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Chapter 1
The Morning Of
Naked, except for a tattered woolen blanket, she shivered. Dying ash encrusted embers were all that remained of the fire. Her heavy lids fought to stay open as the haze of what she assumed was sleep slowly lessened. Realization slapped at a foggy mind as Eve forced herself to look around. This was not her house--not her fireplace.
"I must be dreaming," Eve murmured as she rubbed her eyes and fought to sit up.
Her legs tingled with thousands of invisible pins and needles. Her body ached with cold stiffness. Her mind reeled. How had she come to be lying in such a curious position, on a hard packed dirt floor? In a house--a house she didn't even recognize.
Eve's vision adjusted, and she noticed a small stack of kindling by the hearth. She reached with trembling hands and managed after long moments to stir the dying embers, gingerly coaxing them into tenuous flames. She fed the coals slowly. The smell of wood burning mingled with a twinge of something sweet that nagged at the fringes of Eve's awareness. The syrupy taste that lingered in her mouth was indistinguishable, but quickly she let it go. There were more important things to consider. The fire flickered. A warning flashed in her mind. Too late to reconsider her hasty action in building a fire. She wondered how long it might be until someone came to investigate. Questions closed in on her. Where was she? How did she get here? Her wrists ached all the way to the bone. She held her hands closer to the pathetic excuse for a fire and stared in disbelief at the reddened torn skin, mingled shades of blue and green that encircled both wrists.
This looks like. … No it can't be. … Rope burns? Was I restrained? Or worse? What's going on?
Normally manicured fingernails were split and cracked, and encrusted with filth. The palms of her hands were callused and rough. Her knees were bruised and scraped. She ran her hands down her shins, dried blood flaked away as she rubbed the feeling back into her legs and feet--feet that did not look like her own. Her always smoothly shaven legs were covered with fine blondish hairs that could only have been from months of growth. It didn't seem to her that she'd been sexually assaulted, but she was naked.
Frantically, Eve scanned the room. There wasn't even a switch on the wall. Where the hell was she?
The room itself was small and dark except for the flicker of the low fire in the hearth, which was doing little to light the room and more to cast huge shadows around it. There was only a single window that looked to be boarded up or heavily shuttered. Eve willed an uncooperative body to move. She pulled the blanket around her tightly, dragging herself to unsteady feet with a groan that did not do justice to the great effort of mind and muscle it took to just stand. She stepped awkwardly toward the window. The dead feeling in her legs subsided as she moved across the room. No light shone through the boards, not even from between the cracks. She wondered if it was dark outside. In the glow of the fire, she searched for something, anything recognizable. There was a small table made of dark, crudely fashioned planks.
On it sat a short, thick candle made of a deep, golden wax. On the floor across the small room, almost in the corner, was a shadowed bundle. It seemed familiar. Where had she seen it before? Her head hurt. The smell from the fire struck her as odd as she moved toward the only thing that sparked her memory. But something stopped her before she could reach the shadowy bundle. Eve found herself staring into the fire. The warmth of it was now beginning to fill the room, and she let it wash over her. The unseen waves of heat warmed her near naked body.
I'd be warmer if I had my clothes. Where are they? For that matter, wheream I?
Everything grew foggy then blurred as all these questions, and more, swirled around her dulled brain. She felt queasy. The throbbing in her head made her dizzy. Weakness swept over her followed by a tremor of terror.
This isn't right. None of this is right.
Her heart pounded in her chest. Its heavy beat rang in her ears." Alright, Eve, get a grip," she muttered. But even her own name felt tainted. "Close your eyes and this will go away."
As her eyes closed, fragmented remembrances flooded her mind; flashing vivid images of a violent sea, the rocking motions of being aboard ship, the smell of salt air, a crack of lightning, a man with golden eyes, a pointing finger attached to a tattooed hand, and then the taste of licorice.
I've got to be dreaming! Think, Eve. Yes, your name is Eve--Eve McCormick. You live in Los Angeles. Think! This is not your house, and by the looks of this place it is not like any house you've ever seen.
Eve opened her eyes in the vain hope that she would see a pristine white ceiling, but one look at the roof made it clear none of this nightmare had gone away. The ceiling was thatched, the walls were wood planking with something stuffed between each joint.
I must still be dreaming--dreaming of waking up from a dream, so none of this is real. Please, God, tell me none of this is real!
She waited. God didn't answer. "Damnit… you're a scientist, act like one! Maybe it's a lucid dream. What did that last book I read say again? If you're aware on a conscious level that you're dreaming, it is important to remember that you have control. Yea. Right! Control. So, if this is a dream, all I have to do is wake myself up." The blanket was still draped over her shoulders. She closed her eyes and chanted in a low voice.
"Eve, wake up! Eve, wake up, you're dreaming."
The internal shout rang in her ears and at that moment there was a tugging sensation, like a fishing line pulled at her navel. The tugging became stronger and stronger. She could feel herself moving forward toward the fire. Its heat grew hotter on her skin. There was a stabbing, burning pain in her right shoulder, as if a hot poker had drilled through to her back.
****
Eve's eyelids shot open. She was breathless. With blurred vision and a groggy mind, she focused on the clock. Five-thirty a.m. Relief washed over her as she gripped the flannel sheets and down comforter for security. Her great grandma's antique wardrobe stood across the room. In the distance through the open window, the sky grew lighter. Her cat, Cosmo, stretched and walked over her chest as though she were part of the bed instead of his companion. Then he jumped to the floor and meowed as he looked over his shoulder at her. Eve threw back the covers to the chill of morning air. Cosmo yowled. She knew what he was thinking.
If she is up, that means food. Come on, feed me!
The floor was cool beneath her feet. She reached for her robe and for an instant there seemed to be bruises and torn skin at her wrists. Eve blinked in disbelief. When she opened them again there were no marks, but she felt a very strong tingling sensation. No marks, no bruises, no calluses or broken nails. Her recently manicured nails glistened in the dawn light with the shiny, clear polish that lay over ten white French tips.
She pulled on her robe and stepped into the warm slippers at the foot of her queen-sized bed.
"That was a weird dream, Coz! I need to write this one down."
Eve descended the steps to the kitchen still a bit shaken. As the cat sat at his dish impatiently waiting for his breakfast, Eve reached for the coffee pot. "Coz, you'll have to hold on." She patted his head.
I need coffee--strong, hot, coffee. I won't be going back to sleep after… that.
After setting up the coffee maker, she opened a can of cat food. The sound alone sent Coz into impatient meows as though he hadn't been fed in days. She grinned as she filled his bowl.
"Always starving, aren't you?"
While the coffee was brewing, she went to find her journal. Scanning the living room, she saw it on the table. Eve sat in her favorite chair with pen in hand.
How am I going to explain this one? I dreamed of waking up from a dream, in a house I did not recognize, and was obviously in another century. I was naked and had rope burns on my wrists.
She looked down at her wrists, absent-mindedly letting her fingers stroke the areas that were still tingling.
"Nope, no rope burns here," she mumbled a reassurance.
Then Eve began to record everything she remembered. Still feeling disturbed by the images left swimming around in her mind, she didn't even hear the coffee pot sputter its completion. She wrote page after page. The dream seemed so real, she thought, making one final note at the bottom of the page.
Lucid dreaming? Analyze this one!
Eve closed the journal and headed for the coffee pot. Coz wrapped himself between her legs almost toppling her to the kitchen floor. She reached down, picked him up, scratched his chin then let him sit on the counter.
She poured her coffee and added just enough cream to turn the contents of the cup the perfect shade of beige.
Gazing off into space, Eve finished the first cup of coffee with vivid pictures sweeping through her mind: a wild ocean, amber eyes, flashes of lighting and the taste of licorice. Then she realized the sun was completely up.
She poured her next cup and headed for the shower. The hot, steamy bathroom left the mirror clouded--a sure sign she'd not been the good, drought-conscious Southern Californian today.
Eve opened the door in time to hear the alarm clock sounding in the bedroom upstairs. She trotted up the steps. She wasn't one who heard the alarm clock on the first ring, and usually not even the second. The snooze bar would be getting a much needed break this morning. Since Eve was up early, she decided she might as well get to work. With the clock silenced, her attention was drawn to the door of its audiocassette side. It was open. The tape inside was one that a research partner had given her. Eve flipped the door closed.
I don't remember using this. Coz must've bumped it.
She stepped into sweats, threw a tee-shirt over her head, and walked across the hall to her office. Eve considered it more of a sanctuary. She flipped on the computer and lit a candle with a smile on her face.
As a clinical hypnotherapist doing research and running a private practice, Eve did a great deal of work online. Her time was her own and that was a freedom that not many people enjoyed. She grinned knowing that she could never have had this kind of flexibility in a nine-to-five. The project's grant would expire in several months, so she had cut her clinic time to two days a week. This left lots of time to write the research papers, correlate the data and run the online support group that kept her private practice alive.
She sat at her desk. A flash of light caught her eye, and the vivid images from that morning once again flooded her memory. She wondered at this dream, questioned its meaning, whether it had one at all. Could it have been the flicker of a past experience, or maybe a strange premonition? For as long as she could remember, a good number of her dreams had been prophetic in nature.
Five years ago, she had dreamt of the research project, and within a month she had assembled a team and submitted the necessary grant proposals. On the other hand, maybe what happened meant nothing at all. With a strained, conscious effort, Eve pushed the memory out of her mind.
She savored her coffee as the computer booted up. Cosmo made himself comfortable on top of the monitor. His pale orange-ringed tail slowly swayed from side-to-side then hung in the center of the screen.
"Coz, would you like to get your tail out of the way?" Eve chided as she lifted his tail and tucked it around him. She could only hope it would stay where she'd put it. Responding to e-mail was always the start of her work day. She just never knew who was going to be interested in her work. The requests for information about the project had primarily come from the United States; however, she'd been concentrating the web site's advertising to target the United Kingdom in hopes of expanding the diversity of the participants.
"Well, Coz, it looks like a good day. The bulk is from the U.K. The new search engine submissions seem to be working."
Eve responded to the e-mails sending the standard forms that would need to be completed with an explanation of the project. She figured that out of twenty requests for information the research team would probably end up with five good candidates--maybe less. When enough interest was generated, a trip overseas would be scheduled. Her spirits lifted at the thought.
She clicked the icon that opened her computer journal and made a few notes. This was a daily habit she had started along with the project. After thousands of hypnotic past life regressions, the group was much closer to an explanation now than at the start of the project five years ago.
