He came over to where they were standing, and
rested a careful hand on her shoulder. He looked her in the eye, and held her
gaze.


“Look, everything that
belongs to you I have given you back,” he promised. “I haven’t kept anything.
Stealing things is not my style, mate. You know?”


It took a second or two
for Ashleigh to settle. But she could see that he was telling the truth. Deep
down inside, she did not really believe that he would take something that was
so important to her, no matter what his interests might be. She was wrong to
suspect him of foul play. She apologised immediately.


“I’m sorry.”


“It’s okay.” Andrew
narrowed his eyes at her. “That crystal means a lot to you, does it?”  


Ashleigh nodded. She was
upset, and she did not trust her voice completely.


“Well, all right,”
Andrew replied immediately. “Why don’t you two go to the car. I will call the
police right now, and ask them to double check they haven’t left anything
behind. If they find it, we will swing by and get it for you straight away.”


“Thanks,” Ashleigh
whispered.


Unfortunately, the call
to the police turned out to be for nothing. Ashleigh was quiet in the car on
the way into town, staring unseeingly it seemed at the traffic. Kathleen’s arm was
draped safely across her shoulders. 


Andrew was driving, and
from time to time he would glance at her in the rear-view mirror. What an
enigma, he reflected. What was that she had said? Oh, yes; ‘Of course, you
could just forget about all this stuff, and use quantum entanglement to teleport
yourself wherever and whenever you want to go.’ Andrew shook his head in
wonder. Ancient Celtic warrior, or amnesiac scientist from CERN… 


Those were his two current
theories concerning the woman’s true identity. And he was not sure which one
would be the most puzzling! Fortunately, the wait was coming to an end. That
night, over a fabulous dinner of shepherd’s pie and carrot cake, washed down
with delicious local beer, he found out all about Ashleigh’s extraordinary
story.
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“I don’t remember my
parents. They died when I was only a baby. But I do remember the old man.” Ashleigh
smiled at the memory of him. “He was my grandfather, Jacob. He told me the
story of what happened to our people, and I will relate it to you in exactly
the same way. It all took place a long time before I was born. A few hundred
years before.”


She smiled at Andrew as
he receipted two more pints of beer from the waiter, and pushed one in her
direction.


“Thanks.”


Kathleen had barely
touched her first glass of wine of the evening, because she wanted a clear head
to listen to her lover’s tale. She had stopped looking through her catalogue of
possible mental problems to label her with a little while back now. She had
very strong, deep feelings for her, and she wanted to believe her story just as
much as Andrew did. She also knew Ashleigh a lot better now. And there was
nothing she perceived about her that was not absolutely one hundred percent
sane; well, apart from what she believed about herself, and where she had come
from, of course...


But Kathleen had
promised herself that she would follow Andrew’s example, and keep an open mind.
She still did not believe her, but now at least she was willing to give Ashleigh
the benefit of the doubt, and listen to what she had to say. Make me
understand it, Ash. Let it make sense, she thought fiercely, and to
herself, not for the first time.


“There was one dark point
in our history when we had to go underground,” Ashleigh explained, looking at
each of them in turn. “Over the years, wars had devastated the surface of our
planet. It was toxic to breathe up there. People were dying. And so, we had
help in creating an underground alternative.”


“Help from?” Andrew
prompted.


Ashleigh held his gaze
steadily.


“Extra-terrestrial,”
she replied.


“So, your planet was actually
Earth?” Kathleen enquired, frowning. “But how can that be?”


Ashleigh flashed her a
patient, gentle smile.


“It was a different
version of it. In a parallel universe. But yes, it was Earth. Still is, I
believe. Although I have not been back there since I was eight.”


“What year is it over
there now?” Andrew wanted to know.


“Over there, we are
nearing the end of our twenty-fourth century.”


Kathleen watched in
silence as his friend’s mouth dropped open in surprise.


“So, you actually come
from the future,” he exclaimed. “Not the past!”


An elderly couple
walking along their table stared at them as they went by, frowning, and he
lowered his voice quite significantly.


“Then why did you freak
out at all our modern stuff when you woke up in the hospital?” he asked. “Your
technology must be out of this world compared to ours!”


Kathleen smiled, shook
her head lightly. He grinned at her.


“No pun intended, mate,
I assure you.”


Ashleigh just shrugged.


“I am inter-dimensional.
The notion of past and future is not important. And I think my brain was a
little frazzled after being hit by that bus. Everything was a shock to the
system.”


She glanced at
Kathleen, then back toward Andrew.


“Thank you both for your
help. And for giving me shelter while I was recovering.”


“Talking of which,”
Kathleen remarked in a soft voice, “that was something else I would like you to
explain. How did your body heal up so quickly?”


“All of us time collectors
have had our genetic markers altered.”


“Your DNA?” Andrew
asked.


Ashleigh nodded.


“Yes. It makes it
easier for us to travel through the portals.”


“What is a time
collector?” Kathleen enquired impatiently.


“Good question. I will
get to that in just a minute.”


Ashleigh took a long
swallow of her beer before she carried on with her story. She was aware that a
lot was at stake tonight. She had many things to say; a lot to explain to them
both that might feel disturbing, and even completely unbelievable. She was
going out on a limb. Ashleigh had never been a big drinker, but on this occasion,
she found that the strong, smooth local beer was helping her quite a bit.


“By the time I was born,
people were no longer allowed to go to the surface of our planet. We lived fully
underground. Now, when I say this you might get a picture of some dark, cold
and dank cavern, and yet it was nothing like that. It was very beautiful. I
remember seeing stars above at night, even though we were not on the surface. There
were trees everywhere, and a lake. Birds, and lots of wild animals. It was
never cold. Sometimes it rained, but that was nice. Everything about that place
was very gentle. It had been engineered to be that way.”


“By the
extra-terrestrials?”


“Yes.”


“What did the people do
there?”


“Study, mainly. The
life sciences were very important to us. And then one day, our leaders entered
into a development programme with one of the Above People, and we decided to…”


“The what?” Andrew
interrupted.


Ashleigh glanced at
him, realising that she was going a little too fast.


“Yeah, sorry,” she
apologised. “There were several other extra-terrestrial races arguing amongst
themselves for the rights to the surface. We called them the Above People.”


“Even though you could
not breathe on the top?” Kathleen enquired.


“We could not, but they
did. There were also minerals on the surface that were meaningless to us, but
very precious to them. They allowed us to stay underground, and they even did a
little business with us sometimes. They did not interfere with our activities. So,
we let them do what they wanted up on the top. It seemed like a worthwhile
agreement.”


Kathleen nodded slowly.
She was feeling dizzy with all this new information. Despite her best
intentions, her brain was rebelling against the extraordinary new beliefs and
concepts that she was having to consider in order to be able to follow Ashleigh’s
story. Extra-terrestrials; stars underground; a different Earth in a parallel
universe, far forward in a future she was struggling to conceive of. 


“Kathleen?”


She raised her head to
find that Ashleigh was looking at her, the expression on her face a little sad,
hesitant, and strained. Kathleen did not like to see that look in her eyes, and
she immediately reached for her hand.


“Yes, Ashleigh,” she
invited.


“Are you okay?”


“Yeah. Sure. I’m fine.”


“I know it is a lot to
take in.”


Kathleen shook her head,
not willing to admit her true feelings yet.


“No, I… It’s all right,
Ash,” she told her. She forced herself to smile. “I want to know everything
about you. Carry on, please.”


It was true, she did
want to know. And yet, she really did not like the direction this story was
going in. Her mouth felt dry, and she was feeling increasingly anxious. But Ashleigh
returned her smile, reassured for the moment, and continued. 


“The Above People started
a programme with our elders that allowed specially trained members of our
community to travel to other worlds. The aim was for those specially selected
travellers to spend some time in different universes, and record their
experiences. So that we could maybe move to another planet at some point, and
create a new life on the surface. By travelling to other worlds and
experiencing different lives there, we could find out what worked, and what
didn’t. We could shape a new future for our civilisation.”


Ashleigh drained the
rest of her beer, and signalled the waiter for another one. 


“My grandfather,
Jacob,” she said with a bright smile, “he volunteered for the programme
straight away. He was already old by then. But he was eager to help. He was a
very intelligent man. Kind, and very wise. He liked people, and to think about
the mysteries of the universe.”


She nodded toward
Andrew, and flashed him another quick smile.


“You both would have
enjoyed each other’s company.”


“You’re right; I think
we really would have.”


Andrew looked pleased,
and regardless of anything else she might have thought, Kathleen was glad to
see her two friends finally bonding over her story. It had taken a while for Ashleigh
to begin to trust Andrew. But that lesson with the sword, and the fact that she
appreciated his mind-set, and his passion for understanding people definitely seemed
to have brought them closer together.


“How do you jump from
one universe to the next, then?” he enquired. “And from one reality to another.
Is it any of the technology we discussed earlier?”


Ashleigh shook her
head.


“No, although we could
use those methods if we wanted to. We understand how all this stuff works. But
the parallel reality travellers were made to be able to create portals with the
crystals, and the power of their own mind.” She hesitated. “I don’t really know
how to explain it to you. Our improved genetics allow us to communicate with
the energies in the tachyon crystals, and we can open windows onto other worlds
that way.”


Andrew leaned forward
excitedly.


“That crystal you
mentioned earlier? That’s what it was, Tachyon?” he asked. “That particle we
have not been able to prove exists yet?”


“Yes, that’s right.” Ashleigh’s
expression grew a little tense at the thought of her missing necklace. “But it
does exist. It is a tool.”


“So, if someone found
it they would be able to open portals onto different realities?” Kathleen
enquired. “And different times?”


Unconsciously, she had
started to think of questions to ask Ashleigh that would throw her off her
story. She was struggling with all this. And yet, a tiny part of her mind was
still wondering, holding on tight, desperate to believe. What if this were
true? Come on, prove it to me!


“They could only do it
if their genetics have been altered,” Ashleigh replied. “I am not worried about
that happening here. I just want it back so that I can go home, and…”


She spotted the flash
of hurt, and a little fear in her lover’s eyes before she even finished her
sentence. She draped an arm over her shoulders, pulling her close.


“We’re not there yet,”
she murmured.


“Without that crystal,
you can’t leave?”


Kathleen wanted to
know. She was careful to keep her voice neutral when she asked the question. Oh,
come on, she won’t leave anyway! the rational part of her brain chuckled. She
can’t. This is all a delusion! Now, Kathleen suddenly found herself wanting
it to be so. What would be worse? she wondered in dismay. And is the real
reason I struggle so much to believe her simply just secondary gain on my part?


“It would be more
difficult to leave,” Ashleigh replied evenly. “But not impossible.”


Again, she met her
lover’s gaze and flashed her a reassuring smile at the same time.


“We are not there yet,”
she repeated.


It took Andrew’s polite
yet insistent cough to bring them both back to the present moment.


“So, what happened
after that?” he asked impatiently. “You haven’t finished your story yet, Ashleigh.”


          She
nodded.


          “Jacob
was selected for the programme. He opted to come into your world, but at a
different time. He wanted to experience something as different to our own current
reality as possible. So, he chose a time and a place that reflected that.”


          “The
second century BC,” Andrew remarked. “Ancient Celtic times. Good choice. I may
have done exactly the same myself.”


          “Everything
was okay for us the first two years,” Ashleigh continued. “It was a tough world,
and it could be violent at times. But we stayed well away from all that. I
enjoyed the lifestyle tremendously. Living on the surface of the earth, in
nature. Hunting and fishing. Nights under the stars, and swimming in open rivers.
Even though our underground life had been good, this was better than anything
either of us could ever have imagined.”


          She
leaned a little more heavily against Kathleen, for support. Now on to the
bad stuff, she reflected wearily. Now came the part where she could lose
them both, especially Kathleen. She had never shared that painful stuff with
anyone else before. She was feeling quite nervous to do it for the first time,
a little reluctant, and yet extremely relieved as well. It had been lonely, and
difficult keeping her secret to herself all those years. Not even Coira had
known, because she had been taken from her too soon…


“Things started to change
after a while,” she went on. “I could tell that Jacob was worried about
something. And then one day, the Above People came back for us and he told me
we had to hide. I did not understand why at first, but he told me that some bad
things had been happening to other time collectors. The aim of the programme
had been to research and study other worlds, other lifestyles, and then report
back to the Council. To our elders. But it soon became obvious that the Above
People were doing something else on the side.”


“What?” Andrew enquired,
his tone eager.


“They were harvesting
our memories.”


Kathleen shivered a
little at her words. She did not know what this meant, and yet the cold way
that Ashleigh had said it, and the troubled look in her eyes when she did sent
a chilling spike of fear running all the way down her spine.


“Why does this sound
nasty?” Andrew said, frowning.


Ashleigh exhaled
sharply.


“Because it is,” she confirmed.
“The Above People used the time collectors, as they called us, to gather
information and experiences, entire lives sometimes, and then they would steal
them. They would leave the person without a single memory. Everything they had
ever experienced, in whatever world they were, they simply took. Most people
did not survive it.”


“How?” Kathleen
exclaimed, horrified. “And why?”


Ashleigh glanced at
her, taking comfort in the fact that her lover was still holding tightly onto
her. 


“How I am not really
sure. But why I can tell you. Some people would pay a lot of money for virtual
lives. On my planet, not everyone enjoyed the life underground, you see. There
was a big market for virtual experiences. And not only there. Virtual lives are
big business in some dark corners of the universe. So, by harvesting the time
collectors’ memories, the Above People could get rich.”