Things were different then. Eve had just finished her degree. She and David were still together. She was sure then that it would be easy to prove that past life experiences were just an alternative way for the subconscious mind to deal with everyday life. However, the group had actually confirmed the existence of about fifteen percent of the regressions completed to date. That was an astounding number. The work was always interesting, but lately it was becoming more and more exciting. The confirmations were founded in facts: names, dates, locations, birth and death records. These had all repeatedly verified the experiences in a significant number of the participants. The work was profound, there was no doubt about that. Integration of the past life experience was now a big part of the work. While it was unnecessary for the project's success, it seemed to clearly help the clients, giving them insights into their daily lives. With her notes in order, she did a quick review.
"There seems to be a common thread between the subjects' present life situations and what comes forward during the regressions. Sometimes it seems as if the subconscious mind is accessing a huge database of lifetimes, and other times the information that comes out is vague and symbolic.
I don't foresee any major problems with our funding being extended, not the grants anyway. Just in case, we should start working on the funding process next month."
She glanced at the clock. It was almost ten and there was just enough time to grab another cup of coffee before she had to get dressed. She walked down the steps to the kitchen and poured the last of the day's caffeine, then stroked the cat. Coz seemed to think she was going to feed him again.
The little savage had the appetite of a tiger instead of a shorthaired American feline. When he realized she was not going to refill the bowl, his tail shot into the air as he stormed away with a meow. Eve trotted back up the steps thinking, who needs a stair master? She opened her organizer to check the schedule for this afternoon. Clinic time till seven or so was blocked out.
"This is going to be a long day," she murmured, dropping the organizer into the briefcase by the door. The screen saver scrolled a random affirmation on her screen.
"Today, I listen to my inner wisdom, trusting it to lead me where I need to go." She laughed. "As long as it leads me home."
The little doorbell sound on her computer signaled a new e-mail. She clicked the icon for mail and read.
Dear Ms. McCormick,
I recently read your outstanding article on the past life research project. I would be quite interested in participating. Please send the information necessary, and advise as to how I could take part in the study. I very much look forward to your response.
Cheers,
Ryerson Sanders
1014 Breconshire L2
Abergavenny, United Kingdom NP3 8XY
Eve typed a fast response, attached the standard forms to the outgoing e-mail, and clicked the send button. She watched the tiny blue arrow on the screen disappear, reappear and then disappear completely. She shut down the computer and walked to the bedroom to dress for the clinic. For the two days a week that she saw research subjects, a suit was a requirement.
"Well, Coz? What do you think? The long navy blue jacket with the light gray pants? I know, you could care less."
She smiled down at her furry friend, knowing that she would not get a response but feeling the need to talk to someone other than herself. It had been so lonely without David around. All the hostility he exuded since their break up made working with him uncomfortable.
She twisted her long, sandy hair into a French knot as she walked outside. She locked the metal screen door and stepped off the porch. Then she heard the telephone ring.
"Shit, just my luck!"
She dropped the briefcase, stuck the key in the lock and twisted until the door swung open. She ran for the telephone, smacked her shin on the corner of the chair and cursed under her breath. She hopped across the living room on one foot and grabbed the receiver.
"This is Eve McCormick. May I help you?" she sputtered through clenched teeth.
She heard the most attractive English accent say, "Yes, yes, you most certainly can. My name is Ryerson Sanders. I am quite interested in your research project. I received your return correspondence today via e-mail and thought I would save us both some time and ring you up."
Why do they always think they can save time by calling? I'll still have to review the forms before making a decision.
"Of course, yes, I remember your e-mail. You're in the U.K. right?"
"Wales actually--I've a business trip scheduled to Southern California the end of March, you see…"
"Excuse me, Mr. Sanders, for interrupting, but have you completed the forms and sent them back yet?"
"Not at all, I am currently working on the forms and study profile that you so kindly provided. You will have them returned to you within the hour. Would you be interested in setting up a series of regressions with me during my upcoming stay?"
"Hold on one moment, Mr. Sanders, I'll get my organizer." Eve rolled her eyes, set the receiver down and hobbled for the briefcase that she had dropped on the porch, pulled out the organizer and went back to the phone. "The last three weeks in March," she muttered flipping through the pages. "I'm not available until almost the middle of the month. Are you planning on being in the Los Angeles area for long?"
"I will be arriving in Los Angeles on the tenth and will be staying through the eighth of April and then it is back home."
"I must tell you I don't normally set appointments without reviewing the forms first. But since you are calling from halfway around the world…"
"If you prefer to wait it is not a problem, Ms. McCormick. I am just extremely interested in this subject and feel that I may be a good candidate, or at the very least a good subject."
There was something in his tone, a sense of urgency that struck her as eerie or maybe even familiar. She wasn't sure. "All right then," Eve said, "let's set up the first session tentatively for the fifteenth at two. I'll review your forms and study your profile tonight. If you meet the criteria, I'll send you a set of dates. Will that be okay with you?"
"Two o'clock on the fifteenth is smashing. Thank you for your time."
"Great, then I'll e-mail you tonight and we can go from there. Have a wonderful day–night, rather, Mr. Sanders. It was nice to have spoken with you."
As Eve put the receiver back in the cradle and walked out the door, once more, the dream flooded back into her mind. There was a flash of lightning and a dark-haired man with golden eyes hovering on the edge of her memory.
She shook it off and tried to clear the image, but it hung there, strong and vivid. He had chiseled features, glaring golden eyes, black, wild and windblown hair. With a swift intake of breath Eve shook her head again, intent on thinking of anything but him. But there he was again. This man frightened her, excited her, and his image captivated her. She climbed into the Ford Explorer. Its engine purred as she drove up the street.
The intensity that woke her swept through her mind again and again. The long hour and half drive to the valley was spent in creeping gridlock traffic. No matter what she did, she was unable to shake the feeling of dread, confusion and helplessness that the dream had left in its wake. She flipped on the radio and rifled through her briefcase, finding nothing to occupy her mind. She even rolled down the window and took a few deep breaths. Then Eve gave up and allowed the images to drift in and out of conscious thought.
Chapter 2
The Clinic
Eve pulled into the parking lot at just after one o'clock, leaving plenty of time
before her first client was due. "Good afternoon, Manny." Eve waved to the security attendant as she passed through the gate.
"Afternoon, Ms. McCormick," he said with a nod.
She parked the Explorer and gathered her things. Briefcase in hand, she entered the building. The elevator doors slid open at the fifth floor, and Eve walked the familiar hallway to Suite 521.
"Hey, Eve, you sure are early today. Your first client is not due for an hour. Would you like the rundown of this afternoon's subjects?" The exuberant voice of Lori Katz, the project's administrative assistant, filled the room. Eve smiled and dropped the briefcase on the floor by her feet. She leaned on the almost chest-high counter and said, "Good afternoon, Lori, sure. How was the week, anything interesting to report?"
As always, Lori's bright, blue eyes gleamed at the prospect of filling Eve in on the regression work from the week and any gossip in the building. Eve was never sure how Lori knew everything that happened, but she seemed to, and that was a great quality in an assistant.
Lori handed Eve her messages. A stack of small pink slips of paper meticulously filled in correctly. The third in the stack was a call from her old professor, now her mentor and best friend. Andrea McMurray, Ph.D., and her pre-teen son, Richard, held a special place in Eve's heart. Eve read the note.
Just want to catch up on the project. Are you available for dinner tomorrow night?
Eve smiled at the thought. It had been two months since they'd talked, really talked.
"You have a two, three, four, and a five today," Lori said. "Can I get you some water? Oh, yes, and David left you this." She handed Eve a cassette tape with a sticky note attached to it.
Eve, this is great background music. Is it possible for us to have dinner? I have some things I need to go over with you. David.
"No, I will get the water myself, thanks Lori. But will you leave David a note to call me? I'll be in my office. Let me know when Charles Aggner arrives for his session."
Eve strolled down the hall past several offices – "Samantha Page," "David Landrum," "Lisa Montgomery" read the plates--glancing in each only to find them empty and dark. James Forest's office was brightly lit and Eve poked her head around the corner.
"Hey, Evie," said James. "I've got some great news!"
"What's up?"
"Yesterday we got another confirmation. Not that I doubted that reincarnation was real, mind you," he said, with a wink of a blue-green eye.
"Want to tell me now or save it for the meeting next week?"
"I'm still firming up the copies of the death certificate. I just wanted you to know we were adding to the numbers."
"I'll get all the details at the meeting, right?" "Absolutely, no question about it," he said, the corner of his mouth twisted into a crooked smile. It crinkled his forehead and caused brown hair to fall into his eyes.
"Great, I have a call to make. Are you in all day?" Eve asked, turning toward the hall.
"Nope, out about three-ish"
"Okay, have a good day."
Eve went into her office without stopping again. It was not much to look at, but it was hers. She dropped her things on the small desk and swiveled the office chair out of her way so she could turn on the desk lamp. Dim light filtered through the room. An overstuffed recliner against the opposite wall awaited her next client. The absence of windows was what she liked about the space. It kept the lighting control simple. She grabbed some water from the kitchenette and returned to her desk. Eve picked up the telephone and dialed Andrea's cell number.
"Hello," answered Andrea.
"Hey, you, I got your message. I'd love to have dinner tomorrow. What time?"
"How about I pick you up at six? We can catch up then. I hear your work is progressing."
"Really, from whom?"
"David Landrum called me last week. He said that things were moving along in the right direction. He had some music he wanted me to listen to. Something to do with inducing alpha brain waves," she said.
"Yes, well, he seems of late to be very interested in the background filler music and how it might affect trance. Funny he should call you, though. I'll tell you all about our progress tomorrow. Oh, Andrea, tell that young man of yours Aunt Eve said, 'Hi.' See you at six?"
"Six it is. Great, see you then, my friend."
Hanging up the phone, Eve envisioned Andrea with her auburn curls highlighting effervescent emerald eyes and a sparkling smile that exposed a single dimple on her right cheek.
This will be a lot of fun.
Charles was early, as usual. An interesting man in his late sixties, he had suffered from an annoying eye twitch for as long as he could remember. Charles had his first session last year. He was a retired engineer for the Army Corps of Engineers and had provided at least four different lifetimes, each of which had helped him in some way in his present life. However, he still had the twitch.
"Hi, Charles, take a seat. I'm going to start the tape now." Eve smiled and waved him toward the recliner.
"Hello, Eve. Will we be working on this twitch?" He let his hand graze the right side of his face.
"Yes, sir, just like I promised." Eve gathered the required information for the study and went straight to work.
He relaxed into the recliner, pushed all the way back and made himself comfortable. Eve dimmed the light and went into her standard patter.
"First, take a long, deep breath and let it out with a sigh…" She heard him do so. "Good. Now imagine a stairway with twenty-one steps, each one taking you deeper and deeper, all the way to the hallway of life." She paused to give him time to envision it. "Good."
Counting him down the stairs one by one, she saw the signs of hypnosis clearly on his face. His jaw went slack and rapid eye movement increased.
"Totally relaxed. That's right. Now, one of the doorways or portals that line the hallway will draw your attention. It may appear to be different from the others. One of that door will take you to the life in which you will learn why you have the twitch."
One never knows where the client is going. It could be this lifetime or another, but it's always interesting, she thought.
"When you have the door, nod your head." She paused and waited for him to do so. Once he did, she continued. "Good. Now, Charles, before you open the door and go inside, take a deep breath. This is a place of wisdom, and you will receive your answers here. Now open the door and tell me what you see."
He began to describe the vision he saw behind closed eyes. "It is a field of wheat, tall and golden."
"Good. Now look down at the ground and tell me what you see."
"I have bare feet… and I'm a girl!" His voice revealed his surprise.
"How old are you?" Eve asked. His response came in a higher, female tone.
"I'm sixteen. My name is Sarah Godfrey Ramsey."
"Good, Sarah, you're doing great. Tell me, Sarah, what is happening now?"
"I'm watching them as they are harvest the wheat, stacking it into bundles. I am watching. I brought dinner for Henry."
"Who is Henry, Sarah?"
"He is my husband."
"Good. Tell me, what year is it?"
"1902… September."
"Good, where are you?"
"I am in a field."
"Yes," Eve said, with a smile. Of course she's in a field. She almost slapped her forehead. "Where is this field?"
"In Kansas… Troy County, Kansas."
"What happens next, Sarah?"
"They are stacking wheat in a cart. Oh, God! No, Henry!" Her voice came from Charles' body in a scream of fear.
Making a note of the names and location, Eve also noted the sheer terror in the high-pitched female voice. Charles's body remained perfectly relaxed, even the twitch was not present in his facial muscles. Eve evened her tone, letting the natural, soothing qualities of her voice resonate as she spoke.
"What's happening now, Sarah?"
"The horses – t-they reared and the cart fell on him. Oh, my God! No, Henry, Henry!"
"Take a deep breath and tell me what's happening now, Sarah."
"I'm running to the cart. My skirts tangle in the way of my feet and I fall. I hit my face on a stone."
"What happens next?" Eve asked, noting the faint muscular twitch near the corner of his right eye.
"I drag myself to my knees. My face is twitching and my eye is blinking from the blood.... Oh, Henry. No. Please let him be unharmed! I am trying to run but the other men stop me, holding me back. All I can do is watch, kicking and crying. Tom, our neighbor, releases the harness from the cart. He is tying a rope onto the harness and moving the horses around to the opposite side of the cart. Tom ties the other end of the rope to the cart, and slaps the horses. They strain on their haunches; the cart is pulled back onto its wheels. The wheat bales fall to the ground around Henry. One of the men holding me releases his grasp. I get free. I run forward, screaming, No, no, is he alive, Tom? Is he alive? Please let him be alive. Sarah's plea ended in a soft whisper. As I reach him, I can see that he is not breathing. I kneel down beside him and cry. Tom touches my shoulder and says, "Sarah, there is nothing to do. He's gone. You're bleeding, child. Come, I'll take you to Margery. We will take care of Henry."
With chills running down her back, Eve noted his facial expression, the tone of his voice, and his demeanor. She continued. "Take a deep breath and go even deeper now. View the experience of this lifetime from beginning to end. Tell me what was important in her life."
Very slowly, Charles' normal voice replied, "Sarah never remarried after he died. Her face was scarred from the fall. She was left with a twitch in her right eye. No one wanted her, although it didn't matter to her. He was the only man she ever loved. Sarah died of consumption not more than two years after him."
"Take another deep breath. You're doing great. Scan your body from top to bottom." Eve noted the time period of Sarah's death, 1904 or 05, and made a side note about the cause. "Charles, are you holding Sarah anywhere in your body?"
"Yes!" he said, sounding startled at the idea that he could be holding her physical memory inside his body. "I am holding her in my right eye."
Eve was not at all surprised by his response. "Good, Charles. I want you to release the twitch, as long as it is for your highest good. Tell me what happens when the light comes upon Sarah."
Tears streamed down his face, catching in the wrinkles beside his closed eyes. "She is smiling and waving at me, thanking me for remembering her. She is fading into the light."
"Good… Very good, Charles. Take a deep breath and begin to slowly come back to the room. Zero. Coming back." Eve took a drink of water. "One." she paused, watching Charles's face for any signs of resistance. "Two." She reached for a tissue box sitting next to her. She continued to count, slowly, until she reached five. "Eyes open, wide-awake, feeling great, perfect from head to toe. Good job!" He sat for a long moment and Eve watched the hypnotic state slip away from his features. "How are you feeling?" She handed him a tissue and he wiped his face.
He didn't answer for long moments, then he gathered himself and sat up. He looked up at her wide eyed and said, "Yes, Better than ever." he smiled. "That was the most incredible experience I've ever had, Eve. It was so real! I have lots of information."
Eve handed him the clipboard, and turned the dimmer switch slowly to an acceptable level for writing. He began to fill out the forms that would close the session. She casually watched his face. Not once in the fifteen minutes it took him to fill out the forms did his eye twitch. They made his next appointment and he left the office free of the tic that he had carried for all those years.
"Lori, did you notice his eye wasn't twitching?" Eve said with satisfaction, handing over the closing documents that all clients completed after a session.
"Sorry, no. I was on the phone." Lori took the forms and started glancing over them. "Eve, look at this. He gave the exact date of death on a 'Sarah Godfrey Ramsey'! This one looks to be easily researchable." She waved the papers at Eve with a grin.
"Date? He didn't give me a date." Eve snatched the forms from Lori's hand with a Cheshire-cat grin. "It never ceases to amaze me that they don't tell you everything that they've experienced in a trance. This is a great way for us to get even more data." She scanned the rest of what Charles had written with interest. "Look, he even remembered the date of Tom's death! Be sure that Beth runs him, too, and let me know as soon as she gets confirmation in hand." Eve handed the forms over. She was confident about Lori being right that this would be an easy confirmation.
"I will, O' Great One," Lori laughed. It seemed oddly familiar, but Eve was sure Lori had never called her that before. She felt like she should be remembering something, but could not get her mind around what it would be. Maybe it was Lori's tone that made Eve uncomfortable.
"I'll be in my office, O' Great and Powerful Assistant," Eve giggled. "Let me know when my next client gets here."
As she turned toward her office, that morning's dream flooded back into her mind. Eve sat at her desk and slipped the tape David had left for her into the cassette player. The sounds of a soft, lilting flute gently filled the room. Lori's words rang in her head.
O' Great One.
Eve placed her head in her hands, feeling dizzy. The lightheadedness rushed over her in waves. She closed her eyes. Her stomach heaved. Eve thought she was going to be sick. Inconsistent shapes in shades of purple and gold flashed on her retinas. Eve had the oddest sensation of movement. Then it seemed as if all turned grey and hazy. She struggled to open her eyes, but the harder she tried, the tighter they closed--until Eve gave up.
****
The moon waxed, turn full, then waned and was reborn anew after Canute's announcement that he was not Aileann's father and she still did not believe him. Granted, he, the great man, the would-be king, had seen the village settled. Likely the only thing that would keep them alive in the coming months. She could not understand how he could leave them to the wilds of the Welsh countryside with its dense forests and rocky terrain. Growing anything would be a challenge one of the farmers had pointed out to him. But the complaint fell on deaf ears.
Every family, no matter its station, fashioned round wattle and daub houses, each with a circular fire pit in its center. The village had come a very long way in such a short time. The central house would be completed in the morning when the last of the roof was thatched and tarred. The villagers were exhausted. The children gathered firewood for the evening meal. A arrow blessed by the gods snagged a deer and fresh venison soaked in goat's milk had been divided and distributed to each hearth.
Dubgilla was helping a man who had cut his hand earlier in the day while Eithen and Aileann carried the torches to the house. There were still no beds constructed, but Aileann had managed to gather a large quantity of pine needles for stuffing the sleeping mats.
She lit the fire and settled the cooking pot over the flames, adding in the wild onions she had discovered earlier in the day. Then she placed the meat inside the pot to braise. Eithen sang as they filled the sleeping mats.
"What is that song, Eithen?"
"I don't know, Aileann. I am making it up."
"It's very pretty. Hum louder?" she asked, grinning at her younger sister. Eithen smiled back at her and raised the volume of her tune. Aileann flipped the meat over and then knelt to help with the stuffing. Soon, the sisters were both humming Eithen's wordless tune and giggling at one another. The singing, however, came to an abrupt stop when the door swung open and their father stepped inside. Eithen ran toward him, and Aileann watched him lift her sister into the air, cradling her in his arms and whispering to her softly that he needed mead. Aileann stood to fetch it for him so he would not have to release her little sister. She knew that it would be a very long time before Eithen would feel the safety of his arms around her again. Aileann handed him the horned cup filled to the rim with honeyed brew. He did not acknowledge her with anything more than a grunt, never meeting her eyes. He drank deeply and set Eithen on the floor, patting her on the bottom as she went back to work stuffing the mats.
Aileann tended dinner and refilled his cup several times before Dubgilla came in with an armload of lavender and a jug. She set these on the rough, planked table. The old healer seemed bothered by the presence of the girls' father, but said nothing to him.
The smell of venison cooking filled the room and the rumbling of her father's stomach made Aileann realize she was hungry. Dubgilla stuck her nose above the pot and inhaled deeply.
"O Great One, where did you get the onions?" said Dubgilla.
"O Great One," Aileann's father mumbled, casting Dubgilla a threatening look. She straightened her spine and glared back at him.
"I found them along with a good-sized patch of wild carrots, just beyond the trees to the north, Dubgilla." Aileann smiled to herself about the find.
There had been no time to make bread, but Aileann felt good about the meal as she laid it out on the table. Her father had not eaten with them since their arrival to this new place. They ate in silence.
"The ships are making ready to sail within the setting of two suns," he said as he pushed the empty wooden plate back from his place at the table.
"How long will you be gone, Father?" Eithen asked, wiping her chin on her sleeve. Aileann already knew the answer, but bit her bottom lip and waited for him to speak.
"It will be a very long time, Eithen. I must fight for the throne if I am to follow in my father's place. While I am gone, Dubgilla will tend to you. By the time you become a woman, I shall be king."
Aileann had always been Eithen's formal caretaker. That is how her mother had wanted it. The thought of his last statement to her that he was not her father brought tears to her eyes. She quickly rose to clear the table so that her father would not see her as weak. She would not let him see her cry. Dubgilla followed her, placing her hand on the girl's shoulder, gently pressing her thumb into the birthmark as she leaned forward and whispered in the young girl's ear.