“My God,” Andrew
murmured.


“One day, Jacob finally
understood that this was no discovery programme he had signed on for. He knew
they would come back to harvest him eventually. He was old. Too weak to fight.
But he knew I wasn’t. And so, on the day they came for him, he told me to run.”


Ashleigh had to stop to
take a deep breath before she continued.


“He told me to leave,
and never come back, but I disobeyed him. I waited.” She reached for Andrew’s
pint of beer, which he had barely touched. “Are you going to drink that?”


“No. You have it.”


“Thanks.”


Ashleigh drank half of
it in one go, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She sent a quick
smile in Kathleen’s direction.


“Sorry. This is kind of
hard.”


She was drinking a lot,
Kathleen reflected, and yet it did not seem to have much of an effect on her. Because
of her altered DNA? she wondered. No, that is ridiculous! Again, she
experienced a shiver at the way her mind kept bumping against an invisible
barrier. My critical faculty is having trouble with all this, she
realised suddenly. 


She often explained to
her clients that the critical faculty is a psychological function designed to differentiate
between conscious and unconscious mind; between solid reality, and the dream
world. For example, every time you went to see a Superman movie, you put your
critical faculty on hold. Otherwise, you would simply have stormed out of the
theatre, and asked for a refund on the grounds that a guy who can fly is not
realistic. But now, Kathleen felt her own ability to suspend disbelief
stretched beyond all limits by Ashleigh’s incredible story. And she had not
much room for comfort. There were only two options.


On one side of it was
the brand-new reality her lover described. A world in which all the stuff
Kathleen had labelled as crazy and insane conspiracy theories was possible. She
could accept it, or not. If she did not, option number two was available. It
was grim. Kathleen kept getting images of a psychiatric ward flashing in her
mind, and of Ashleigh sitting on a chair in the middle of it, her beautiful eyes
vacant, her mind erased by the drugs they would pump into her to control her
psychosis. 


She, Kathleen, was
hovering in between those two alternatives, and leaning toward the worst. Now
it had simply become too much for her. Ashleigh probably felt it too, because
she suddenly lifted her arm off her shoulders, without saying a word.


“I waited, because I
wanted to see what the Above People would do,” she continued. “And it was
horrifying. When they landed, they dragged Jacob out of our home. They made him
kneel down in front of them. They produced a very long, thin needle connected
to a little device that looked just like what you had on the side of your
computer this afternoon, Andrew.”


“A USB stick,” he said,
looking dismayed. “It stores information…”


Ashleigh gave a sharp
nod.


“Yes. All right. That’s
what it was.” 


Emotion clearly showed
in her face, and her hands on the table were clenched into tight fists. But
still, she kept her distance from Kathleen, and her lover did not reach for
her. Ashleigh gritted her teeth.


“They grabbed him,
pulled his hands behind his back, and inserted the needle into the side of his
left eye,” she continued, staring down. “I was watching them do it. Jacob
started convulsing. That device thing was pulsing with a reddish-blue colour.
Then, after a minute or two, it suddenly turned green. They dragged my
grandfather to their ship. They started looking for me.”


Ashleigh took another
sip of her beer, and kept her eyes firmly fixed on the table.


“That’s when I ran. For
days and days, until I stumbled across Coira’s village.”


She went quiet. There
was a lot more, but she did not want to share it with them right now. It was
obvious to her that they had heard enough. She herself was feeling tired,
emotional, and lonely. She had wanted to be honest with her new friends, open,
and real. Selfishly, she had also been hoping that sharing her story with them would
lighten the load on her own shoulders. And yet, the opposite seemed to have
happened. She could feel resistance from the two friends, hovering in the air
between them. Even Andrew seemed a little too quiet. Ashleigh stared at her
pint of beer, and realised that she was fed up with drinking too.


“I would like to see
the Tor now, Andrew.”


He looked startled.


“Oh… Yeah. Of course,”
he replied.


He stood up, looking a
little unsteady on his feet, as if coming out of a daze. It was the effect her
fantastic and chilling tale had produced in him. He took a deep breath to clear
his head, and checked his watch. It was almost closing time at the pub.


“Sure, we can take a
walk up there,” he agreed. “No problem.”


He walked toward the
door, and Ashleigh followed him without sparing a single glance toward
Kathleen. She wanted to cry, and she was damned if she would let her lover see
how badly her reaction, or lack of one for that matter, had affected her. How
much it hurt. She could barely breathe, and it felt to her as if her heart had
been ripped apart. Ashleigh was no mind reader, but it was as if she could feel
the other woman’s negative thoughts. Kathleen was back where she had started,
not believing a single word she said. Thinking there was something terribly wrong
with her. 


Well, fine, Ashleigh reflected. Anger was better than a broken
heart. She would hold on firmly to that emotion. She was used to it after all,
and it would make it easier to say goodbye, she told herself. Easier to run,
and not look back. When the time came, she would do just that. And frankly, she
did not feel that she wanted to wait around for much longer now.
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EIGHTEEN



 

 



 


 

          “This
has gone too far!” Kathleen cried, tears of frustration, and even fear at the
magnitude of the problem they were now facing running down her face. “Even I
feel like I am losing my mind now! When it all starts to unravel inside her head,
and it will soon, believe me, she’ll be lost. This is going to lead to a total
breakdown. We have to do something!”


Andrew stared at his
friend, as she stood in front of him in the middle of his study, experiencing a
major melt-down. He was at a loss for words. He understood how she felt only
too well.


“Sit down mate,” he
encouraged. “Have some water.”


It was the day after
the night before, and Ashleigh’s story was still weighing heavily on them both.
Andrew believed her. Of course, he did. And yet, he realised that it was in the
same way he believed that UFOs were real. Simply because he wanted to. He had never
seen one. He did not have a single shred of evidence to prove that he was
right, and in the end, most people thought that he was crazy. For the first
time, he had to force himself to consider that maybe Ashleigh was crazy too.


“Where is she now?” he
sighed. “Still upstairs, sleeping it off?”


He saw Kathleen
stiffen.


“No. She did not stay
with me last night.”


The admission provoked
another burst of tears.


“Well, where is she
then?” Andrew repeated, frowning.


Alarm bells started
ringing through his head. He had been happy for Ashleigh to use the stables in
the beginning, no problem at all. But he really did not like the fact that she
had spent the night alone, not after all the emotional stuff she had revealed
to them the evening before. Real, or imagined, that made no difference when it
came to emotional intensity.


“She said she was going
for a ride when we came back last night,” Kathleen told him. “I was too upset
with everything to try to stop her. I let her go.”


“And you have not seen
her since?”


Kathleen shook her head
no, looking stricken.


“One of your horses is
still missing,” she added. “I went down there at four o’clock this morning to
check. I walked around for a couple of hours, calling for her. But nothing. I
went back half an hour ago, and she was still out.”


“For heaven’s sake,”
Andrew exclaimed. “What is she doing? Did you two have a fight or something?”


Kathleen shook her head
no. There had been no need for a fight, she reflected. Ashleigh had seemed to
pick up on exactly what was going on inside her head. She had stormed up Glastonbury
Tor, too fast for either of them to follow, and when they finally made it to
the top, they had encountered her already coming back down. You’re right,
there is nothing up there, Ashleigh had snapped. She had barely slowed down
on the way back to the car, and she had sat in the front seat next to Andrew,
in complete silence. She had not glanced at Kathleen once. 


It was only when they had
arrived back at the house that she had spoken to her again, to announce that
she was going for a ride. It had been close to one o’clock in the morning by then,
and Kathleen had not protested. She had not even said anything. She had simply watched
her lover walk across the lawn, taking long, powerful strides, looking both sad
and furious at the same time. 


No, there had been no
need for a fight. 


“What if something has
happened to her?” she whispered.


“No, do not think like
that,” her friend shot back. “She just needed to cool off, that’s all. She will
be back when she’s ready, I’m sure.”


Kathleen slumped on the
couch, and took her face in both her hands. Something at the back of her mind
kept gnawing at her to be noticed. What was it?


“Kat.”


          She
walked over to the window, and as per usual these days stared in the direction
of the forest and the stables. Once again, she realised that she felt as if she
had let Ashleigh down. She needed another chance, another opportunity to make
amends. Please, she thought. Please do not let this be goodbye… Not
like this.


          “Kat,”
Andrew repeated loudly.


          Kathleen
turned to him. Her eyes grew bigger when she saw what he was holding in his
hands.


          “Is
this…” she gasped.


          “Ashleigh’s
crystal,” he nodded, looking grim. “I should have been more careful. It was
shoved inside one of her trousers’ pockets. Someone at the hospital must have
put it in there.”


          Kathleen
took a few steps toward him, eager to examine the necklace a little better. A thin
leather cord, nothing special about that. The crystal in itself did not look
any different from the hundred other ones that she had seen being sold on the
Glastonbury high street. It looked a little pink, and sometimes shifted to a
beautiful shade of blue and purple depending on how the light hit it. It was
quite large in size. 


          “Here,
take it,” Andrew told her.


          “What?
Why?”


          “Put
it on, so it doesn’t get lost again,” he advised. “Now we need to find Ashleigh.”


          “I’m here,”
a husky voice announced from the other side of the room.


          Kathleen
spun around at the sound of her. Ashleigh. At last. She took a couple of
urgent steps forward, but stopped before she could even reach her, suddenly afraid
to go any closer. The dark look on Ashleigh’s face was as effective as a brick
wall to stop her progress. 


          “Are
you all right?” she asked. 


Ashleigh did not reply,
and Kathleen allowed her gaze to drift slowly all over her. She looked tired.
There were mud stains on her jeans and her t-shirt. Had she slept outside in
the forest last night? Her hair was untied, and wild; deep, dark shadows under
her eyes highlighted the fact that Ashleigh was probably not doing well at all right
now.


          “Give
me that,” she said, gesturing toward the crystal around Kathleen’s neck.


          Kathleen
handed it over immediately, and her heart tightened at the way Ashleigh took it
from her. Roughly. Everything about her looked rough, angry, and harsh this
morning. She thought she could spot tears shining in her eyes when she passed
the necklace over her neck, but even if she was right, they were gone almost
immediately. Ashleigh wrapped her fingers around the crystal, staring at it for
only a second. Then she turned around, and simply walked out the door.


          “Hey,”
Andrew said, surprised.


          Kathleen’s
eyes widened in shock. She rushed after her.


          “Ashleigh.”


          She
looked down the hallway in disbelief. Both sides. There was no sign of her. 


          “Ashleigh!”


          Kathleen
ran to the front door, and yanked it open.


          “Ash!”
she cried, feeling her heart breaking.


          Everything
was silent outside apart from a few birds chirping in the morning sun. A gentle
breeze was ruffling the top of the trees, and Ashleigh was nowhere to be seen.
Andrew joined his friend at the top of the steps overlooking the front lawn. 


          “Where
did she go?” Kathleen exclaimed, eyes bright with tears. “Andrew?”


          She
did not like the look on his face, as his eyes slowly scanned the empty space
in front of them. There was only one direction Ashleigh could have gone, and it
was this one. Yet, it was as if she had disappeared. Andrew kept on looking
toward the forest, fascination and disappointment in equal measure plastered
all over his face. 


Had she used the
crystal?


          “Where
did she go?” Kathleen repeated.


          Andrew
shook his head, looking sad and extremely reluctant. He understood what had
just happened. It was game over as far as he was concerned. He wrapped his arm
around Kathleen’s shoulders. Suddenly, he needed the support as much as she
did.


          “I’m
afraid we are too late,” he murmured. “She’s gone, mate.”



 

∞



 

Ashleigh was walking
fast across the forest, almost running, clutching the crystal that could take
her home in the blink of an eye in her hand. 


I’m sorry, Kathleen. I
am so sorry...


The old man had said to
use the stone only if her life was in danger, but yet again, she had disobeyed
him. She knew that he had been reluctant to hand it over to her at first,
because it would make her more vulnerable to an attack from the Above People. And
yet, her genetics had been changed, just like his, and he knew that there was
no going back for her either. So he had taught her how to use the crystal, and
taught her well. He had explained to her how she could focus her mind to merge
with the powerful energy contained inside the rock, and how to travel with it. Ashleigh
was a quick learner. They had visited many worlds together, and she had
explored many new places without him as well, in secret, after she was adopted.



But then, once Coira had
been taken from her, her wanderings had stopped abruptly. Suddenly, the only thing
that mattered to Ashleigh had been her quest to find her girlfriend, and be
reunited with her at all cost. Now, distracted with thoughts of what may have
happened to her, she stumbled over a wet root, and fell hard onto the forest
floor. She twisted her wrist, almost to the point of dislocation. A hot, sharp
pain radiated all the way past her elbow and into her shoulder. Her arm went
numb.


“Gods!” she screamed in
anger.


Out of breath, and feeling
overwhelmed, she knelt on the damp and muddy ground, gripping her injured wrist
in her free hand. Tears welled up in her eyes, and she started to rock back and
forth, crying in sadness and disappointment at the thought of the woman she had
been forced to leave behind.


“Kathleen,” she
whispered. “Forgive me…”


 What she had not told her, and Andrew the
night before was the reason why she had suddenly harnessed the power of the
crystal to take her somewhere else, on the night of the storm, when she had
been standing there waiting to cross over to the temple. They had been after
her. The Above People had not forgotten about her after all. 