"Child, you are still her guardian, until the time comes that you must seek your destiny. Fret not, O Great One." The old woman's eyes twinkled with the love and understanding of a mother, which is what Dubgilla had been to Aileann since the death of her own mother, Aroc, and the birth of her sister, Eithen. Aileann could not recall a time that she had not known Dubgilla.
Taking in the old healer's words, Aileann rolled her shoulders back with pride and she finished cleaning up from the meal. Eithen stayed and spoke with her father, but Aileann drove his voice from her mind with the song her mother had sung to her when she was small.
****
The sound of the telephone ringing came as if it were lightning striking steel. A single word sounded in Eve's head. Father. The dizziness faded as she answered the phone. "Yes," she said, reaching for the water on the desk.
"Eve, Cheryl Harding is here. Would you like me to send her back?"
"Cheryl? She isn't due here 'til five o'clock." Eve glanced at the clock.
It was five. God, where had the time gone? For that matter, where had she gone?
"Are you okay? Your three and four both cancelled, I just didn't bother you. You looked like you were fighting a headache last time I stuck my head in your office."
"Yes, I'm fine. Thanks, Lori." Eve still felt a bit dizzy. "Send her back." She sat the phone in the cradle and wondered about the last two hours. Had she been asleep? It didn't matter Eve could not afford to have her mind on anything but her client. She pushed the disorientation to the back of her mind to be dealt with later, then stood and moved to the door to greet Cheryl.
"Cheryl, how are you?"
"I'm well, and you?"
"Better than usual," she lied. "Ready to begin? Take a seat in the recliner," she said, motioning to the chair as she swapped the tapes in the cassette player. "I'll just start the tape and we can do the intake." Cheryl sat down and arranged her long skirt around her ankles.
"All right, push all the way back in the chair," Eve said. "Make yourself comfortable and take a long, deep breath." She ambled through her normal patter, and soon Cheryl was standing before a doorway in the hall of life. Eve made several notes as she told Cheryl to open the door and look at the ground. Her client's response was immediate.
"I am standing on stone, wearing lightweight sandals on my feet and a bracelet in the shape of a jaguar on my arm. I am over-looking a great stone city."
"Are you male or female? " Eve asked.
"I am female."
"How old are you?"
"I don't know."
Hmmm, that's not good. Eve made a note. It's hard to track someone if they don't know how old they are.
"It is time," Cheryl whispered as if to herself.
"What is it time for? What may I call you?"
This time, Cheryl spoke in a language Eve did not understand. She glanced at the tape to be sure it was recording.
"I need to speak with Cheryl."
Cheryl's voice crept out of the broken dialect. "I am here, Eve."
"Cheryl, you can now have this experience in English. Do you understand?"
"Yes. I understand."
"Good. Take a deep breath and tell me what I can call you."
"There was a great storm in the year of my birth. The wind howled and the rains fell. The crops drowned. When I was born, the rain stopped and the sun returned to us, but the wind continued to blow, so they named me Wind." Eve made a note of the name but feared there would be no way to track it down. "Good, Wind. Where are you?"
"I am in Chichen Itza. My people are preparing for the feast of Chac-Xib-Chac."
Okay, this one is going to be impossible to prove. Eve jotted down all of the names, spelling them phonetically, and made a note to get the tape to a linguist. If the language is in current use, maybe it could be identified. "What is happening now?" Eve asked.
"I am to take the sacrifice to the Well of Souls, and she is to be given to the priest."
"Tell me what happens next."
"I am standing at the altar. The priest is raising his knife. I can see that the herbs have worked, for there is no fear in the young girl's eyes. I must stop this. No more can we kill our young women. There are too few of us."
"What do you do?"
"Nothing. It is too late to stop the blade from cutting open her chest. His aim is true. The blood and air are flowing from her body in a rush. Her eyes widen as the life seeps from her. He grasps her still beating heart, cuts it from her chest. Then with clear deliberation, he turns to the crowd, holding it up as far as his arm will reach. The blood is everywhere, on him, on the stones, on the child, and I allow myself a single tear. The high priest holds her heart to his mouth and bites down. Muscle rips, blood spews across the front of my gown. He drinks her life force. He places the remains into the bowl in my trembling hands. I pass the bowl to the elders and regret my lack of action. The High Priest lets the axe fall to his victim's throat, and the child's head severs in one stroke of his blade.
I reach into the warmth of the bloody pool gathered on the stone altar. Lifting my hand to my face, I smear the blood across my cheek and down my throat to my heart. I vow in this moment never to let anyone harm another child. The Bearers of Souls fling her lifeless body into the sacred well, so that the child can make her way to the underworld. The lifeless head is being shown to all present, and I, myself, am the one to toss it into the well."
Eve shivered at the images and felt her stomach churn at Cheryl's words. She wrote what Cheryl said as fast as she could, knowing that this lifetime was likely unverifiable by the standard means of date or death certificate. However, the foreign language fascinated her.
Cheryl's body movements and hand gestures were clear examples of the happenings she was experiencing in trance. Eve noted all of them and asked her final questions.
"Wind, how do you come to help Cheryl at this time in her life?"
"She must heed the oath."
"Cheryl, how can you do this?"
Cheryl's voice was strong and clear. "I," she said, "will make the call."
"What call, Cheryl?"
"My neighbor is a mean and vicious man who drinks to excess. On the weekends, I've heard his rantings and believe that he beats his children. I've hesitated on many occasions to call the authorities."
"Good. So you will make the call."
"Yes."
At once, her body became less rigid. Eve brought Cheryl out of trance with a simple count from zero to five. While Eve finished the closing documents, Cheryl said little. Eve understood why she was quiet. The experience was very traumatic for them both, and Eve was not even seeing what Cheryl was. Eve walked her to the front desk. She made her next appointment and said her goodbyes.
"Tell me, Lori," Eve said, leaning on the reception counter, "was I sitting up when you came by my office? Did I say anything?"
Lori tilted her head sideways, thinking. "Ah yes," she said, "you had your head in your hands. I didn't hear you say anything. Why?"
"No reason." That morning's dream flooded her mind as she gathered her things to go home. She left determined to rip that dream apart.
Chapter 3
Ryerson Sanders
Ryerson Sanders set the telephone down, a twinge of hope at the edge of his mind. Could this be the way to stop his dreams? He was running out of other ideas. He wondered if Eve McCormick would be able to help. Could it be possible that he was dreaming of a past life?
The leather chair tilted as Ryerson arched his back, arms overhead. His knuckles brushed the sapphire velvet draperies and he swiveled so that he could watch the sun set over Sugar Loaf Mountain in the distance. A deep breath was followed by a mournful sigh. A familiar feeling of incompleteness swept over him.
He turned from the window just as the streetlight flickered to life. The lamp's glow shone through the window, highlighting the classically designed desk. A long finger trailed across the beveled edge and followed a spiral pattern of burled oak stained a deep shade of cherry. He smiled remembering the painstaking care with which he'd chosen the custom desk. He'd had it specially made for the room's unique narrow shape. Lifting a folder, he took two steps to one of the oak bookshelves lining the walls from floor to ceiling.
His eyes moved over the shelving. To his left, every nook and cranny was filled to over-flowing with User Manuals and "hard copy," as he called it. On the right was an extensive collection of model ships. These held his gaze. He lifted the Viking longship, and inspected the intricately carved dragon prow and colorful sail. After placing the boat back in its stand, a satisfied sigh escaped his lips. What was once a small library, and in some respects still was, presented challenges in its conversion to a home office. He smiled, glancing over his shoulder at his accomplishment. The room had been a labor of love, just like his ships.
Every thought was filled with possibility. His dreams nagged him into a search of every possible meaning. The fragmented remembrances that filled six long months of tormented nights and haunted every waking hour made it increasingly difficult for him to concentrate. His life's work, the consulting jobs and Internet communications development business, was suffering and he didn't know if he cared any more. He walked down the long, narrow hall to the kitchen for some tea.
His body turned toward the kitchen but his mind turned toward his small company, Ryerson Partners, and the offer he'd received from an Americanbased Fortune 500 firm. We'll see how good the offer really is in March. The trip to Los Angeles is only weeks away.
At the thought of California, a flood of images cascaded through his mind. He'd often been a wolf most often. But in one dream, though, he had been a very young boy on a ship with a group of travelers and a pretty, white-haired woman who held him on one knee and a babe on the other. The dreams of being a druid, a sailor and a warrior were becoming more common. All of Ryerson's dreams had come in dribs and drabs and never made real sense. The inescapable need to review them was constant. These visions were lifelike even in his waking states – they were too real. Whatever it was had to stop. Something in his gut said the answers were near. He hoped that were true.
Last week he'd stumbled across Eve McCormick's web site while surfing the web. He stopped when he saw her picture. He couldn't take his eyes off her face. It was the lift of her chin, the tilt of her head, her eyes--it all seemed so damned familiar. He wasn't sure and yet, he'd contacted her to see if she could help him. Even if she couldn't, he had to meet her. Envisioning her face, he poured the tea and absent-mindedly reached for the sugar bowl.
Empty… He stepped into the pantry still picturing Eve. The corner of the shelf above met his skull with bone-cracking violence.
"Damn. Bloody effing hell!" he cursed while he tore the top off the box and dropped a single cube into the cup. Rubbing his head, he walked back to his office. He quickly completed the forms and pressed send on the e-mail to Eve McCormick. Yawning, he pushed back from the desk and turned off his computer. He dragged himself to bed, exhausted and desperately wanting a dream-free night.
His last thought was of her voice.
****
A full moon shone overhead as Adhamh walked through the trees. The ground was soft from spring rain, and the smell of the river was carried on the night's cool breeze.
Adhamh's task would be simple enough if he could find her. His only charge was to watch the girl while she entered the sacred world of spirit. He knew the veil would be lifted this night. Arthfael told him to make his way to the standing stone circle, wait for the girl and see her home safely without interference. Adhamh was still unsure as to why he must be the one to follow this girl. Nevertheless, Arthfael had insisted it was of great importance that Adhamh should do so without complaint. Adhamh had learned to listen critically during his years of training with the old druid.
As a respected leader and High Druid, Arthfael did not take kindly to being questioned. Adhamh had lived with the old druid since his father had fostered him at the age of four winters. Arthfael was held in the highest regard for his wisdom, and his ability to shift forms. The many clan chieftains of the region often sought his interpretation of Brehon law. As the head of his noble order, warriors and adventurers from distant lands owed him debt, in kind, for his services.
It seemed the older Adhamh became, the fewer druid folk there were in the forest. All of those who lived close were like his family, and as he had grown each of them had added knowledge to his training. Adhamh had mastered nearly every aspect of Druidry, from the ancient rites of elemental magic and rudimentary herb lore to the basic handling of a weapon. Although he openly felt inadequate to fill the role of warrior, he knew that his training was not yet complete. Maybe it never would be, for Adhamh had a need to learn, a desire to understand all things was insatiable. There was only one milestone left before he could move on to the next phase of his training and that was the making of his manhood. This rite of passage would soon be upon him.
Arthfael and Adhamh lived on the northwest tip of the River Thames, in a small but well-maintained fort nestled at the edge of an ancient grove of oak and birch. Adhamh had thirteen winters in Dale. The years of training had not been easy, and there was much more to learn, but he was close to becoming a man. Arthfael was always testing his thought and logic. Each test had increased his depth of control and the measure of his readiness. As a man, he would have new privileges and new responsibilities that did not include the old druid's games. He would be recognized among his father's people as a man. He straightened his back, squared his shoulders, and set his mind to the task at hand.
The trees were shorter at the edge of the forest. The standing circle of stones was in sight. Once outside the circle, Adhamh was to take the shape of his animal-self, the wolf. Then he was to watch over the traveling girl, who was to be there. He had only heard of those who could travel through the veil between the living and the dead. He considered it an honor to witness something so rare.
Keeping himself hidden at the edge of the forest, he peered through the leaves and branches of the bush that concealed him. He removed his clothing and tucked it under the bush. The shift from young man to wolf, while not painful, was a heavy strain on his mind. Adhamh centered himself and found the small spark inside his chest that would soon grow to over-flowing.
With the words of his teacher ringing in his mind, Adhamh started the style of breathing that would help in his transformation. With each breath his perspective changed. The spark grew to a flame, and then encircled his body. Adhamh called to his spirit guide muttering the prayer of Cernunnos, the Stag-god.
Cernunnos
Lord of the wild things,
Render your wisdom
Impart the mist to cover all eyes
Cloak me in your brethrens' wildness
Lord of the wild things,
I call to the wolf
My hands and feet to four legs and paws
My face hidden beneath black fur
Long snout and keen ears
Lord of the wild things,
Change me now
All of Adhamh's senses were suddenly heightened. The sound of small buzzing creatures roared in his ears. He flicked a pointed ear. A rush of Night birds' wings, came as a soft swoosh, swoosh of nearly silent feathers.
His body shuddered and convulsed as the shift took place. The sprouting of hair from each of his pores tingled then itched. His sight at once changed to dark shadows and shades of greys and blacks, light and dark.
The transformation was complete. He scanned the darkness, perked his ears, twitching them this way and that. Sniffing at the air, he searched for any sign of the girl.
From the distance came a soft humming. As it grew closer, he could make out an unfamiliar melody. Shortly after, in the shadows, she came into view.
Adhamh found himself entranced by the way she carried herself, straightbacked and proud. There was no scent of fear and she only occasionally glanced behind her. He was unwilling to remove his gaze from her as she entered the stone circle.
She was tall and graceful for the eleven or twelve winters that she must have been. Her hair cascaded down her back in ringlets that danced with her every step. A heavy mist fell around her and the wolf strained to keep her in sight.
She lifted both arms as if she were commanding a curtain to rise and tilted her chin to the night sky. Two shadowy forms entered through the cleft in the stone before her. Their features were hidden from his sight, but it was obvious that she recognized the smaller of the two. She reached out her hands to it, and then the larger form obscured his view. When it had released her, the two forms vanished into the fissure of the stone, leaving no visible trace that they had ever come. The girl was standing stock-still with her arms outstretched toward the gap, but all that lay in front of her now was the stone. Even the mist had vanished. The girl cried after them. Adhamh heard only one word, "Mother." He moved closer to the circle's entrance. As he did, she must have caught sight of him for she began to run.
He slowly loped after her, watching at a distance until she was safely back inside her dwelling. The round structure was located in an oak grove, not far outside the confines of a village to the north of where he lived. Its location indicated that her family's station was high. All of the sacred symbols were carved on the doorway and perched above were two ravens. Small, shiny black eyes watched him silently. One of the birds cocked its head from side to side, taking a great interest in the wolf.
Adhamh knew that no Druid would by choice live far from the sanctuary of an oak grove, and this dwelling was nestled among great oaks. His curiosity was piqued. Why did he have no knowledge of this settlement? He must remember to ask Arthfael when he returned home.
Maintaining the shape of a wolf was no easy task. Each time he assumed the alternate form, the longer he could hold the form of his animal self. By the time he reached the forest's edge again, he was two-legged instead of four, having let the flame slip back to a spark within his chest. As Adhamh dressed, he mused at the advantages of both forms. He decided he liked his upright body better. He was taller than most around him. His black hair was a contrast to most of the folks' in the area. His eyes, however, had always drawn the unwanted attention of those around him. Their color was not quite green, but not yellow either and had earned him what was to be his clan name, "Adhamh of the Amber Eyes."
Adhamh dawdled on his way home. Thoughts of his father and the adventures they would have together sprang to mind. He had not yet been told when he would return to the sea and his father's side, but he wanted that more than anything. Adhamh wanted to see the world. Just a full moon ago, news had come of his father's impending return from far across the sea. He jumped in the air tapping at leaves with his fingertips as he walked. Humming the girl's unnamed melody, his heart thundered with excitement. All things are new in spring and he, too, would be born anew into his manhood. Adhamh made his way back home and swung open the door to the lodge.
"Your manhood ceremony will be in a short, few weeks, my boy. You have done well this night. Now, off to bed with you. Tomorrow we have much to do in preparation," said Arthfael.
"Do you not wish to know what I saw?" Adhamh asked. Arthfael just shook his head.
"I was there, sitting in the branches of the oak you stood beneath. I flew above you and watched the whole thing. You did a fine job, lad. Now off to bed." A sly smile creased the corner of the old druid's mouth, and his right eyebrow lifted slightly.
****
Swinging his arm over the side of the bed, Ryerson slammed his palm on the alarm clock and shook his head to clear the dream. The red digital lights flashed 8:38. How had he slept through the alarm for more than an hour? He'd have no time for anything more than a shower. He rushed out the door to yet another meeting he would be late for. As he drove to the office, he was unable to shake the vision of the curly-haired girl from his mind.
Chapter 4
A Quiet Friday Night
"Well, Cosmo, another quiet Friday night. What do you say, buddy, should we start a fire and curl up with this new dream?"
The cat gave no response. Eve knelt down on the hearthstones and laid a bed of paper inside. She'd set the stones herself just the previous year. The ending of Eve's only serious relationship took place on these very stones.
She'd just turned twenty-five and purchased her first house. It underwent minor and major renovation in several areas. She smiled at just how major the minor renovations turned out to be. All said and done, she had chosen well: a charming little three bedroom, two-story house on a quiet dead-end street just at the edge of Orange County.
Eve had been dating David Landrum, one of her research partners, on and off for over three years. He was helping her lay the stones for the new fireplace. Large, shiny, copper-colored slate tiles gleamed in the afternoon sun pouring through the living room windows. The research project was off the ground and running smoothly. The house was awesome. David and Eve had been talking about her desire to take their relationship to the next level.
"Eve, you k … kn … know I care about you." In his stutter, she could just hear the 'but' coming. "If I moved in with you, we would need to be in an open relationship."
Eve was dumbstruck. Her mouth hung open and her eyes glazed. She took a deep breath and mustered up her courage.
"What do you mean an open relationship?" She gritted her teeth.
"What I mean is, well, I'd want to continue to see other people."
"Continue?" Eve glared at him. Tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. At that moment, she knew they were never going to have the committed relationship she had wanted. He wasn't the type. She pushed the memory away. The long match sparked and flamed as she lit the fire.
What a jerk!
The slate shimmered and changed colors as the flames began to dance around the bottom of the oak wedge. The blaze was mesmerizing. At least she and David were still working together. Who knows what could happen tomorrow? She rolled her eyes in disgust at herself. What the hell was she thinking?
God, Eve, give it up! He's been acting stranger and stranger in the last few months.
Finding David's cassette in her briefcase, she slipped it into the living room stereo system and pressed play.
She moved to the chair across from the fireplace, wrapped a blanket around her legs, and pulled the new dream analysis book into her lap. Lately her reading material was the technical suggestions for hypnosis, but tonight she was determined to take this morning's dream apart.
The Dreamscape Symbols: How Understanding Your Dreams Can Change Your Life
She quietly thumbed through the pages. Coz, lying on the ottoman at her feet. With his paws stretched out in front of him in the stoic position of a sphinx, he stared into the fireplace. The cat watched the dancing flames, as heat began to fill the room.
After a couple of short examples, this book goes straight into what the symbols of your dreams mean.
She cursed unwrapping the carefully tucked blanket and got up. She'd forgotten her journal on the living room table. Eve skimmed through her chicken-scratch writing, reading bits and pieces as she went back to the chair.
"The room itself was small and dark, except for the light of the small fire in the hearth...."
"Okay," she mumbled while turning to a clean page, pen poised ready to write. Eve looked up each symbol and recorded its meaning.
*
Fire: The energy held in the spine of the body; often called Kundalini energy or the Holy Spirit. This energy cleanses away old beliefs, opening the dreamer to the universal connection with something greater than self and/or higher wisdom. See: spirit, soul, and higher-self. House: A structure that represents self. Each room represents a different aspect of the dreamer's personality. A well-illuminated room represents a part of self that the dreamer is aware of and is willing to explore. A darkened room represents looking into unknown parts of self that may have previously been hidden from the consciousness. Any house or structure represents the inner-self and/or outerself. Note: The action taking place within each room. See: structure, and or room type.
*
"Different rooms mean different things it says. But I didn't recognize the room." She flipped through journal pages and read. 'The room itself was small and dark.'
"What do you think, Coz, was it a main room?" The cat turned his head, blinking his lids so that there was a flash of yellow-green eyes. "No opinion? Come on… " Cosmo looked back at the fire and yawned, laying his head on his paws. "All right then, be that way. I guess it could be called a main room."
*
Main Room: Having to do with the daily interaction with others. The dayto- day tasks of life are representative of a main room.
*
'There was a small table with a short, thick candle made of a dark, goldencolored wax.'
"Table, table, table…," mumbled Eve turning the pages.
*
Table: A decision to be made. There is a proposition on the table to be considered and decided upon. A table with activity is a view of everyday life. A table with no activity represents either unrealistic or hidden perspectives of everyday life.