The first time she had felt
a sense that something was wrong had been one morning in her village, only a
few days before they were attacked. Some merchants had come to sell their wares,
and she was there in the marketplace with her brothers, Matthias and Colin, and
Coira of course. A lot of the villagers were out too, and everybody was feeling
excited. There was a party atmosphere to the place that day. 


Matthias had bought himself
some new arrows. Colin had gone for food. Ashleigh had no money of her own at
the time, and she had begged her older brother to lend her some of his. I will
take care of your horse for a whole month, she had promised him. She
could still remember the amused grin on Matthias’s face. Two months, he had
insisted. Ashleigh had happily agreed to that, and she had used the few coins
he could spare to buy a small silver bracelet for her girlfriend. 


She remembered how one
of the merchants had kept looking at her. In a dark, threatening and insistent
way, disturbingly so. He had stopped just as she was getting ready to challenge
him, but Ashleigh had started to feel uncomfortable right there and then, and
she could not shake the feeling for the rest of the day. That night, she had
dreamt vividly of the old man. Be careful, was his message to her. In
her dreams, he was always blind in one eye. But he had lost none of his wisdom.


It had not taken her
long to understand the purpose of his warning, because during the attack on the
village a few days later, she had spotted him again, the same man from the
market. Cutting and hacking her people to death. Setting fire to the houses. Killing
new-borns. For a split second, there, in the midst of battle, their eyes had
met. He had smiled at her then, a chilling, dangerous, predatory smile. 


“I am here for you!” he
had screamed at her. He was covered in blood, and laughing like a lunatic. “You
are mine, little girl! Mine!”


It was then that
Ashleigh had understood. He was one of them. In a rage, she had gone after him,
wanting to kill him. To hurt him very badly, the same way they had hurt the old
man, and to end his life for all eternity. But he had seemed to just vanish
into thin air. After she escaped her captors, he had not resurfaced for a
couple of years. She had even started to wonder if maybe they had decided to
let her go. But she would not be so lucky. 


On the day he
reappeared, he was no longer alone, and he had yelled at his men to seize her. Ashleigh
had barely managed to escape the small inn where she had stopped to rest. She
had been lucky to have acquired a horse by then. Without it, she would have
been taken. Harvested, she remembered. That was what they called it. 


On the night she had used
her crystal to transport herself to safety once more, she had only been a
breath away from losing everything. She had spotted the dreaded needle in his
hand, as he advanced on her with his bunch of nasty friends. She had found
herself cornered. There was only one way to escape. So, she had made a portal,
and jumped through it without a single thought of where it would lead her. Bad
luck the bus had been barrelling down the road at that very moment. Good luck
that they had not followed her into this new world. But Ashleigh was no longer
innocent enough to believe it was over. One day, they would reappear. One day
they would catch up with her. And if she was with other people when it happened,
they would get hurt too. 


You cannot have those
things you want! It doesn’t matter if you have changed! They will always come
after you. Leave, now! Before someone else gets killed! 


Ashleigh had been naïve
once. Believed that she could just vanish, and create a new life the way Jacob
had hoped for her. But she knew now that the village had been attacked because
of her. Her brothers had been butchered because of her. Coira; taken, and sold
into slavery. Probably killed. Because of her. It is all my fault. My fault,
she reflected. She brushed at the tears in her eyes. She got up
again, and she ran harder, faster, away from everything and everyone she knew that
she could never have. 


Be angry with me,
Kathleen, she thought. Stay
angry, and don’t look back.
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“Come on, Kat. Why
don’t you stay at least until the Bank Holiday weekend, eh? It is only a week
or so away now, and it would be great to end on a gathering, don’t you think?
To help put the difficult stuff behind us, once and for all. At rest.”


Every year during the
August Bank Holiday break, Andrew organised a giant barbecue at his house. All
the staff were invited, along with their families, and some good friends. They
organised football and cricket games on the lawn, and kids got to stay up late.
There was drinking, music, and much laughter, and it was always a great event.
Kathleen had attended only once, and she had loved every second of it. She
considered staying a little longer now, and reflected that perhaps Andrew was
right. It would be a fitting way to end her trip, and hopefully shake the sadness,
and the gloom that she had felt since the day they had lost Ashleigh. 


“All right,” she
agreed. “Yes. Let’s do it.”


He gave her a tight hug.


“Good. How are you
feeling, mate?”


Kathleen gave a little
shrug. She attempted an unsuccessful smile.


“Well. You know…”


“Yeah. It is going to
get better though, don’t worry.”


Awful was the real answer
to his question, and he knew it. He was sorry that she felt that way, but
unfortunately there was nothing he could really do to change the situation. And
to be fair, he did not feel all that much better himself.


“I know it’s hard,” he
muttered.


 The two friends had held a long debrief the
morning after Ashleigh’s disappearance, and Kathleen had been devastating in
her assessment of their performance.


“We failed her. Utterly
and completely. You, because you clang to that foolish dream of seeing her
story come true somehow, and supported her in her delusion. And me, because I
allowed you to do just that. Because I had feelings for her, which is even
worse.”


“Kat, don’t be so harsh
with yourself…”


“No,” she argued. “You
know I am right. I wanted to be with her so much, I let it completely overwhelm
my professional judgement. I wanted her to stay so badly that I almost let
myself get dragged into her fantasy as well. Instead of keeping my head
straight, and doing my job the way I should have done, to help her get better,
I let myself fall for her. It was wrong, Andrew. She was my responsibility, and
I failed her terribly.”


Andrew had remained
silent. He could not deny that she was right… But only in part. He still
thought that there had been something to Ashleigh’s story. And as to falling in
love, well, he believed it should come first, always. Still, he had kept quiet.
Ashleigh was gone, and he knew that Kathleen did not want to hear any of it. 


“I am sorry, my friend,”
was all he had said.


Three days later, as
they drove to a local farm to collect what they needed for the barbecue,
Kathleen sat staring darkly out of the window, thinking about Ashleigh. She had
not given up easily on her lover. She had searched for her. Criss-crossed the
forest that very afternoon, the fields, and the back of Andrew’s estate. She
had returned to the pond where they had spent the night, and she had struggled
not to cry at the sight of the remains of their little camp fire. There was the
flat rock where Ashleigh had made love to her so brazenly, and yet so tenderly,
beautifully. There was the tree where she had tied the horse, and turned to
flash Kathleen one of those brilliant smiles of hers….


Kathleen had even spent
a couple of nights in the stables, hoping that she might show up. And when she
did not find her on Andrew’s property, over the next few days she had driven to
Glastonbury, and the surrounding towns and villages, to ask local people if
anyone had seen her friend. No one had. Kathleen had checked the hospitals, the
police stations, and the local homeless shelters. It was as if the woman had just
vanished into thin air.


“What if she did it?”
she dared to ask eventually, as Andrew turned off the main road toward the
farm. “What if she managed to kill herself this time?”


He glanced over at her,
smiling gently.


“I remember your theory,
Kat. But you know, she never struck me as the type to commit suicide,” he
confessed. “She was much too strong for that.”


Kathleen shook her head,
feeling doubtful. She remembered the way Ashleigh had cried in her arms in the
stables, after their first regression session. She recalled how she had fallen
asleep that night in the woods, looking exhausted, holding tightly onto her hand.


“She was not as strong
as you think, Andrew. She was lost. Worn-out.”


“Well, call it stubborn
then,” he replied.


Kathleen nodded,
smirking faintly at that observation.


“Yeah. Stubborn. I can
go with that one.”


“Can I ask you a
question?” Andrew said suddenly, as he parked in front of the farm shop.


Kathleen was mildly amused
at the way that he kept asking her if he could ask her things. Even if her
response had been no, she was pretty sure that it would not have been long
before he found a way to ask it anyway.


“Sure,” she replied,
shrugging.


He cut the engine, and
leaned back against his seat, watching her.


“Do you miss her?”


She glared at him in
response. What was he trying to do? I miss her so much it hurts every time I
breathe, Andrew! Kathleen wanted to scream. I wish I could tell her how
much I love her. And that I don’t care about all this stuff, just so long as I
can hold her in my arms. I wish…” 


“Kat?”


Kathleen took a deep
breath, shaking her head at her own impossible thoughts. Still losing my
grip on bloody reality, she reflected. She was feeling irritated, worried, and
disappointed with herself all at once.


“I do miss her, Andrew,”
she replied, with a calm she did not feel. “You know how I felt about her,
right?”


“I do. And I’m sorry. Have
you had any more dreams about her?”


“No.”


She had dreamt about Ashleigh
several times, but not the way he meant. And she was not about to share any of
that personal stuff with anyone. Those dreams were precious, something to
treasure.


“Would you like to do a
little more regression with me?”


Kathleen stared at her
friend, shocked at the unexpected question. So, this was what he really wanted
to talk to her about.


“Why?” she asked. “Do
you think I need to?”


He gave a little nod.


“Well, I think it would
be a good idea, yes. Before you leave, that is. You don’t want to be dragging
all this stuff back home to New York with you, Kat, believe me.”


She hesitated. He was
right, in a way, but what would be the point now? Whatever she discovered, it
would be too late. And if she found out anything disturbing about her own past,
then it would only make matters worse, because now she would not be able to
share any of it with Ashleigh.


“I don’t know,” she
mumbled. “I will think about it.”


Andrew smiled at her.


“Yes. You do that.” 
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Kathleen went for a
little walk that night, on her own, and she was not surprised to look up after
a while, and discover that she was nearly at the stables. Smiling sadly, she
went in to check on Ashleigh’s favourite horse, the big powerful Appaloosa they
had ridden together on that momentous day.


“Hey, boy,” she
whispered. 


She reached for an
apple from a basket on the side, and offered it to him. He rubbed his nose
against her arm, and she scratched the side of his face. The horses had not been
ridden as much since Ashleigh had left. A lot of things seemed to have changed.


“Do you miss her too?”
Kathleen said to him. “Hey, big guy?”


She spent a few more
minutes with him before she decided to go home. Speaking to a horse was surely not
the way to regain her equilibrium. It had grown cold, but she welcomed the
sensation. It seemed to fit her mood somehow. She started on the little path
that would lead her back to the house, barely glancing at the woods on the other
side. Should I do this regression session Andrew wants me to do? she
wondered anxiously. Should I go digging through all this stuff from the past
again, or just ignore it, and put it all behind me?


“Kathleen…”


She came to an abrupt
stop at the sound of the husky voice behind her. She turned around quickly, and
squinted in the semi-darkness. Who was there? Am I hearing things? Her
heart started beating faster at the thought of Ashleigh. It was crazy to think
that she would have come back, but…


“Kathleen.”


As Kathleen stared,
eyes wide, she finally spotted her, walking slowly out of the shadows. 


“Ash?”


The woman came to stand
a short distance from her. She looked a little hesitant, reluctant even. Deep
down inside, Ashleigh was still feeling desperately torn. She knew that what
she was doing was completely wrong, and terribly dangerous. She hated herself
for once again being too weak to do the right thing. But she had been unable to
stop herself from returning. It was like a giant, powerful magnet had kept
pulling her back toward Kathleen, growing stronger and stronger the more she
tried to ignore it, and move forward out of her reach.


“I’m sorry,” she murmured.
“I couldn’t do it. I could not leave.”


Kathleen felt incredible
joy, and massive relief flood through her entire body when she heard her say
those words. She ran to her lover, threw herself at her, and wrapped her arms tightly
around her neck.


“Ashleigh.”


 She held her as hard as she could for several
long seconds, struggling with her emotions.


“I thought I would never
see you again!” she gasped. “I thought I had driven you away for good. I never
realised it would hurt so much…”


“I know.” Ashleigh
pulled back to look into her eyes. “Me too.” 


She caressed Kathleen’s
cheek with her thumb. She allowed herself to kiss her gently. Doing these
things felt like coming home to her. It was like drinking a glass of cold, sparkling
pure water from the spring, after toiling in the fields for hours and hours on
the hottest day of summer; or like finally seeking shelter at the side of a warm
fire, after spending all day hunting in the snow, during the bleakest time of
winter. It felt like heaven to her, and yet her heart was breaking at the same
time. She wrapped her arms around Kathleen’s waist again, and buried her face
against the side of her neck.


“I’m sorry.”


“Stop saying that,”
Kathleen whispered. “Sorry for what?”


“I can’t stay. I should
not be here…”


“Nonsense,” Kathleen
snapped. “Come with me.”


She grabbed a firm hold
of Ashleigh’s hand, and led her quickly back toward the stables. Now, she was
determined to find out the truth. And tell her the truth too. She led her toward
the empty stall where they had sat together once before, and pulled her down against
the side of the wall with her.


“I need to tell you
about my dreams, Ash,” she said to her intently. “I really have to. But first,
there is something I need to do.” 


She rested a soft hand
against the back of her head. 


“May I?”


Ashleigh nodded, not
sure she understood what Kathleen wanted.


“Yes... What are you
doing?”


Kathleen pushed her
head down a little lower. She rested her fingers over the back of her neck, and
brushed her hair aside. She did not even need to look to find it.


“You have a scar there,
Ash,” she murmured.


“Yes, it was…”


“An arrow wound,”
Kathleen finished for her. “I know.”


She felt tension flood into
Ashleigh’s body when the woman raised her head again, immediately tensing up,
like a piece of molten iron solidifying into a blade.


“Sshhh… Easy.” Kathleen
kept a reassuring hand on her, kneading the tight and tired muscles in her
shoulders. “It’s all right.” She closed her eyes, smiling faintly. “Your wound
became infected. But Innis took care of it. I was…”


She was forced to stop
then, when Ashleigh moved abruptly away from her. Kathleen opened her eyes to
find the woman she loved staring hard at her, looking extremely wary, almost
angry.