*
"Well, let's see." Eve looked over the symbols she had identified so far. The fire represented spirit. The dark room looked at the unknown parts of self. The main room in the house was connected to daily activities. The table meant a decision to be made or a proposal to consider, but with no perspective of everyday life.
"Oh! There was a candle," she whispered. "I wonder what that means?" Eve was puzzled.
*
Candle: Everyone has a light that burns within. Candles often symbolize that light. The brighter the candle's flame, the more life force the dreamer possesses.
*
"Oh great! Mine wasn't lit." Eve pouted while writing the analysis of the dream and tossed the book, and her journal, onto the hardwood floor. "That's just great," she scowled. "If the candle isn't lit… what does that mean? I have no life force?"
The tape switched to side B. The sound of a soft flute filled the room. Standing, Eve put a log on the fire. She reached for a pillow, sat on the floor, and pulled the blanket down around her. Stretching out on the parquet flooring, she stared into the fire.
The flames danced golden, yellow and red with a hint of blue at the edges. Wisps of smoke crept into the flue, and the smell of the burning oak filled Eve's nostrils. A wave of dizziness swept over her. Coz moved from his sphinx-like position and joined her. He kneaded the blanket, his way of arranging it just so. When he finished, he curled up into a ball at the bend of her hip.
"Just like spooning," she murmured, as he began to purr. Eve closed her eyes and drifted off into spinning colors and images that threatened to overtake her. She succumbed.
****
Aileann was running--running for her life. Salt air stung her eyes, burning her lungs with each gasp. She willed herself to go on. She had to run. Ten more steps! Just ten more steps and she'd be in the trees. On her next step, Aileann lost her footing. The mistake took her to her knees. The pursuer's heavy hand clutched her by the shoulder, wrenching her awkwardly to her feet.
"Hold still, lass!" His voice was gruff and deep.
Aileann broke free, lunging forward, but fell to the ground. She turned over and crawled backwards, vainly trying to get away. He was wide, and thick at the shoulder. He reached for her again. She could see circular tattoos on the backs of his hands. She could not clearly distinguish them in the dim light of early evening. Scrambling to her feet, Aileann sprang forward, attempting to dart past him. She felt his breath in her hair, hot and moist.
His hand came down again on her right shoulder. Strong fingers pulled at her waxed, saffron-colored cloak. She slipped through his grasp, jerking away. The ties at her neck snapped under the pressure. She stumbled forward and fell again to her knees. She could feel his hands on her smock at her shoulder. The fabric gave as she pulled away, exposing her birthmark. Her head snapped back. She thought he would rip her hair out. As he called to someone behind him, her mind raced.
"It's her. Bring the rope."
"Do you know who I am? You – you, overgrown savage…"
"I'll wager, lass, I've more knowledge of who you are than you do."
"I am the daughter of the king's own son! You cannot treat me thus and he will kill you for it," she hissed, seeing her hands bound with a knot she did not recognize. "My father will slit your throat and watch you drown in your own filthy blood!"
He stood over her. She raised her knee to kick him in the groin but he quickly stepped back and choked out a small, thick laugh.
"You'll have to be doing better than that." One dark eyebrow rose over a flash of amber as the corner of his mouth twitched up in a sharp curve. Something about him was familiar. He was taller than the men to whom she was accustomed. His long, dark hair blew wildly in the wind, and by the look of his dress, he was a seaman through and through. She had the best view of his bróks from her kneeling position on the ground. The dark smoked leather came almost to his knees. Someone had spent many hours making supple the one-piece leather that made up the boots. Loops cut into the front of the calf, made lacing the brók with a heavy thong easy. Each dangling end of the thong was capped with a silver bead. The sides were also hobnailed in a pattern she had never seen before. The double thickness of sole was made of wax-hardened cowhide with triangular shaped low heels. These were not the boots of a poor man. She wondered where he had stolen them. His tattooed hand appeared in front of her face. One long finger wagged there in disapproval of her struggling.
"You are no daughter of Dane, lass. I am here to take you home." His deep laugh heaved his shoulders up and down. "Behave yourself, and there'll be no trouble."
Two men carried Aileann, as she kicked and struggled, to the ship anchored off shore. She was dumped onto the deck with no regard for the fact that her hands were bound. Aileann landed face first and rolled onto her side. She lifted her head just high enough to see his bróks once more. Then he bent and laid her brat around her shoulders.
"No need to be frightened. There's no much ye can do about destiny. Now, sit."
He was so close that when he spoke the fine invisible hairs on her face prickled. Her only thought was to get free. She resisted, repeatedly trying to stand. He pushed her to the deck each time. He roared in frustration after a number of these attempts. "If ye do that again, I'll have you put to sleep for the rest of the journey!" He crossed his thick arms over his chest and glared down at her. She felt small but lifted her chin to meet his gaze with her own defiant stare. His eyes were the strangest color she had ever seen, amber like the fine stone of her father's ring. Their pupils were rimmed in a deep russet. His skin was brown from the sun.
Who was this man? Was it ransom he wanted?
She turned her face away, refusing to speak to him. She needed to get free before the ship was too far out to sea. It was growing as dark as a raven's wing in the cove where the ship was anchored. Aileann was sure that if she could get the knot untied, she could make it over the side and to freedom. Using the slowest, most deliberate movement she could manage, she reached to her waist. The dirk she kept there was gone. Even the small arrowhead and sharp iron point were gone from her brat pocket. Desperately, she scanned the deck to find anything she could use to cut the ropes. She found nothing. The anchor was pulled up, and the crew moved quickly around the ship making ready for the open sea. Her mind whirled with questions. Why has he taken me? What did he mean I am not the daughter of a Dane?
I am Aileann, Daughter of Canute and Aróc, sister to Eithen. I am a Druidess of the Standing Stones. Anger welled up inside her. How dare he!
The ship moved under the power of the oars. Aileann had little time to lose. She pulled against the ropes, twisting her hands, trying in vain to be free from her bonds. In a few minutes, it would be too late. Her heart hammered in her chest. Her breathing was out of control. There was a storm coming, she could feel it. She had always been able to tell when the weather was to change. She felt light-headed.
As she tried to pull up to her knees, the ship took to sea. She could see that it was too far to swim. Even after Beltaine the water was still freezing, and she would never make the shore without drowning.
What am I going to do?
There was a clap of thunder, and rain began to fall.
I have dishonored my family by allowing myself to be taken hostage or worse slave. Frustration boiled in her belly. What did he mean he was taking me home?
She slept little that first night aboard his ship. Aileann saw the fierce face of her father whenever she closed her eyes--deep, blue eyes and the almost full head of whitish blond hair. She knew her father would never come to look for her. He had made her value all too clear before he left to fight his war. She was nothing in his life, just a leftover remnant from a wife long dead.
The sound of her sister calling for her, something Eithen had rarely done these days, rang in Aileann's mind. Was it just her imagination, or was Eithen really calling to her? Her sister was expecting Aileann to bring the herbs-- the herbs that would stop Eithen's restless sleep. Aileann had been collecting them just before her capture.
She clutched the leather pouch which held the nine Tinne leaves she had carefully gathered in the early evening on that moonless night. She would have centered them exactly in a piece of white cloth that she had hidden away during the making of new shifts last winter. She would have tied nine knots, and then placed the cloth beneath Eithen's head while she drifted off to sleep.
She would have burned lavender on the coals in the fire. She would have sung to Eithen as their mother had done for her. Aileann reached into the pouch, retrieving the leaves she had gathered.
She held them in her hands. Tears escaped her eyes, and she thanked the gods that it was raining so that her captor would not see her cry. The ship carried her further and further away from her home, away from Eithen and Dubgilla. Away from her people.
The ship was carried by the storm. The sail pulled at the rigging then blew back full against the mast. As lightning flashed, her captor's face was illuminated. It was as if a multitude of candles had been struck to flame in that instant and then extinguished in the next. His amber eyes watched as he stood, unmoving, not far from her. The ship swayed from wave to wave. She shivered, drenched through to the skin, as the storm roared on.
Just before dawn, the deluge ebbed and the sea calmed. Aileann awoke to a worn, wool blanket being draped over her by her captor. She jumped to move away, but he pushed her back to her place on the deck.
"No cause for fear, lass." His tone was soft and it seemed there might be some caring there. "I be takin' ya home from where ye came. Don't fear the truth, ye already know in your heart, lass. No one will hurt you here."
Aileann scowled in suspicion and then her anger took over once more. She screamed after him as he turned on his heel. "I know not who you are or why you have taken me from my home and my people. I know nothing of your truth or of what you speak. Release me!"
He shook his head and walked away from her.
She heard him laugh with another man not long after, and allowed herself to drift back off to sleep. Aileann dreamt of green rolling hills and sheer cliffs. There was a man standing there, a breeze playing in his wild auburn hair. He held a harp in one hand and a sword in the other. When he turned to face her, he smiled a wide grin and held the harp out the to her. She awoke with a start. The sun was at its mid-point in the sky.
A shadow loomed on the deck in front of her. The amber-eyed devil shoved a bowl of soup into her hands. At least they tied her hands in front of her so that she could eat. He sat next to her as she glared at him defiantly. Aileann clutched the hot clay crock, but did not move to eat.
"Eat. I'll not have you starvin' in my keepin'." Expressionless, he did not move to leave.
"And if I don't? Are you going to force feed me?"
"Well, if you insist…" His hands reached out as if to grab the crock. She jerked away, sloshing hot liquid on her hands. "You are a stubborn thing. Fine. Suit yourself. One way or the other you'll be eatin'. I'll be over here while you make up your mind." He stood and walked across the deck.
What is the use in fighting over food?
She was hungry, and she needed her strength. Aileann lifted the container to her lips and could recognize only the smell of rosemary wafting from the steam. The meat contained within the crock's murky depths was undistinguishable. Weak broth, overcooked vegetables and mushy grain had never tasted better.
No one spoke to her in more than indiscernible grunts. The men aboard his ship watched her as if she were able to strike them dead with a simple glance. Oh how she wished she could do just that!
She was allowed to stand and walk the deck twice each day, relieving herself in a small clay pot that was emptied overboard. The men on board were seamen, that much was clear, but from where they came she could not say. The construction of their vessel was subtly different from her father's dragon prows.
Not far off on the horizon she could see the rise of land. The ship turned toward it and by the late afternoon they were close.
Even before the grey mist of the morning lifted, she had found her chance. She noticed a small sharp stone on the deck, and stealthily picked it up. Throughout the day, Aileann worked at splitting the ropes that had left her wrists bruised, scraped, and bleeding.
Just before dusk, the ship turned into a cove. She had broken free of her bonds. Rubbing her wrists behind her back, she calculated her escape. She had no idea what she was going to do, but she was determined to be free of the amber-eyed mad man. Aileann watched and waited as the ship approached a small inlet.