“Kathleen. What are you
doing? How do you know this?”


Kathleen took a deep
breath. It was time to tell her everything, reveal her own truth, and admit
that she had been too scared to be totally honest with her. She was worried now,
too. How would Ashleigh react? Would she be enraged? Am I going to lose her
again? But no matter. She had to get this over and done with now. She
started to explain, in a low, quiet voice.


“My first dream was
about what I now believe to have been the attack on your village. In the dream,
I know that it was you who kept calling my name. I was Coira. I was so
surprised, and upset about it when you said the same name during your first
regression. That is why I had to end it so quickly. You understand?”


Ashleigh exhaled
sharply.


“I am worried,
Kathleen. Who told you about these things? How do you know about Innis?”


“Please, don’t be
afraid,” Kathleen begged her. “Just let me explain. Okay?”


Ashleigh nodded,
looking troubled. Something inside kept warning her that there it was, the
stuff that she had been dreading to hear all along.


“All right,” she conceded.



She knew she simply had
to go with Kathleen now. To keep following her where she was going, and to hell
with the consequences. How can she possibly know about the arrow wound? 


Ashleigh had been out
hunting with her brother Colin on that day. He was only a year older, but even
at a young age his vision had been a problem. When he gazed out into the
distance, things looked a little fuzzy. He had kept it from everyone that his
condition had been slowly getting worse, because he knew for sure that he would
not be allowed to go on hunting if anyone found out. On that particular morning,
not long after dawn, he thought he saw something move in the trees, and fired
one of his arrows into the back of Ashleigh’s neck.


Horrified when he
realised that he had almost killed her, he had tried to help clean the wound,
and take care of her as best he could. But he was no healer. Shaken to the
core, he had sworn right there and then that he would never pick up a weapon
again. It was obvious that he meant it, and Ashleigh had made him promise not
to mention the accident. She knew that he would have been punished extremely
severely if he had been found to be lying. She herself had vowed never to tell
anyone. 


And yet, Kathleen knew
about the scar... 


“Keep going,” she told
her. “I am listening.”


Somewhat relieved,
Kathleen continued.


“Andrew said the dream
was precognitive, and nothing to worry about. He was convinced that it was because
I had established such good rapport with you. So, I listened to him, and I relaxed.
But then, when I was waiting for you that day in the stables, I had another
one...”


She reached for Ashleigh
again, and ran her fingers softly over the scar at the base of her neck.


“We were together, in a
field by the side of the river. It was just the way you had described in your
session. Again, maybe just a coincidence, but I believe otherwise now. In my
dream, I knew that field was the place where we used to meet in secret. And you
were bleeding from that arrow wound, but too proud to ask for help.”


Now Ashleigh’s eyes had
filled with tears. She remained silent.


“The third dream I had
was of my mother Innis, taking broken pieces of iron out of your neck. She was
a healer. I was helping her…”


Ashleigh raised her
hand, interrupting her. She had heard more than enough. This was all real, and
Kathleen was spot-on with her accuracy of the events she described.


“Why didn’t you tell
me?” she asked. She looked pale, and shock was written all over her face. “Kathleen.
Why did you keep all that stuff for yourself?”


“Because I was too
scared that it would be true.”


“But why?”


“Because of all the
implications.”


“Of what?” Ashleigh
exclaimed.


Kathleen gave her a
small, trembling smile.


“I was afraid of losing
myself. I told you before, Ash. Sometimes when I am with you, I feel like I am
losing my grip on things. And I had feelings for you. I did not want you to
confuse me with Coira…”


          There.
The real, ugly truth of the matter was out at last. Ashleigh stood up abruptly.
Her head was pounding at Kathleen’s sudden revelations.  


          “I
need some air.”


          “Ash!”


          Kathleen
jumped to her feet, and grabbed her by the arm.


          “Wait.
Please, don’t go.”


          Ashleigh
paused just long enough to meet her eyes.


          “Surely
you must have known too. Right?”


          The
question might have sounded like a challenge, but not the way Kathleen asked
it. There was nothing confrontational in the tone of her voice. And her eyes
were burning with love, and affection. Ashleigh felt herself starting to relax
in spite of herself. Surely you must have known… She exhaled slowly. She
stood for a while longer, staring at nothing, and then went back into the stall.
She sat leaning against the wall, legs up, her forearms resting on her knees.
She looked up at her partner, and flashed her an exhausted smile.


          “When
I first laid eyes on you that day, Kathleen, you looked so much like Coira that
it was almost enough to jolt me into remembering everything,” she said in a
quiet voice. “I spoke to you in that language Andrew could not understand. Remember?
I did not know what it was either, but it kept popping into my head.”


          “It
was the language we used to speak in our village,” Kathleen murmured. “Is that
right?”


          She
came to sit next to Ashleigh.


          “Yes,
that’s right.” 


          Ashleigh
took her hand in hers. She held it against her chest. She was beginning to calm
down now. 


          “I
think a part of me always knew. Especially when you said it felt to you like you
were channelling Coira in your dreams, that night when we were together.” She
met Kathleen’s gaze, only for a second. “I guess I was scared too. I did not
want to hear it. If you were Coira in a past life, then it meant that she was
dead. I knew this was true as well. So, I just chose to ignore it.”


          She
stared down at the floor.


          “Now
I can’t do that anymore.”


          She
was shocked to find that she did not feel much emotion at the thought of it.
Oh, she had understood all right. She had processed it all almost
unconsciously. Coira was dead. And even though Kathleen had reminded her so
much of her at the beginning, now it was no longer the case. She locked eyes
with her, and this time she gave her a brilliant, heartfelt smile.


          “Kathleen,
listen to me,” she said. Her voice was huskier than usual, laced with emotion. “When
I look at you, I see only you. No one else. And that is exactly the way I want
it to be.”


          She
spotted obvious relief in the woman’s eyes.


          “I am
sorry if I made you feel otherwise.”


          “Thank
you,” Kathleen whispered. 


“And when I told you my
story the other night, I did not finish it. I actually came into this reality
because I was being chased, by the same people who killed my grandfather. And now,
I also think that perhaps I came here to finish my quest. To find Coira through
you. Now she can be at peace. And so can I.”


          “You
never told her, did you?”


          “Who
I was?”


          Kathleen
nodded, and Ashleigh heaved a soft sigh.


          “No, I
did not. Not completely, anyway. I wanted to show her, but I never got the
chance to do it. Her mother suspected something from the start though. She
wanted me to leave.”


          “Why?”


          Ashleigh
gave a tiny, bitter shrug in response.


          “Because
she knew that they would never let me go. She was very wise. And she was right.
They want me, and it seems that people always get hurt because of me. That is
why I can’t stay anywhere for very long.”


          Kathleen
automatically tightened her hold on her hand. 


          “I
don’t want you to go.”


          Ashleigh
squeezed her fingers gently.


          “I
know.” 


          She
leaned over to drape her arm around Kathleen’s shoulders, to pull her close,
and enfold her in a tight embrace. She welcomed the warm feeling of her body resting
against hers once more, and she knew that it would be dreadful when it came
time to leave. 


It was a little while
before she spoke again.


          “Kathleen,
I feel I have no right to ask you this, and yet…”


          She
pursed her lips, and went silent. Kathleen kissed her softly.


          “You
can ask me anything, Ash. What is it?”


          Ashleigh
hesitated a couple of seconds. Did she really want to know? Would it bring
closure to her, or make it all infinitely worse? One way or the other, she knew
that she simply had to find out.


          “How
did she die?”
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There was only one
place Kathleen wanted to do this, and it was by the side of the familiar pond,
in the beautiful forest where she had made love to Ashleigh for the first time.
She called Andrew from her mobile, and asked him to meet them there. By the
time he arrived, it was getting dark, and they had already built a nice fire; or
rather, Ashleigh had done so. Now, she was sitting on a log next to her
partner, with Kathleen’s arms wrapped safely and protectively around her. 


“You two girls sure can
be high on mystery sometimes,” he grumbled when he joined them, but Kathleen
could see that he was only joking.


As always, her best
friend Andrew appeared excited, switched on, ready for an adventure, and she
realised how much she loved that about him. 


“Hey, Ash. How is it
going, my friend?” he asked her.


“Doing good, Andrew,”
she replied, a little subdued.


“You had us both really
worried there, you know.”


“Sorry.”


“That’s okay. And I see
you decided to stay, uh?”


          Ashleigh
tensed, and she did not reply. She felt Kathleen’s right hand tighten a little harder
around her wrist, and yet she remained silent. Andrew came to sit opposite them,
smiling still, looking his usual relaxed and happy character. But Kathleen
could tell that he had something on his mind.


          “You
know, Ashleigh, I have thought a lot about the stuff you said to us the other
day,” he started. “And because I owe it to my partner here to be thorough,
logical, and methodical in my approach,” he added, smiling toward Kathleen, “I
decided to dig into it a little more.”


          Kathleen
stared at him intently. He had not told her that he had been doing this.


          “Ash,
you ever heard of a guy named Otis Carr, who studied under Nikola Tesla?” he
asked her.


          She
stared at him blankly.


          “You
heard of Tesla?”


          “No.”


          “Okay,
doesn’t matter,” Andrew decided. “But they were both known to have tapped into
some principle which is not understood; well, not by us anyway. It was a
principle in which consciousness melds with engineering, in order to create an
effect.”


          “What
kind of effect, Andrew?” Kathleen enquired, frowning.


          “Not
sure. Suffice to say that you could do time travel with it. Or rather, travel
in between parallel realities. It reminded me of what you told us about how you
use your crystal, Ashleigh.”


          Ashleigh
gave a light shrug. The concept was not new to her.


          “Everything
is consciousness,” she said. “You can learn how to use it, and work with it. It
is easy when you know how.”


          Andrew
nodded.


          “Yes,
yes. And a lot of stuff comes up on the Internet when you google the term ‘Time
Processors’, although it does not match what you have been telling us.”


          “We
were called time collectors, Andrew,” Ashleigh corrected.


          “Okay,
right. A slight variation...”


          “Don’t
be so dismissive of it,” she murmured. “It is important to me.”


          He
apologised immediately.


“I’m sorry. Wrong choice
of words. I understand, trust me.”


“And so?” Ashleigh
asked him.


She was not angry with
him for trying to make sense of it all. His heart was in the right place. But
she was feeling tired. She needed people to stop questioning, and start
believing. 


“The thing is, mate,”
Andrew continued, speaking to her gently, “I am as desperate as ever to believe
you really are who you tell us you are. And there are tantalising clues out
there that all this stuff might be true. But you can understand how I am being
pulled both ways, right?”


          Kathleen
felt her lover sink a little lower against her. She kissed the side of her
head, and tightened her arms around her waist. Ashleigh sounded drained when
she spoke. Weary to the bone. There it was, the same old story again.


          “So,
what are you saying, Andrew?” she asked. “What do you want me to do about it?
You can believe me; or not. It is your choice to make.”


          And
why should I care what you believe? she wanted to exclaim as well. But she
knew that she would only be kidding herself if she did. She really did care
what this man thought. She wanted him, and Kathleen, to believe her. Life was
much too lonely and hard otherwise.


          “Well,
there is one thing you could do…” he mused.


          “What?”


          He
stared straight at her.


          “Prove
it to me.”


          Ashleigh
held his gaze for several long seconds without saying anything. Prove it? How? Show
it to him? Her heart was beating hard inside her chest. This would be one way
to end it, for sure. And she was already doing everything wrong. A little bit more
would not matter, surely. She thought about Jacob, and wondered briefly what he
would have thought about this stupid mess she had created. Then again, Jacob
was long gone. And she found herself in this world alone now, with those two beautiful
people. She was beginning to like Andrew more and more with every passing day,
and Kathleen had become as important to her as the air she breathed. And so,
why not, then? It was up to her to end this crazy drama, once and for all.
Ashleigh reflected on it for a couple of seconds longer, and felt better about
it the more she thought about her decision. 


Eventually, she nodded.


          “All
right then,” she whispered, as if to herself. 


          She
stood up, and moved to the other side of the fire. Right there over the pond,
she reflected. It would be safe enough. She reached for the crystal around her
neck, rested it in the centre of her palm, and cast a quick glance toward
Andrew.


          “Watch,”
she advised.


          She
closed her eyes, and sent her mind energy to meet the stone. Almost immediately,
it started to glow. Ashleigh kept her eyes closed, concentrating on the task at
hand. She did not need to look to see what was happening, because she could
feel the rock heating up against her palm. She emptied her mind of all things
except thoughts of peace, calm, and nature. She let the crystal do the work,
find a suitable place for them. When she heard Kathleen utter a soft gasp she
opened her eyes immediately, and looked straight at her.


          “Kathleen,
are you all right?” she asked.


          Her
lover nodded silently. She was standing up now, eyes wide in amazement and
fascination, both hands covering her mouth. Next to her, Andrew was looking
pretty much the same, a picture of awe and surprise.


Ashleigh followed their
gaze to the small opening above the pond. It seemed so natural to her to be
able to do this, to create this phenomenon, and yet she tried to see it through
their own eyes. And what an extraordinary sight it must have been. There was a
window onto a different world, another reality. It was like peering into a mirror,
only to catch a glimpse of a brand-new universe living inside of it. Ashleigh
had thought of peace, and nature, and as a result, the scene in the window
reflected her wishes. Blue skies, and not a single cloud. A long beach, and ocean
waves lapping softly onto the shore. Empty. Inviting. Terribly inviting. 