If I jump now, I can swim to the mouth of the ness and head north. At least it is a chance to be free. I have to try to get back home.
Aileann realized she would not be able to swim far in sodden clothes, and if she took them off she would have nothing on when she reached the shore. Ever so quietly, she removed her brat and smock. The blanket she had used for warmth in the last few days shielded her nakedness. Inside her waxed brat she tied her clothes. She made a hurried dash for the cold water.
Before she got over the edge of the ship her head snapped back, and she was pushed forward, hitting the deck on hands and knees. The bundle with her clothing was snatched from her grasp, and she was left bare to the crew. Her captor took possession of the bundle. He flung the discarded blanket in her direction.
"I do not think ye truly wish to meet your people without at least this."
Aileann's rage overtook her. She hurled herself at him. She hit with all of her body weight. The force caught him unprepared. He lost his balance and they both landed tangled together on the deck. Aileann gnashed her teeth in pain, but scraped knees did not stop her. Doubling her fists, she blindly pummeled his chest and face with all of her strength. When he took hold of her wrists, she bit him.
"Enough!" he roared.
Even through tanned skin, the flush of red was clear as it rose from his neck. His hands closed over her bruised wrists, holding them half an armslength away from him. He pulled himself up from the deck and nodded his head to one of the crew.
"Bring me some mead. I will have no more of this, not even from you, 'O Great One.'" He released her with a shove. She landed on her backside. He retrieved the blanket and flung it over her.
"Have ye no shame, girl?"
He pointed one finger in her face. A shudder of fear and anger shot down her spine. There was a crane bag at his waist. Why had she not seen it before? She was shocked. He had Druid training. The tattoos on his hand marked him as a leader of men. Aileann's thoughts reeled as he reached inside the sacred pouch at his waist and drew out a small stick of black root, placing it in his mouth. He slowly chewed. She wondered at his purpose.
He then removed a small leaf and began to unroll it. Shielding himself from the breeze, he dipped the chewed black root into a white powder. Aileann moved, but the sharp glance he directed toward her was so intense that she sat back down meekly, but could not stop herself from asking what was in the leaf.
In a low, rough voice he uttered the words that increased the shudder of fear to a violent spasm that traveled the full length of her body.
"Banewort, dried and powdered."
Banewort was an herb with which Aileann was all too acquainted. Given in small doses it would cause a deep sleep, and in larger doses--it could kill. The smell was unmistakable, a bittersweet stench of unnatural sleep.
If he thinks I will drink his poison, he is not daft--he is a lunatic.
Little did Aileann suspect how unyielding he was in his purpose. She squirmed away from the mug of drug-laced mead he thrust into her face.
He tried again and she spit the mead back at him. He grabbed her hair and jerked her head back hard. He held her there as she fought to close her mouth. One of the other men closed his fingers over her nose, and eventually, in order to breathe, Aileann had to open her mouth. The warm tingle of the mead slid down her throat. She coughed and gagged, but it was too late. She had swallowed his poison. In only a matter of minutes her vision blurred.
Everything became fuzzy, and then went black.
Chapter 5
Dinner with a Friend
"I'll not drink. No!" The scream roared from Eve's throat, reverberating in her ears. It wasn't her voice. She sat bolt upright, choking.
"Another god-damned dream," she muttered.
The hardwood floor was cold beneath her palms. A current of air poured down the open flue of the fireplace. Eve was dazed; clear thought seemed an impossibility. Her head throbbed. Hands trembling, she wiped her eyes. The dream's images raced through her mind.
The room spun and so did her stomach.
Raking her hands through sandy hair, Eve willed consciousness from the other side of a murky chasm. Slowly, the room came into focus. A shiver rippled over her flesh and raised the hair on her arms even though she wore a robe.
Why am I so cold?
Eve pulled the blanket closer. She groaned and arched her stiff back. She ran her tongue over dry lips. A sticky, sweet taste lingered there, but she didn't recognize it. Eve reached for the journal that lay on the floor next to the discarded dream analysis book.
The urgency to record Aileann's life was all-powerful. Her wrists tingled but she attributed it to the tight cuffs of her robe. She felt driven, as if some-- thing--outside of herself must tell this story. Eve scratched the dream onto the pages in front of her.
Coz announced his hunger with his standard meow of--"Come on. Get to the can--already." Eve ignored him. He rubbed his fawn-striped face against the edge of the journal while she wrote.
Could the first dream and this one be connected? Why is there such a feeling of urgency about these dreams? I feel like I have been away for days. Why do I hurt all over? Just get it all on paper.
She admonished herself while pausing, and searched for details in a still foggy mind.
What was it she'd called that concoction? Ah, right, banewort and black root! In both dreams, the taste of licorice was present. The storms, the lightning, the man's face --all were in the first dream, all revisited in the second. She--I-- she… whichever, had removed her clothes in order to swim, though she didn't make it into the water.
Coz was relentless in his pursuit for her attention. He yowled and pawed at the journal until Eve finally gave in to his demands.
"All right, already. I'm feeding you now! Jeeze, you act like you haven't eaten in a week." He ran ahead of her, stopping at the stereo cabinet, looking back at her. "Coz, we don't keep the cat food in there. You know that, you silly gato."
She walked past him. He voiced his opinion again. Eve set the journal on the table, then popped the top on the cat food while Coz stepped on her feet trying to get to the bowl. The sun was streaming through the kitchen windows. She couldn't help but notice that it was low in the sky. She turned to look at the clock on the coffee maker.
Four-thirty! I slept all day? No wonder the cat was yowling at me. Where had the day gone? I love to sleep, but this is ridiculous. I've never slept through a whole day before.
A compulsion pushed at the edge of her mind. She sat down at the table, picked up the journal and finished recording the dream. The scrawled note at the bottom of the last page read: His eyes were the color of golden, autumn leaves. He was tattooed: research the symbols: Interlacing knots, waves, long-nosed dog, the funny stick thing with the circle. Look up banewort and black root in the herb encyclopedia. The daughter of a Viking! Canute, son of a King! Aileann of the Red Hair. Sister's name: Eithen. Mother's name: Aróc.
Eve slapped the cover shut in time to see Coz pawing once again at the stereo cabinet.
"Knock it off, Coz."
Nothing seemed important compared to the still vivid images of the dream. She poured coffee then walked to the bathroom. Eve took off her robe, a shock ran though her body. Her mind reeled at what she saw in the mirror. There were marks on her wrists. She touched them gingerly. Eve realized that the rough, torn, bruised skin did not hurt. It simply tingled. The reddish burns from the ropes and the vertical marks from the sharp stone, which Eve--Aileann--had used to cut her bonds, stood out against pale skin. Eve raised her head, looking into the mirror completely, expecting to see Aileann's face. It was her image staring back. She silently thanked the powers-that-be for that. Then a flash of something at her shoulder caught her eye. A discoloration? Eve reached a wavering hand for the small mirror.
"What is that?" Brownish in color, like a birthmark, the small symbol had three lines that met at the top. The small circle above them barely touched the tips of the triad shape below. It was exactly like the tattoo on his hand. Every muscle in Eve's body convulsed with disbelief.
What the hell is happening to me?
Tears edged from the corners of her eyes and trickled down her cheeks. She grabbed the porcelain sink and braced herself. The coolness of it made Eve shake even harder. The room spun. Her vision edged inward. "Oh, my God, no!" Her knees buckled. She grabbed for the wall, sliding to the ceramic tiled floor just as everything faded to black.
****
Dragged back to consciousness, Eve's lids fluttered open. The cat was staring back at her. He licked the side of her face with a sandpaper tongue. Eve realized he must have been doing so for a while because there was a patch of very sensitive skin on her cheek. She sat up on the bathroom floor, her head between scraped knees. The room stopped spinning, but her mind did not. There was a loud knock at the front door. Her wobbly legs shuddered in protest as she rose. Slipping into her robe, Eve made her way to the front door. She heard Andrea's voice on the other side of the door.
"Eve, are you in there? We have a date."
She pulled the door open to the smiling, cheerful face of her long-time friend and mentor. Andrea was a lovely thirty-something year old, auburn haired, Irish Ph.D. Immediately, Andrea's face changed as ginger brows furrowed over sparkling emerald eyes.
"What's wrong with you? You're not even dressed! Are you sick? You, my friend, don't look so good.
Eve waved her in, not answering the barrage of questions. Eve saw Andrea's green eyes locked onto the bruises at her wrist but she said nothing and waved her to the chair. Her expression moved from playful concern to serious alarm.
"Eve! What happened to you?" She reached for Eve's injured wrists.
"Well, you're never going to believe this. I don't!" Tears stung at the backs of Eve's eyes. "But, some guy from a big boat tied me up and took me captive last night in my dreams. When I woke up this afternoon I had these, and that's not the half of it. I don't know what's going on." She took a hesitant breath. "I – I need to take a shower."
Andrea's mouth dropped open, as if to stop Eve, and then snapped closed. Eve had the distinct feeling that Andrea didn't believe her. But then, who could blame her? Eve didn't believe herself. She turned for the shower, telling Andrea to make herself at home.
"I'll be right back."
"And I'll be right here," Eve heard Andrea call after her.
Eve avoided her reflection in the mirror as she turned on the shower. The hot water beat down on tense aching muscles. This relieved some of the stiffness, but sleeping for a full day on the hardwood floor had made every muscle in her body ache. At least Eve hoped it was from sleeping on the floor and not from the dream. The pain was beyond what hot water alone could completely soothe away. When she turned her head, her neck cracked with a loud series of pops as the vertebrae settled into position.
Eve stepped out of the tub, and wiped a small spot clear in the steamed mirror, just big enough to see her face. Eve's mind was filled with "how" and "what" questions she could not answer. Conflicting thoughts swarmed like locusts ravaging a field of crops. Eve's analytical mind was shattered, trying to make sense of the whole thing, while her emotions were plagued by an exigency that she could not identify. She quickly blew her hair dry and entered the hallway. Andrea was sitting in Eve's favorite chair, staring at the cat. He was rubbing his body back and forth along the stereo cabinet.
"Do you want me to turn the stereo off? It seems to be bothering him." Andrea cocked an eyebrow.
The thing wasn't playing any music and Eve hadn't even noticed the power was on. "Sure, go ahead. I'm going to dress," Eve said, climbing the steps.
When Eve had finished putting on her jeans, she reached for a loosely woven sweater. The beveled antique mirror on her great grandmother's wardrobe called to her from across the room. Fixated, she stepped closer. Eve looked again at the mark on her right shoulder.
"I've never had a birthmark. How is this possible?"