As always, Ashleigh
felt the powerful urge to move toward it, and go through it; to become a part
of this new world out there, beckoning for her to come and taste a slice of it.
She looked back to her friends to observe their reaction. She could tell they
were feeling it too. They had both advanced a little closer. Their eyes were
riveted onto the shimmering scene suspended above the water. Andrew reached out
suddenly, as if to touch it.


          “Careful,”
Ashleigh warned him. 


          He
immediately froze, and glanced at her in alarm.


          “What?”


          “If
you get too close, it will pull you in.”


          “Oh.
Okay…”


          Andrew
being the wonderful being that he was, it was not long before he was joking
about it. 


          “But
you would come to the rescue; right, Ash?” he said, smiling. “You would jump in
after me, and bring me back. Wouldn’t you?”


          Ashleigh
caught Kathleen’s eyes on her. She held tightly onto her gaze as she replied. 


          “You
would not be able to get back, Andrew,” she explained. “You need the right
genetics in order to do that. I can come and go as I please, but your trip
would only be one way, unfortunately.”


          Do
you understand what this means? she thought, staring intently at her lover.
You would never be able to come back to your world. This is not for you. She
caught a single tear rolling down the side of Kathleen’s face. Oh yes; the
woman understood all right. Ashleigh closed her fingers over the crystal,
feeling a bitter taste inside her mouth at the sudden realisation of the harsh truth
she had just contributed to show Kathleen. 


          “That’s
enough,” she whispered.


          The
window over the pond closed up immediately. Ashleigh took a deep breath as she
returned the stone around her neck, hidden safely underneath her t-shirt,
between her breasts where she could still feel its burning energy. She looked
over at Andrew to see how he was faring. She was convinced that she had never
seen him looking this excited before, and she was not entirely sure that it was
a good thing.


          “Ash?”


          Suddenly,
Kathleen was standing right in front of her, eyes sparkling with quiet
intensity, sadness, and much sorrow.


          “What’s
wrong?” Ashleigh enquired, instantly worried about her.


          “I am
so sorry,” the woman murmured. “I should have believed you. I never thought…”


          “Look,”
Ashleigh interrupted. “It’s okay, really. I realise how crazy it all sounds. To
believe without seeing… It was a big thing to ask of you.”


          “I
was too narrow-minded to question my own beliefs.”


          “It’s
all right.”


          “No,
it isn’t.”


          “Yes,
it is,” Andrew declared in a booming voice. “And you did question your own
beliefs. Do not forget, Kat,” he reminded her, gently yet firmly, “that in your
model of the world allowing yourself to believe Ash would also have meant failing
in your professional duty to your client. Do not be so quick to beat yourself
up. You did well.”


          Ashleigh
flashed him a bright, happy smile.


          “Well
said,” she approved. “And I agree.”


          Andrew
sent a small wink in her direction. 


          “Shall
we do this thing, then?” he asked. “Are you ready for it, Kat?”


          Kathleen
glanced over at him, then at Ashleigh, who stood respectfully and patiently
waiting by the side of her as if this were no big deal to her. But the nervous
twitching in her jaw gave her true feelings away. Kathleen clasped her hand in
hers.


          “I
have never been more ready in my entire life,” she declared confidently. “Let’s
do this thing.”



 

∞



 

          She
chose to sit cross-legged in front of the fire, and as Andrew started to speak to
her in a quiet, soothing voice, Kathleen quickly felt herself starting to drift.
He was going through their favourite induction, the forest one that she had
used during her first session with Ashleigh.


          “And as you go down the steps, you can
allow yourself to notice that your entire body feels relaxed, and warm. With
every step that you take, the feeling of relaxation increases. You can hear the
water from the gently flowing brook. As you focus on the sound of my voice, make
a window inside your head, and picture the numbers as we move slowly, and easily
under now, going down deeper and deeper into relaxation. Eight, deeper
still. Now seven, six, five, enjoying the feeling of warm, soothing
stone under your feet as you allow yourself to drift deeper, and deeper…”


          Ashleigh watched all this happening in
complete silence, as Kathleen’s jaw relaxed even more, and her head tilted
slightly to the side. She looked fast asleep now.


          “Two… going down deeper… and one.
Now you have arrived in front of a door. I want you to reach out, and open
it. And as you do, a stream of golden sunlight pours through the open doorway.
Walk through it. That’s right,” Andrew encouraged, as he spotted a faint smile
appear on Kathleen’s lips. “It feels good, doesn’t it?”


          A small sigh escaped her lips.


          “In front of you stretches out a
beautiful landscape. Gleaming white sand as far as the eye can see. And right
to the side of you is an endless ocean. Sparkling blue, warm waters coming to
lick at your feet. Stand here a moment. Let your senses enjoy the wonderfulness
of this experience. Listen to the seagulls riding the warm winds above your
head. Feel the sun on your skin, and enjoy the delicious light washing over
you, enveloping you in a protective cocoon of safety. This light will protect
you along the way against all negative influences.”


          Ashleigh glanced at Andrew, suddenly
worried. Why did Kathleen need protection? What was going to happen to her? But
he simply smiled at her, and squeezed her arm in reassurance. 


          “It’s all good, Ash,” he murmured.


          He returned his attention to Kathleen,
and spoke a little more quietly to her.


          “You are standing on the beach of
time, and the ocean before you is the infinite sea of never-ending
consciousness. I know that you have been there before.”


          Kathleen nodded imperceptibly.


          “Turn your head to the right, and
observe the entrance to the past, just a short way up the beach. The door is
open for you now, and as you walk closer to it you can start to see the silvery
fog bank which is currently blocking your view. In a few moments, we will be going
through that door, and regress into your past life as Coira.”


          He paused for a second. He was
delighted with the way things were going so far. Kathleen normally went very easily
into trance, and this time was no exception. She seemed even more relaxed, and
to have gone in deeper than she normally did. No doubt her motivation to find
information for Ashleigh was also helping her greatly this time.


          “Mentally say to yourself, ‘I am
ready to enter this past life, and I want to enter it now.’ Then step
through the door. Feel the fog moving rapidly past you as you now go back in
time, and through time looking for Coira. You are moving faster now. Further
and further back in time, carried along by the gentle fog. Always keeping in
mind that you are safe, protected. Looking for Coira. Now let yourself drift to
her, and tell me when you are there.”


          “Stop,” Kathleen whispered intently,
after only a few seconds. “Stop. I am there.” 


With her eyes still closed, she took a deep,
powerful breath. “I am Coira.”


          Ashleigh leaned forward. She tried to
still her beating heart. She was pretty sure that it was pounding hard enough
for Kathleen to be able to hear it. She kept her eyes trained on her face,
biting on her lip in utmost concentration.


          “Where are you now?” Andrew asked.


          “In a cell.”


          “What do you look like?”


          Kathleen frowned just a little.


          “My clothes are torn. I am barefoot.
They took everything from me.”


          Andrew glanced at Ashleigh. She had
grown as still as a statue. He could not tell what she was thinking from the
expression on her face. He carried on with his questions to Kathleen.


          “Do you know where this place is?” 


          A quick nod from his friend.


          “The prison. In the town.”


          “Do you know the name of that town?”


          “Yes. It is called Magdahebr. We had
to cross the desert to get there. It took several days. It is hot down here.
Not like home.”


          “What are you doing right now?”


          “Nothing. Just waiting. I can’t sleep.
They are coming for me in the morning.”


          “Who is coming for you?”


          “My owner. And the guards. I was sold to
him at the slave market, but I tried to escape only a few weeks later. They
caught me. Now I must die.”


          Andrew glanced toward Ashleigh again,
as he felt her stiffen suddenly. He was used to clients remembering painful past
lives, but he had never had to go through one of those sessions with someone
else sitting there, listening intently, for whom it was all too real. Ashleigh
did not notice him looking at her. Her entire attention was still focused on
Kathleen. 


          “How do you feel right now, Coira?”
Andrew asked.


          “Happy.”


          He was surprised.


          “What makes you so happy?”


          “In the morning, I will be free. They
are going to kill me. I will be beheaded.”


          Ashleigh shuddered.


“How will you be free, Coira?” Andrew pressed her.


He was careful to keep his voice gentle, warm, and
easy.


“Free of this body. I can go and wait for her then.”


“Who’s ‘her’?”


Kathleen sat up straighter all of a sudden, ignoring
the question.


“They are coming,” she hissed.


The expression on her face had changed. Abject
terror now, and Andrew was convinced that he could hear Ashleigh, gritting her
teeth by the side of him. 


“They are early. I thought I would have more time. I
am not ready…”


She lapsed into the old language of her kind. Taken
aback, Andrew immediately turned to Ashleigh.


“What is she saying? Do you understand?”


Ashleigh nodded.


“Scared,” she replied. “She is scared.”


She slipped into first person, as she continued
translating the things that Kathleen said in the old tongue.


          “I did not want it to happen this
way. I was going to escape, and look for her. My love… She was too smart to
allow herself to be taken. I always knew that she would come for me. And now I
will not be there for her! This is so tragic.” 


          Tears started rolling down the sides
of Kathleen’s face.


“All I wanted was to live a quiet life with her. But
it is too late. The guards are coming. They are taking me outside. Angry crowd.
A wooden block. The blade is so large! They push my head down. I can hear
someone laughing…”


“Ashleigh!” Kathleen suddenly pleaded in a raw, terrified
voice. “I need you! Please help me! I don’t want to die!”


Instinctively, Andrew threw himself to the side to
grab Ashleigh, knowing very well what her reaction to all this would be. He held
her back, just in the nick of time before she could reach Kathleen. He shook
his head no. 


“Don’t touch her,” he murmured against her ear. “It’s
okay. She’s fine, I promise. Let me finish this, for the both of you.”


He kept a careful, calming hand on her arm, and
quickly turned back to Kathleen.


          “Coira, listen to me,” he instructed. “What
I want you to do now is go forward to the very moment of your death, just as
your spirit leaves your body, easily and effortlessly, with no pain whatsoever.”


          Kathleen let out a deep sigh.


          “Yes,” she said. “I can feel myself
rising. The body is left behind. It’s all right. I don’t need it anymore. I
know she’ll find a way.” She smiled, and took another long, slow breath. “I
know she will.”


          “Who is this ‘she’ that you
keep referring to?” Andrew enquired again.


          He needed to be sure of it before he
brought Kathleen back. He could not allow himself to make any mistake this
time. They might only get once chance at it, this might be the one and only
time that she could access this particular incarnation. He wanted his friend to
come back with her slate clean, and for Ashleigh to get out of it what she
needed as well.


          “Tell me, what is her name?”


“Ashleigh,” Kathleen
replied immediately. “My love.”


“What happened to the
both of you?”


“We were taken. Separated.
I know she blames herself for it. But from where I am standing right now it all
seems very clear. Very easy.”


Kathleen smiled again.
She looked happy.


          “Tell
me more, Coira,” Andrew urged her.


          “It
was not our time, you see. The universe would not allow it. We were early. I
can see it now. There was some stuff that she needed to learn. I had to go and
wait for her to be ready.”


          “What
stuff?”


          “Love.
To experience love as separation. It was her way.” 


          “But
not yours?”


          “I
was to experience love as faith. So, I had to leave this life ahead of her, and
trust that she would find me. That was my way.”


          “And
now?” Andrew said. 


          “Now I
am free,” Kathleen whispered. “I am free…”


          Her
head rolled to the side. She seemed to fall asleep again, sitting right up like
this. Andrew went to kneel down very close to her, and he spoke directly into
her ear, a little louder than before.


          “All
right, Kathleen. It is time for you to come back now, my friend. When I click
my fingers, you will find yourself back on the beach; one, two, three.” 


          He
snapped his fingers.


          “Close
the door behind you. Now, find the one to the forest, and the steps going back
home; one, two, three.” Snap. “I am going to count you safely up the
stairs, and with each step you take I want you to become one-tenth more awake.
When I say one, you will open your eyes, and feel totally refreshed. You
will remember everything you have just said to me, and the experience of it as
well. You will feel wonderful. Now, let’s do it; ten, nine, eight…”


          Kathleen
opened her eyes on one, perfectly, as directed. Andrew grinned at her, one hand
resting safely on her back, and with the other handing her a small bottle of cold
water to drink from.


          “Welcome
back, Kat. Well done you, that was a fantastic session. How are you feeling?”


          Kathleen
rubbed her eyes; she blinked a couple of times. She immediately took a sip of
water, and returned his smile easily.


          “Yeah…
Great,” she said. “Thank you.”


          She
turned her head to the side, instantly searching for the most important person
in her universe, looking urgently for Ashleigh. 


          “Ash?”


          “Yes.
Right here, Kathleen.”


          Andrew
stood up, and he went to busy himself with the fire. He did not think that he
needed to hear, or see what would happen next between the two of them. He kept
his back to his friends, giving them both the privacy that they absolutely deserved.


          “Are
you okay?” Kathleen enquired.


          Ashleigh
could not help but chuckle at the question. She allowed Kathleen to wipe a tear
from her cheek. She had not even been aware of crying.


          “You
are asking me?” she remarked, smiling faintly. “After everything you went
through?”


          “Yes,
I am asking you.”


          Kathleen
sounded serious, extremely concerned about her. Ashleigh felt her heart tighten
inside her chest. It had always been that way with Coira, she reflected. She
had always put her lover first, worried about Ashleigh’s well-being before she
ever thought about her own. Some things never changed, it seemed.


          “I’m
fine, Kathleen,” she assured her. “Thank you. And thank you as well for doing
this for me.”


          “I
would do it again in a heartbeat. You know?”


          “Yes…”



Kathleen wrapped her
arms around her lover’s neck, pulling her close, and hard against her own body.
She knew that there would be no coming back from this now. Her entire life had
just been transformed.


“Ashleigh,” she
murmured. “I love you. Don’t ever leave me again!”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE



 

          


          



 

The day of the barbecue
party dawned warm and sunny. Kathleen woke up safely cradled in Ashleigh’s
embrace, much too early for her liking at the unwelcome sound of Andrew’s voice
yelling for them to get up.


          “Oi,
you two!” He pounded on their door a couple of times. “Stop doing whatever it
is you’re doing, and get down here to help me set up!”


          Kathleen
burst out laughing at the ferocious look she spotted on her partner’s face, and
the way that Ashleigh grunted at their undesirable visitor. She immediately
turned her head the other way, blatantly ignoring him.


          “We are
coming,” Kathleen yelled in reply. “Now go away!”


          She started to slide off the bed.


          “Yep,”
she remarked, stopping to kiss her lover on the cheek, and slap her playfully
on the bum. “Welcome to the mad house, darling.”


          Ashleigh
flashed her an amused smile in reply.


          “Thanks,”
she said. “I do feel right at home.”


To be honest, she was
happy to be anywhere, in any house, mad or otherwise, so long as Kathleen was
in it with her too. 


She got up and went to
open the shutters, flooding their room in brilliant early morning sunshine. Ashleigh
took a deep breath, and she remained still for a few seconds, staring at the beautiful
view of the grounds, and the forest in front of her. She had not had a lot of
time to think or reflect on things since the evening of the regression. A lot
of stuff had started to change right after that. Things had begun to happen
quickly, almost as if by magic. The very next day, Kathleen had taken her into
town to buy her some new clothes of her own.


“No more hand-me-downs
for you, my love,” she declared.


 Andrew had taken her aside one night after
dinner, and hinted at the fact that he needed a full-time person to manage his
stables, look after his horses, and run regular riding lessons for the local
kids.


“What do you think of
that, Ash?” he asked her. “Sound good?”


“Hmm. Yes. You do need
someone to take care of the horses, that’s right,” Ashleigh had replied, a
little suspicious of what he was really asking her.


He had given her a
friendly slap on the shoulder, and shaken her hand enthusiastically.


“Welcome to the team,
mate.”


Andrew had reiterated
his offer to his friend Kathleen as well. There was a job waiting for her at
the centre if she wanted it. 


In the middle of all
this whirlwind, Ashleigh was glad that there had been lots of stolen moments
with her partner to make love, talk, and rest. They had never made a big
announcement, but it was clear that everyone involved, and working at the house
thought that Ashleigh was here to stay. And she herself was desperate not to
leave. She had even stopped wearing the crystal around her neck, as a token of
her commitment to Kathleen. The precious instrument lay in a box inside
Andrew’s safe, never to be touched again, and Ashleigh was almost completely at
peace with that fact. Almost, because the feeling that this was just a truce
was growing ever harder to ignore...


          “Come
join me in the shower,” Kathleen instructed with a teasing smile.


          Ashleigh
pushed the worrying thoughts out of her mind.


          “Be
right there,” she replied, her tone instantly hungry.


          Don’t
worry, she silently urged herself. You’re fine, now. 


The only time when things
were far from perfect were at night, when she slept. She had nightmares, disturbing
and violent ones. She was trying hard to tell herself that they were simply the
result of finding out how Coira had died. But she had never been too good at
denial. There was something else, she knew that for sure. And Innis’s voice
often rang up in her head, just as she was about to drift into sleep. Leave,
now. Before somebody else ends up dead.


          “Are you coming, or what?”


          Ashleigh
walked into the bathroom just in time to witness Kathleen holding her head up
to the jet of water, her eyes closed, slowly flicking droplets out of her long dark
hair. She looked athletic, strong, and yet soft and deliciously feminine at the
same time. Ashleigh gave a soft sigh at the sight of her. I love you, she
thought. Kathleen opened her eyes suddenly, and laughed when she noticed her
standing there, watching her with such a pensive expression on her face. 


          “Hey,
what took you so long?” she grinned. “Get in here.”


          Ashleigh
stepped in, and closed the glass door securely behind her. Kathleen had that
fiery glint in her eyes that made her appear so beautiful. 


          “You look
guilty,” Ashleigh observed. “In a good way.”


          “Really?
Well, I may have something in mind for you,” Kathleen replied with a chuckle. “Would
that be all right?”


          She
stood behind Ashleigh, and started to run the soap all over her shoulders and
back.


          “I
guess I would have to know what your plans are first…”


          Ashleigh
was already struggling not to tremble under Kathleen’s touch. She gave a soft
smile when the woman came to stand in front of her, and started to drag the soap
in slow circles, deliciously all over her breasts.


          “But
then it would no longer be a surprise,” Kathleen whispered. “Would it?”


          She
carried on with the soap, slowly running it down the side of Ashleigh’s hip,
the inside of her left thigh, and between her legs. 


          “If
you keep on doing that to me, we are going to be late,” Ashleigh remarked in a
distracted voice.


          “Think
so?”


          “Guaranteed.”


          She
was standing with her eyes closed, her back against the wall for support.
Kathleen ran her hands over her body, rinsing the soap, and marvelling at the
way that small goose bumps appeared on her lover’s skin everywhere that she
touched her. She knelt in front of her, and softly opened her legs. She kissed
and caressed her there. She rested her cheek against her thigh, enjoying the
slow trembling from the hard muscles her simple touches had generated. She
spotted the heat in Ashleigh’s face, and the way that her lips were parted
slightly in anticipation.


          “You’re
right,” she agreed with a smile. “We are going to be very late.”



 

∞



 

          “Well, Ashleigh appears to be very popular today,” Andrew
remarked a few hours later, late into the afternoon when the party was in full
swing. 


Kathleen threw him an ironic glance, and poked him in the ribs in her
usual way.


          “Yeah,
right,” she replied.


          “What?”
he protested, grinning. “What did I do?”


          “You
knew she would not get a single minute to breathe if you distributed wooden
swords amongst the kids,” Kathleen told him, shaking her head in mock
disapproval. “Look at it! Everybody wants a piece of her.”


          Out
on the front lawn, Ashleigh was clearly the main attraction. The children had
formed a large circle around her, and they all took turns stepping in,
brandishing their toy swords excitedly. Even a few adults had started to join
in. Andrew laughed.


          “Yep.
She is keeping everyone entertained, and happy.”       


          Kathleen’s
expression softened as she watched Ashleigh pretend to get hit, and collapse on
the ground. A couple of kids came forward to prod her, but she did not move. A
handful more stepped forward eagerly. She waited until she had a considerable
crowd assembled around her before springing to her feet again with a big shout.
The children all screamed in delight and fear, jumping and scattering
everywhere. Soon, the tumultuous bunch were back for more. Andrew smiled at the
proud expression on Kathleen’s face.


          “She
is very good with the kids,” he commented.


          “Yes.”
Kathleen smiled. “She is great with them.”


          “And
how are you doing, mate?”


          “I
feel pretty wonderful right now, you know.”


“Good. Have you thought
about my offer?”


“I sure have,” Kathleen
replied. 


Her eyes were shining
with pleasure, and her cheeks looked a little flushed with excitement at the
thought of the future life that now awaited her; in a new country, working in
partnership with her best friend, and with the woman she loved by her side.


“And?” he asked, as if
he had not already guessed the answer.


“And I would love to
stay, Andrew. Thank you. I accept.”


“Excellent!” 


He laughed, and grabbed
her for a heartfelt hug. 


“That is the best news
ever, Kat. At last! Let me go tell the kids it is time for a break now, and
then you, me, and Ash can have a nice cold beer to celebrate.”


The party went on until
late, or extremely early for some. By five o’clock in the morning, only a few
die-hard staff members were still around, and even they eventually drifted off
to bed. Kathleen woke up not long after that on a lawn chair, all wrapped up
around Ashleigh’s body and in her arms. She took a long, deep breath, and a
delighted smile spread slowly over her face.


“Hi,” Ashleigh murmured
against her ear.


“Hey, you. Oh, I am so
stiff…”


Ashleigh giggled at the
clumsy way Kathleen attempted to disentangle herself. She held her a little
tighter, making it harder for her to leave.


“Let me go,” Kathleen
demanded.


Ashleigh shook her
head, grinning.


“No.”


“Let me go, Ash, I need
to stretch.”


          “Fight
me for it.”


          “Oh,
you think I won’t?” Kathleen laughed, her eyes heating up in anticipation.


          “No, I
think you… Ow!” Ashleigh cried in surprise.


          “Now
what were you going to say?” Kathleen giggled.


          A
little smirk spread slowly over Ashleigh’s lips. She had not expected Kathleen
to pinch her arm so hard. She flashed her a dangerous smile, one eyebrow raised
in mischievous challenge. 


          “All
right, then. But I warn you, you will be sorry.”


          She
was finding it hard to keep a straight face, and Kathleen clearly caught the
laughter dancing in her eyes. She leaned into her a little more.


          “Show
me what you can do, tough girl,” she dared her, and she reached out and pinched
her again. 


          “Okay.”
Ashleigh relented, struggling to maintain the serious look on her face. “If this
is what you really want…” 


          She quickly
inserted a hand under her lover’s t-shirt, and began to tickle her ribs. She
was rewarded with Kathleen immediately starting to jump and jerk against her, comically,
a little like a fish on dry land.


          “Don’t!”
she yelled. “No! Ashleigh, stop it!”


          She
was crying with laughter, squirming under her partner’s merciless little touches,
struggling to free herself from her powerful grip.


          “Give
it up then,” Ashleigh advised, laughing as well. “Say I win.”


          “No,
you don’t.”


          “Okay,
then.”


This time, Ashleigh
pinched her, just as hard as Kathleen had done to her earlier. Her girlfriend yelped.
She was still shaking with laughter. She tried to kiss her to distract her, but
Ashleigh would not let her get away so easily. She wrenched her head away
quickly.


“Say I win,” she teased.
“And I will let you…”


But the first one to
give up in the end was the lawn chair. Both of its back legs gave way at the
same time, and the chair suddenly collapsed without warning. Kathleen landed hard
on top of her, as the back of Ashleigh’s head connected heavily with the stone patio
floor underneath.


“Ouch,” she muttered,
wincing. 


She lay motionless on
the ground, staring up at the sky with a slightly dazed expression on her face.
She blinked a couple of times. 


“Man, that hurt…”


“Are you all right?” 


Kathleen was instantly
worried. Ashleigh started to sit up.


“Yes.” She gave a light
shrug. “I’ll live.”


“Let me see.”


“No need, I’m good.”


“Let me have a look,
Ash,” Kathleen insisted.


She knelt behind her
partner to check the back of her head, and was relieved to discover that it was
just a little bump; no blood.


“Okay. You’re fine,”
she confirmed.


Ashleigh rolled her
eyes at her in amusement.


“Told you,” she remarked.



Kathleen nodded,
looking sheepish.


“All right, you did. I
know you won’t break. Just the same, you have to understand that it might be a
little while before I stop worrying about you yet.”


She caught the
questioning look in her lover’s eyes.


“What do you mean? Why?”


Kathleen hesitated.


“Do you ever get the sense
that this is almost too good to be true?” she confessed after a while.


Ashleigh tensed up
immediately. She frowned.


“What? Us?”


“Yes. Us, our lives
suddenly, the way that everything seems to be going so well right now… I know I
should be happy that everything is finally falling into place, and of course, I
am. Yet, I cannot help but feel uncomfortable underneath it all. I know it’s
weird. But does it make any sense to you?”


Ashleigh desperately wanted
it not to. But it was also the exact same way that she had been feeling, and if
Kathleen was experiencing the same thing as well, then there was probably a really
good reason for it.


“Yes, I understand,”
she replied. “I have been a little worried too. I know what you mean. This
feels like a reprieve. Like something dark is gathering strength. When it
comes…”


Ashleigh went silent,
and she turned her head to stare at the forest on the other side of the lawn.
Of course, it made sense. She knew what it was. She had felt this before, and
she remembered. She struggled a little to take a deep breath all of a sudden,
and she lay a hand over her stomach. She had started to feel sick at the
thought of it, and like she might throw up. 


“When it comes?”
Kathleen repeated, alarmed. “When what comes?”


“Them,” Ashleigh
whispered in a cheerless voice. “When they come to harvest me.”


Kathleen’s heart almost
stopped beating inside her chest. Her eyes grew wide in shock.


“But, they won’t,” she
exclaimed. “They can’t do it. Right? Not in this reality. Ash, am I correct?”
Anxiety suddenly made it hard for her to speak. “Tell me, please,” she pleaded.


Ashleigh gave a small
shake of the head, her gaze still lost somewhere over the trees. She thought of
all the veiled messages from her dreams. All the warnings. It was not for lack
of warnings… Leave, now. 


“I don’t know,” she
admitted. 


She stood up. Kathleen
jumped to her feet in front of her, the fingers of both hands coming to wrap
firmly around her wrists. She did not like the sudden expression burning in her
lover’s eyes. She had seen it before. It was reluctance, sadness, fear, and
determination all rolled into one. It could only mean one thing, and it
terrified her.


“Listen to me,
Ashleigh,” she said quickly, a little haltingly. “I know you told me that if I
go with you into a different reality, there will be no way to come back here
into this world. Because of my genetics.”


“Kathleen…”


“I understand that, but
I don’t care, my love. If we need to go somewhere else for you to be safe, then
that is what we’ll do…”


“Kathleen, please,”
Ashleigh interrupted. 


Her voice was heavy,
huskier than usual. 


“Don’t,” she whispered.
“You don’t realise what it’s like to always be on the run. To leave your home
behind forever. And the people you love. I could never ask that of you.”


“Let me finish,”
Kathleen insisted. “I mean it, Ash. I am in love with you, and I will follow
you anywhere you go. You don’t need to ask; I am telling you.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO



 

 



 


 

Only a few days later, Ashleigh
found herself on her own for once, working in the stables. Kathleen was due to
come and join her later, and bring her lunch. Ashleigh knew that she was still
worried, still concerned that her lover might bolt one day, and leave her far
behind. Don’t ever leave me again! She shook her head, disturbed, as she
remembered that it was what Kathleen had blurted out to her so anxiously right
after coming out of her regression session. 


“But she was wrong,” Ashleigh
reflected, as she stood slowly stroking her horse’s mane. “I did not leave. I
caused them all to die.”


Now, perhaps that was
exactly what she needed to do in this new reality. Leave, before it was all too
late, and someone died. Learn her lesson for once. She threw a reluctant glance
toward her sword, in the new scabbard that she kept on a shelf at the back of
the room. She thought about her crystal, still securely tucked inside Andrew’s
safe. She thought about simply running. Running, and never looking back, the
way that the old man had told her to. She knew that Kathleen would despise her
for it. I will follow you anywhere you go… 


“But if you follow me,
you will get hurt,” Ashleigh concluded.


It was becoming clearer
and clearer inside her head. The dreams, Innis’s words always ringing at the
back of her mind, and the constant warning feeling in her heart that the longer
she waited, the more devastating the consequences would be. I have to go, she
thought grimly. I have to leave, now, before she or Andrew get hurt; or
worse.


She heard some noise
behind her.


“I will be right there,
Kathleen.”


She stepped out of the
horse’s stall, determined to have this dreaded conversation with her partner.
She walked to the aisle, surprised to see that no one was there.


“Kathleen?” she called.



A shadow moved across
the courtyard, and Ashleigh shrugged. Her girlfriend probably just wanted to
eat outside in the sunshine. She took her working gloves off, and started
walking in that direction. She was surprised to find Andrew waiting for her
there.


“Hey, Andrew,” she
greeted him with a smile. “Kathleen should be here soon. Care to join us for
lunch?”


But when he stepped out
of the shadows, it immediately dawned on her that lunch was probably the last
thing on his mind. His face was covered in blood. His right eye was swollen
shut, and his glasses were missing. There was a nasty cut on his forehead that
looked deep, and extremely painful. He had blood all over his hands. His arms… Ashleigh
realised that he had been cut. She rushed to his side, and she was just in time
to catch him before he collapsed half-conscious into her arms.


“Andrew,” she exclaimed.
“What happened?”


          Now
that she was close enough, she could see the marks on him. Someone had taken a sharp
blade to his forearms, and dragged long cuts all over the skin. Deep enough to
hurt like hell, and bleed a lot, but not deep enough to kill. Yet. This was a
message to her, an advance warning of something much nastier to come. Ashleigh
quickly glanced back toward the scabbard resting on the shelf. 


          “I
need to get my sword,” she whispered. “Can you walk with me? Andrew? Can you
hear me?”


          He
gave a sudden whimper, his only remaining good eye open wide in shock, and fixed
on something behind her back. She threw an urgent, apprehensive glance in that
direction, but saw absolutely nothing.


          “I’m
sorry, Ash,” he whispered. “Kat… I am so sorry…”


          Ashleigh’s
blood turned to ice in her veins.


          “What
do you mean, Andrew?” she pushed him. “Where is Kathleen? Is she all right?
Talk to me, please!” 


          But
before her exhausted friend could reply, someone started laughing behind her.
Ashleigh felt her heart sink. She knew that laugh. She recognised that voice.
To her, it meant only one thing: death.


          “Well,
hello little one. It has been a while. I am glad to finally see you again.”


          Ashleigh
turned around slowly, still supporting most of Andrew’s weight against her body.
Her legs shook at the sight of Kathleen surrounded by two powerful, threatening
figures, and the one man who had kept her on the run for most of her life. She
allowed Andrew to rest on the floor, gently letting him slide down against her
leg.


          “Bet
you are surprised to see me here, uh?” he continued in a mocking voice. “Jumping
realities like that… That is cheating as far as I’m concerned. Although it has
added a few powerful moments to your wretched little life, and I am sure that someone
will pay a good price for those memories of yours.”


          “Let
her leave,” Ashleigh muttered. “I will come with you, but just let her go.”


          “No!”
Kathleen yelled. She sounded terrified. “Ashleigh, do not let them take you!”


          One
of the men turned, and hit her hard across the mouth.


          “Shut
up.”


          Kathleen
doubled over in pain. She went quiet.


          “No
doubt you wish you had not let go of this now, uh?” the man continued, dangling
Ashleigh’s crystal tantalisingly in front of her eyes. “Your friend was a
little reluctant to talk about it at first, despite what we did to him, but
when we threatened to cut the woman’s throat he gladly opened up his little
safe for us.”


          He
slipped the crystal around his own neck, and took a couple of easy steps toward
Ashleigh.


          “Now,
don’t you get any stupid ideas,” he warned her. “If you make a single move, if
you try anything, she dies. And it will not be quick, I guarantee you.”


          “I
said I will go with you. So, release her; now,” Ashleigh ordered him in a slow,
threatening voice.


          “Oh,
you will come with us all right,” he replied, sounding amused. “But first,
let’s be polite, and let me introduce myself. 
Do you know who I am?”


          “You
are one of them. A disgusting little soldier who has been tracking me all my
life, and killing my people,” she answered, her voice trembling with barely
contained fury.


          He
let out a dark chuckle, loaded with contempt.


          “You
are only partly right. My name is Goleyn. I was one of the programme people, yes.
One of their soldiers, but only at first. When we came to harvest your old man,
and you eluded us, I lost my one and only opportunity to move up through the
ranks. You’ve cost me my career. My life!”


          “I cost
you nothing,” she spat. “You killed him. You killed my family!”


          “Yes,
of course!” He looked amazed that she would even mention it. “Are you stupid? I
was after revenge. Of course, I killed them. And enjoyed every second of doing
it.”


He took another
dangerous step closer, and Ashleigh noticed that his men were laughing. She
locked eyes with Kathleen, and spotted blood running from her nose and mouth. Go,
she thought intently. Run, and don’t look back! But Kathleen did not
move, and the man who called himself Goleyn continued, staring at her in deeply
felt anger.


“For your information,
I am the only one who has been hunting you all these years. The programme
engineers wrote you off a long time ago, but I was damned if I was going to let
you get away. I allowed you to live for a while, to collect some memories. Now
I am finally going to get what I need from you, and conclude this pathetic
little adventure of yours.” He sneered. “But not before we have a little fun
together.”


          Ashleigh
had been staring at her lover, and she was caught off guard when he suddenly punched
her in the face, hard enough to make her lose her balance. She landed on her
knees, and before she could react he kicked her in the head, twice. Leather
boots, metal caps. Blood gushed out of the right side of her head. It felt to
her as if her right eye had exploded. On her hands and knees, she tried to see
through it, and recover. Where was Andrew? 


If he remembers my
sword…


          “I
was ridiculed because of you! ‘The big Time Lord who let a little girl slip
through his fingers’, they called me.”


          Another
blow landed on Ashleigh, this time against her ribs. She felt something crack
on the inside, and she could not help but cry out in pain. She rolled onto her
side, and raised her legs, trying to protect herself as best she could. But
when he realised what she was doing he simply knelt down next to her, and
punched her in the face again. 


          “By
the time I am done with you, you will be begging me to forget, I promise,” he
assured her.


          His
fist crashed against the side of her jaw. He grabbed a handful of her hair, and
smashed her head against the ground. Ashleigh experienced a metallic taste at
the back of her throat, and her vision blurred. She spat out blood onto the
ground. She knew that she would not last very long if he kept on hitting her
like this. Fortunately, it seemed as if he truly wanted to take his time. He
released her, and stood up to wipe her blood from his hands. He turned his back
on her. An image of her brother Matthias flashed in front of Ashleigh’s eyes.
He had taught her how to fight, the hard way, by beating her up until she
figured out how to give back twice as hard. 


You are a good fighter.
Get up. 


Ashleigh rolled over
onto her knees, coughing more blood onto the ground. 


          “What,
you think it’s over?” he shouted at her from across the yard. “You think that’s
all I’ve got to give?”


          She
shook her head.


          “What?
I can’t hear you!”


          He ran
back to grab her by the throat, and he stared into her eyes in absolute rage.
He was literally foaming at the mouth, and she felt drops of it landing on her
cheek as he shook her a little harder.


          “Speak.”


          “No,”
Ashleigh murmured.


          “What
was that?”


          He
leaned over a little more. He was too confident, and now he was close enough
for her to strike back. Quick as lightning, she punched him in the throat, and
jerked back sharply to avoid his reaction. She scrambled to her feet. Head a
little fuzzy, hard to stand up. But if she could get the other two guys
involved into fighting her as well, then Kathleen and Andrew would have a
chance to escape. As she stood staring at him, a profound disgust, and hatred
for everything that he was and represented in her world suddenly flooded her
chest.


          “Come
on, then,” she yelled. “Let’s have some fun!”


          Screaming
in anger, he threw himself at her. This was all about ducking and diving now, Ashleigh
realised. She was feeling too weak to do anything else, and slide in a good
blow here and there whenever she could. But if she could give herself enough time
to recover, she stood a good chance too. It was only three of them, after all.
She turned her body, and raised her knee at the same time, getting him neatly
in the mouth. He went crashing with a loud thump.


          “Get
her!” he barked.


          This
was her chance.


          “Kathleen,
run!” she screamed, as the two guys left her side to come at her.


          She
got one down with a well-aimed kick to the head. The other one managed to grab
her arm, and hold her in place. She saw his fist pull back in preparation for a
lethal punch, but he was too slow. She ducked, turned, swept her right leg
under his. He fell backward heavily. Keep going, Ashleigh told herself.
You can do this. 


Out of the corner of
her eye, she spotted the first guy, Goleyn; he was her biggest worry, and approaching
fast. Distracted by the sight of him, she almost missed one of his friends
coming back at her. She jumped out of his way, barely fast enough to avoid
another hit. 


          “I
said, GET HER, MEN!” 


          She
faced them both at the same time, wondering how long she could keep this going.
She managed to deflect another punch, and dropped to the ground quickly enough
to escape a destructive kick. Up again, she punched her opponent as hard as she
could, and spotted one of his front teeth flying out of his mouth. 


Good. I hope it hurts
the way you hurt Kathleen, she raged. 


She never saw Goleyn
coming. Her nemesis had found the shovel that she had used earlier to clean the
stalls. He swung it at the back of her head with enough force to kill her. If
his aim had been accurate, he probably would have done so. As it was, she moved
at the very last second, and the full force of the blow was deflected. All the
same, Ashleigh went down hard. For a few seconds, everything turned black... 


Then someone threw a
bucket of cold water over her head.


          “Wake
up, little girl.”


She coughed, and
vomited fresh blood onto the ground. When she regained her senses a little more
fully, she realised that her hands had been tied behind her back, and as if it
were not enough, the two guys were holding her down as well. The first one was
gripping the back of her neck in his hand. His knee was pressed against her
back, causing Ashleigh’s broken rib to hurt like hell. The second guy was
sitting on her legs, and he was wise to be doing so. Even in the state that she
was in, if she had managed to free herself she could have killed him with a single
kick. 


          “So
now… The time has come for the harvest.”


          Ashleigh
started to hyperventilate as the one called Goleyn suddenly reappeared in her
field of vision.


          “Can
you see?”


          He
was waving the needle in front of her eyes.


“Can you see it?”


          The
only two times that she had seen one of those it had been from a distance, and
even then, the thing had looked terrifying. Now, she realised that it was not
as thin as she remembered. And the end of it was blunt, not sharp. As he
brought it closer to her face, grinning, she flinched in response. She
struggled to pull back.


          “Don’t
move.”


The first guy slammed
his hand against her cheek, stopping her from moving her head. She could hardly
breathe now. She tried to remain still, because she knew that if she fought against
them it would probably only entice him to take his time, and hurt her even
more.


          “Easy
now,” he murmured. 


          He
knelt in front of her.


          “Harvest
time, little girl…”


She felt the blunt end
of the probe settle against the side of her face, and her entire body shuddered
in reaction. Had the others managed to escape? Kathleen, she thought
desperately. Get away from here, go!


“Ready,” one of the men
said. 


Ashleigh could not help
but jerk in pain as she felt the dreaded needle start to press against her
eyeball. He slipped, and muttered under his breath.


“Hold her down. Better
than this!”


Jacob! Jacob, help me! 


She told herself that
if she was going to go down this way, if this really was the end for her, then
she could handle it just fine. She would not give them the satisfaction of
hearing her scream, or beg. Don’t think about what he is doing to you. Do not
think about the pain… 


She tried to close her
eyes, but his fingers got in the way.


“Keep her eye open,”
one of the men instructed.


Ashleigh sucked in a
painful breath, and then several things happened in quick succession. There was
a whipping, lashing sound in the air, and suddenly the pressure against her
back disappeared. Another slashing noise, and her legs went free. A
blood-curdling shriek sliced through the air, and she felt the needle drop
against her cheek. She realised that nothing was holding her down anymore, and
she rolled to the side just in time to see the thick, heavy metal blade pierce
the middle of his chest. She discovered then who the hair-raising howl belonged
to. 


“No!” Kathleen screamed
again, as she plunged her lover’s sword into the man’s body.


Ashleigh saw his eyes
widen in shock, and his lips move in a silent yell. Dark blood poured out of his
mouth like vomit. On his knees, he stared unseeingly up at the sky. But
Kathleen was not done with him, not yet, and she pushed the blade in deeper,
all the way to the handle. She felt it crush his bones, and she twisted it the
way she remembered Ashleigh had advised Andrew to do, that morning on the lawn
during their first training session together. She felt her enemy die as an
extension of her own body. It felt divine to her then. And when she pulled the
sword out of his chest, she still slammed the cutting edge of it down over his skull
a few more times, screaming in fear and in anger.


“Kathleen. Kathleen, stop
it. He’s dead. Kathleen, he’s dead, stop!”


It was Ashleigh’s voice
that finally brought her back to her senses. Time had seemed to slow down for
her before, and now everything accelerated back to normal. She relaxed her
fingers on the handle. She let go of the sword, and it dropped onto the ground
with a sharp metallic sound. Ashleigh quickly glanced over at Andrew. 


Her friend had fallen
down again, after effectively killing both of her assailants with a few well-aimed
strikes of one of his expensive golf clubs. He was barely conscious now, struggling,
but he flashed her a weak smile when he saw her looking.


“All good, mate,” he
sighed. “All good…”


“Ash, are you okay?”


Kathleen’s fingers were
shaking so badly that it took her several attempts before she could untie her
lover’s wrists.


“Ashleigh, are you all
right? Talk to me,” she said with ever increasing anxiety, as she leaned over
her back and battled with the sticky tape they had used to bind her hands.


“I’m all right. I’m
fine. Are you hurt?”


“No. Don’t worry about
me.”


Ashleigh was still too
shocked to say much else. As soon as she was able to do it, she grabbed a hold
of Kathleen, and pulled her into her arms.


“It’s over,” she
whispered. She could feel how badly the other woman was shaking against her,
despite her claims that she was okay. “I love you. It’s over. It’s over...”
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“Carrot cake?”


“Check.”


          “Rabbit stew?”


          “In the oven.”


          “Several bottles of Andrew’s best wine,
from the hidden cellar he thinks I do not have a key to?” Kathleen added, with
a mischievous smile dancing on her lips.


          Ashleigh stared at the five dusty
bottles already lined up on the table. She grinned.


          “It is only the three of us, you
know,” she remarked. “Or have you invited a few more guests I don’t know
about?”


          Kathleen gave a small laugh as she
came to rest her arms softly around her neck.


          “No, it is just for us. But since Matt
can’t stay for dinner tonight, and as he volunteered to go pick up Andrew from
the hospital, and bring him back, I thought I would give him a couple of
bottles to take away.”


          “Still, that is a lot of wine.”


          Kathleen responded with a happy shrug.


          “I am planning on staying up all night
tonight, to spend some very slow, and very nice quality time with my two
favourite people in the entire world. In all the worlds, in fact,” she added,
laughing.


          Ashleigh smiled, and she kissed her.


          “I love you, Kathleen.”


          “I love you too.”


          It had only been a week since ‘the
incident’, as everyone had learnt to call it at the house. The police had not been
called, and no official version of events had been given. Andrew was whisked
off to the hospital in a private ambulance; Kathleen had gone with him, and Ashleigh
had stayed behind on her own to take care of things. She had insisted on it.
After her two friends were gone, she had returned to the stables, and retrieved
her precious crystal off the dead harvester’s neck. She had burned his body,
and that of his two mates; broken the probe into tiny pieces, and flushed them
down the drain. She had worked quickly and efficiently, and not let it get to
her. Then, she had cleaned the blood off her sword, and stashed it inside the
tack room once again. The tachyon crystal had gone back into the safe. Ashleigh’s
travelling days were over. 


That night, when Kathleen had come back to the
house, she had found her lying unconscious on the couch, alone in Andrew’s
office. Ashleigh was holding onto her side, and her breathing sounded a little laboured,
difficult. There were a number of cuts and dark bruises all over her face. Tears
welled up in Kathleen’s eyes at the sight of her like this, looking so
vulnerable and defenceless. She knelt by the side of the sofa, and wrapped her
fingers around her wrist.  


          “Ash?” she murmured. “Can you hear
me?”


          Ashleigh started awake, jerking
forward in instant panic.


          “Hey, hey. It’s okay,” Kathleen
reassured her. “Sshhh. It’s okay. It’s just me, baby.” 


It seemed to take a second or two before Ashleigh
could focus on her face. When she did, pleasure, and relief at the sight of Kathleen
flashed across her eyes. She lay back down.


          “Hey,” she sighed. 


          “Hey yourself. How are you feeling?”


          “Andrew? How is he?”


          Kathleen was quick to smile, despite
her earlier concerns about him. 


          “Serious, but he’s going to be okay. He
is in very good hands at the hospital. He said to tell you hello, and not to
worry about him.”


          Ashleigh looked relieved.


          “All right,” she whispered. “And you?”


          “I’m fine,” Kathleen replied. “Just
worried about you, Ash.”


          Ashleigh closed her eyes for a brief instant
before meeting her gaze once more. She flashed her partner a gentle smile, and
reminded her that there was no need.


          “You know I always pull through in the
end. Right?” 


          Kathleen gave a small shake of the
head. She returned the smile, but she was still feeling unsettled.


“Are you sure you don’t need to see a doctor?” she insisted.
“On top of all the rest, you have a broken rib. And maybe some internal
bleeding as well. I don’t think you realise how serious this is.”


          “Kathleen, I am sure,” Ashleigh
repeated. “Just tired.”


          Kathleen lay a gentle kiss against her
forehead, unwilling to touch her lips for fear of reopening a couple of nasty
cuts. Ashleigh’s skin was incandescent, and Kathleen leaned back in alarm at
the blazing fever she could feel burning in her.


          “Ash, come on. You are boiling hot!”
she argued.


          “Don’t worry. It’s the healing process.”


          “Don’t play tough girls with me, babe.”


          “I am not… I promise.” 


All the blood vessels in Ashleigh’s left eye had
burst. It looked painful, and raw, swimming in blood like this. Again, Kathleen
struggled not to cry at the sight. She asked once more.


“Are you absolutely certain? No doctor; you’re
sure?”


          “Yes. I will be okay in the morning.
Trust me.”


          “Is there anything I can do to help?”


          A weak smile spread across Ashleigh’s
lips. She also was not too far off tears. Still in shock over what had happened.
Hurting a lot more than she cared to admit. And way too exhausted for words. 


          “Stay with me?” she asked.


          “Of course. Nothing in the whole world
I’d rather do.”


          Kathleen lay on her side, nice and
snug behind her lover. She wrapped her arms around her shoulders, and pulled
her deeper with her into the pillows.


          “How’s that?” she asked. “Better?”


Ashleigh sank into her arms. Struggling even more,
and yet, instantly better all at once.


          “Yes. I missed you,” she mumbled. “I’m
glad you’re back.”


          “Good. I missed you too, Ash. You rest
now, okay?”


          “Okay…” 


          Ashleigh closed her eyes, and fell
asleep immediately. It took Kathleen a lot longer to join her that night. She
realised how close she had come to losing her. Again. She stayed awake until
the early hours, listening to her breathing, holding her safely. But she should
not have worried so. Ashleigh was right. The very next morning, the fever was
gone, her eye looked better, and since then she had been going from strength to
strength.


          “Here they come,” Kathleen announced brightly
now, as she heard a car park in front of the house.


          Ashleigh held the door open for her injured
friend as Kathleen ran out to give Matt his two bottles of wine. The Royal
Marine was the only one at the house who had dared to question them. 


          “Shady characters from your
girlfriend’s past, uh?” he had quizzed Kathleen, the very next morning
following the event. “Just showed up like that, and decided to cause trouble?
You know, Andrew looked just like Frankenstein last night, when I went to see
him at the hospital. And as for Ashleigh, well; let’s not even go there. It doesn’t
add up, Kat.”


          But she had stuck to her story, and so
had Ashleigh and Andrew. It was the truth after all, if only a very small
portion. Eventually, Matt had given up, but he had made her promise that if
either of them ever needed help in the future they would never hesitate to ask.
Kathleen had been touched by his heartfelt words.


          “Sure you can’t stay for dinner
tonight?” she asked him.


          “Yep. Sorry. Got a hot date with my
future Mrs.”


          “Well, don’t forget to bring her round
soon, okay?” 


          “Will do, mate. You guys have a good
night. And thanks for the wine,” he added with a wink. “Does Andrew know you
are making a donation?”


          Andrew was grumbling about that very
subject as he walked inside his house for the first time in a whole week, hobbling
slowly on one foot, struggling with a broken leg, and a plaster that he
declared was way too tight and bloody uncomfortable.


          “And can you believe she just goes and
does that to me, eh?” he complained to Ashleigh as he proudly refused her help
to limp into his study. “Giving away priceless bottles of my best wine without
even asking?”


          “Just wait until you see what she’s done
to your place.”


          He stared at her with genuine alarm.


          “What?” he exclaimed. “You let her go
in there and decorate?”


          “Nah,” Ashleigh chuckled. “I am only
joking.”


          “Thank the heavens for that.”


          She gave him a warm smile, and she waited
until he was settled on his couch, with a few cushions to support his injured
back, to kneel in front of him.


          “Andrew, I am sorry,” she said.


          He had lost an eye. The rest would
heal eventually, bruises, cuts, broken bones, and hopefully the painful
memories would fade too. But she could never repay him fully for what he had done
for her.


          “You saved my life. And Kathleen’s as
well. I owe you more than…”


          He stopped her with a single look.


          “Listen to me, mate,” he said. “I am
only going to tell you this once, because we are only going to have this
conversation once, okay?”


          Ashleigh nodded. She remained quiet. Andrew
flashed her a proud, fierce smile in return.


          “I would do it again,” he declared. “For
you, my friend; and for her as well. I would not hesitate. This,” he pointed to
his right eye. “This is a small price to pay to have you both here now. Safe,
sound, and happy. You understand.”


          He reminded her a little of Matthias
just then; a little stern, talking tough, and yet she could sense the deep
emotion he could not quite keep from his voice. She leaned forward to kiss him
on the cheek. 


          “I understand.”


          Andrew was clearly not one for prolonged
emotional reunions, but he looked pleased, and he clasped her hand warmly in
his for a second longer.


          “Good,” he declared. 


          And then he waved her off with a grin.



“Now, wipe this mushy look off your face, and go get
me a glass of wine before Kathleen gives it all away,” he instructed. “What’s
for dinner?”


          “Your favourites. I hope you’re
hungry.”


          He appeared touched that they had
thought to do this.


          “Thank you, my friends. It is great to
be home.”



 

∞



 

          Later on that night, the two women
snuggled up under a blanket in front of the fire. Kathleen stared softly at her
partner’s profile. She was glad to see that the last of her bruises had finally
faded completely. Andrew had joked that his broken ribs would take a lot longer
to heal than the three days hers are taken. Other than that, they had not
mentioned the incident again, even between themselves, and Kathleen was glad of
the fact. She was ready to put it all behind her.


          “What’s on your mind?” Ashleigh asked her
when she spotted the thoughtful look in her lover’s eyes.


          “I was just thinking how glad I am
that this is all over.”


          “Yes.” 


          Ashleigh had no real way to know this
for sure, obviously, but she trusted her instincts. And the nightmares had
stopped as well. The last time that she had dreamt of Innis, it had been a
simple image of her smiling, looking at peace.          


          “It is over now,” she confirmed. “For
good.”


          “And for us, it is just the beginning.”


          Ashleigh nodded.


          “That’s right.” She smiled. “Come on,
give me your hand.”


          She rested Kathleen’s palm against her
chest.


          “Now, you do the same with me.”


          Kathleen took her fingers, and kissed
her knuckles. She returned the smile as she pressed Ashleigh’s hand securely over
her own heart.


          “I love you,” she whispered.


          “And I am yours. For always.”


          Kathleen let out a soft sigh. She stared
deeply into her lover’s eyes. After all this time, she thought. Now,
finally, I can say those words back to her. She leaned over to kiss her
lips, and brush her fingers through her hair.


          “I am yours, and you are mine,” she
promised. “For always.”
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Heart-warming love story full of intrigue, suspense, and a touch of terror. I
want a follow-up book!”



 

STRONG



 

“Raw and heart-stopping
action in Afghanistan. As a Marine, the main character deals with the stress of
battles and loss. Great story.”



 


 

ASHAKAAN



 

“What a fantastic book! I
love a good Sci-Fi adventure with a strong female lead who can kick butt, outsmart
the bad guys but not totally, and fall in love."



 


 

FELUCCA DREAMS



 

“Excellent writing! Awesome
love story! The sensuality between the characters is palpable. Natalie
Debrabandere keeps hitting hit out of the park!”
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