"Eve, who are you talking to?" Andrea's voice carried up the stairs.
"Myself," Eve called back. "I'm almost ready. Be right down."
She slipped the sweater over her head and shoes on her feet. Unable to make internal sense of her feelings, Eve began to shake with sheer uncertainty.
She tread lightly while descending the staircase to the living room. Andrea greeted her with a hug. Friendly arms around her brought a feeling of safety and comfort. Their breathing came into a synchronized pattern of inhale--exhale. Eve identified the technique Andrea was using, a non-verbal induction her mentor had taught the first day of class. With each gentle exhale, Andrea was softly pressing down on Eve's shoulders, and then lifting the pressure slightly with each inhale. It felt good to release the tension.
The induction was not one Eve would ever use with her clients, but it was very effective, and she was thankful for the physical contact. Quickly, Eve's shoulders went completely slack, and the tension in her body began to drain away.
"Andrea, I'm scared. I don't know what's going on."
Andrea took a deep breath, giving Eve a squeeze, and gently let go. Using the maternal tone that Eve loved to hear, she said, "Eve, everything will be okay. Why don't we just go to dinner?" Andrea looked concerned, but she spoke in a light tone and tilted her head with a reassuring smile.
Nodding, Eve turned off the lights. She told Cosmo to be good, closed the door and locked it behind them.
They drove up the street in Andrea's car in silence. Attempting to block out her fear, Eve searched for something to talk about, but found nothing. The sound of the humming engine sent Eve into her own little world. When Andrea turned off the ignition, it jarred Eve out of her cloudy thoughts.
"Eve, let's feed you and talk, shall we?" A playful smile graced her freckled cheeks and Eve faked a smile in response. They walked to the door of the restaurant they had frequented at least a dozen times in the last year. The hostess knowingly welcomed them.
"Ms. Eve, Ms. Andrea. Table for two?" she asked in a thick Spanish accent. Andrea nodded.
"Yes," said Eve. "Could we have a booth in the back, please?"
She really didn't feel like being in a crowd of people. The hostess weaved between tables to the last booth at the back of the restaurant. Andrea slid into her side of the bench, and Eve into the other.
Eve flipped open the menu. Tantalizing smells drifted through the room, and suddenly she was aware that she was famished. Dishes clanked, and voices were raised in conversation around them. The waitress approached. Simultaneously, Andrea and Eve asked for, "Water with lemon, no ice," then looked at each other and laughed.
The connection between the women had been instantaneous. At the time, Eve was nineteen and in her second year at UCLA. She was focused on getting her degree in psychology, planning to go into private practice.
Eve had embraced the new semester. She looked forward to her classes, but "Hypnosis: An Ancient Way of Helping Modern People" was the one she could not wait to attend. Little did she know that she would find her best friend in her new professor. The connection had never waned over the years.
Andrea believed that everyone held his or her own answers and was considered a conservative spiritualist in her field. She loved the dynamic of mixing traditional cognitive therapy and hypnosis techniques to assist her clients. Eve, on the other hand, had channeled her career toward the research side of hypnosis.
That class and its teacher had changed her life for the better. She recalled Andrea as she'd looked on that first day. Andrea was thinner, but not by much. Her red hair had been shorter then, but the eyes were the same emerald green--like the isle of her ancestors. Eve glanced across the table.
"We've known each other a long time, Eve. Do you remember when we met?"
Eve laughed. "I was just thinking about the first day when I walked into your class. You and I got on so well right from that first moment, didn't we?"
She knew she was right but she needed to hear something, anything that would make her feel like she was more connected to reality. A spaciness still lingered around her.
"Yes." A smile swept across Andrea's face, showing a gleam of pearly teeth.
"I wouldn't trade our friendship for the world."
The waitress approached with the water.
"I need to run to the ladies' room." As Eve stood up, so did Andrea.
"I'll go with you. I'll just leave my jacket."
They entered the ladies room one after the other. The two stall doors closed with a clank of steel against steel.
"Eve, how much pain are you in?"
"Pain? No pain. There's just a strange tingling sensation at my wrists, knees and on my back. I don't think I would call it pain so much as discomfort."
Andrea exited the stall with a loud flush and walked to the sink. Eve followed seconds later. The stall door slammed shut of its own volition behind her. Andrea watched Eve in the mirror.
She hesitated then asked, "What do you mean your back?" She crossed her arms over her chest.
Eve pulled at the collar of her sweater revealing the mark.
Andrea gasped, "What is that?"
"I don't know, and no it wasn't there before." Andrea touched the mark on the back of Eve's shoulder, running her finger around the circle that joined the tripod shaped lines below it.
"Does it hurt?"
"No. It just tingles, like tiny charges of electricity surging through me."
"Interesting… it sort of looks like a tattoo but it's raised so I guess not."
"I've never even considered a tattoo in my life."
A strong masculine hand flashed in her mind.
The long-nosed dog, the triad symbol… It is the same symbol from the dream!
The menu hadn't changed in the last year and they knew what they wanted. Andrea said nothing until she ordered dinner. Eve stared at the candle on the table, watching the flame dance inside the red thumbprint glass container.
"Eve, oh Eve, come back. Where were you just now?"
She hadn't been anywhere. It was just the freaking dream again. Eve looked up from the white tablecloth and asked, "Do you think I'm crazy? Could I be imagining all of this, or hallucinating? I couldn't have hurt myself in my sleep, could I?"
"No, I don't think so." Andrea shook her head. "I don't know what's happening to you, but it's real enough. You have the marks to prove it."
They looked down at Eve's wrists, still swollen and red. The bruises were a deep shade of dark, bluish-black on both of her wrists.
"Eve, I noticed the dream analysis book on the floor. Did you break down the dream?"
"No. I mean – yes. I analyzed a dream, but not this dream. Not the one that left the marks, but I think they are related. I don't know." Her voice trailed off into nothingness. The waitress approached the table. Andrea sat silently while the waitress placed a huge plate of enchiladas, rice, and beans in front of her. Eve's plate of chicken mole with black beans and rice was set in front of her with a warning that the plate was hot. The server asked if they needed anything else but both women indicated that they were fine and the girl left the table.
"How many dreams like this have you had, Eve?"
"The night before last I had a strange one. It woke me from a dead sleep. I think it may have been the first, but I'm not sure."
"What do you mean 'the first'? Do you think the experiences are connected?"
"I've no idea what is connected to what. I mean--I don't know. Listen, I witness so many strange things every day with my research subjects. I watch how their regressions change their lives, take away physical ailments and on and on. I see--I know what the mind can do. Look, I've seen people who can't function in everyday life because of what they think is real, or not real.
I just don't know how this measures up to that. The dreams were lifelike and had the feel of a regression. But there's a strange quality that I can't describe. It wasn't like anything I've ever experienced before. It's disjointed, but very real."
They lifted their forks, but Andrea stopped in mid-movement. She stared at Eve with the strangest look on her face and said, "Did you tell David about this yet?"
Eve couldn't believe Andrea was even asking about David. They hadn't dated since last year. She knew that. "No, why should I?" Eve snapped without thinking how it would sound.
Andrea just looked at Eve and placed her loaded fork into her mouth, then shrugged. "Just asking. It popped into my mind. He is one of your research partners."
"Well, to be quite honest, I just woke up from passing out on the bathroom floor when you got there."
"What? Passing out?"
"When I saw the mark on my shoulder, my knees buckled, and then you were knocking. I'm still numb and I'm not sure it would be wise to tell anyone about these." Eve held out her wrists. "He doesn't seem to be interested in anything except the tapes he's been producing. He's been really strange lately, missing staff meetings, not calling in. His client base has even dropped. The man is always caught up in himself, not that that's a big change." Eve rolled her eyes while shrugging her shoulders. "Who cares, we are long over, and that's okay with me." But it wasn't, and she knew it. Eve finished the black beans and moved to the rice.
Or were we? David had given no indication that he was interested at all, but then again, he hadn't been a jerk-off lately, either. And there was that invitation to dinner…I've always felt a strong pull for his acceptance. On some level, I want him to love me.
Andrea fell silent while she ate, and Eve was grateful not to have to re-live the dream. As they finished, Eve noticed Andrea staring at her wrists. The look of concern was clearly etched on her face.
"Don't worry," Andrea said. "I'll poke around and see what I can come up with. I'm sure there's an explanation or documented or case study of a dream causing physical manifestation."
The hostess brought the check. They split the bill and walked to the car. Eve searched for a change of subject and was relieved to find it parked in front of her.
"Hey, when did you get this?"
"You are really out of it. Well, my father--you know how he is--bought it and hated it. Go Figure! So--I took it off his hands. Richard thinks it's the hottest thing going," she chuckled, and unlocked the passenger door.
Eve plunked down into the seat, regretting the action at once.
Damn, everything is sore. No more sleeping on the floor, Eve silently vowed. "How is that strapping young man of yours?"
Andrea beamed with pride. "He's top of his class. The school is talking of moving him up a grade. By the way, he said to ask you when he could come and see Coz again?"
"Andrea, get him a cat of his own for God's sake. He's eleven now. He'll take care of it. How about for his birthday? The big twelve. Why not give him a kitten?"
She looked at Eve and with a sly grin said, "Maybe his Aunt Eve will."
They laughed all the way home catching up on Richard's antics. He was a charming child, with great manners. Eve had never met a kid like him. He was wise beyond his years and had just wormed his way into Eve's heart and stayed there. Most boys his age would have wanted a dog, but he had fallen in love with Cosmo from the first time he'd laid eyes on him and had wanted a cat ever since. Andrea pulled into the driveway. Eve invited her in.
"No, I need to pick up Richard from a play date. Will you be all right?"
"I have been up 'til now. Go on, get the kid, and tell him to come by whenever he wants."
"Alright but I will check up on you later" Andrea said.
Eve closed the car door and watched her friend drive off. Coz waited in the window. His eyes glowed red in the darkness. He was unmoving except for the occasional blink. She stuck her key in the lock and he moved. Eve made ready for his typical escape to the sidewalk by placing her foot in front of him, while she shimmied through the door.
The answering machine's blinking red light flashed in the dark room. She pressed the button, listening as she poured a glass of water. A deeply resonate Welsh voice spoke. The hair on the back of her neck stood up.
"Ms. McCormick, this is Ryerson Sanders. I received your e-mail and all of the dates are acceptable, except one. Would it be possible to change the last session to the day prior, at the same time? If you could please e-mail your response, as soon as possible, I'd very much appreciate it. Thank you ever so much. I will speak with you soon. Cheers."
Eve smiled, but she didn't understand why. She went to the office.
Cheers! That's what I need: work to keep me busy.
Eve e-mailed that the change was not a problem if he didn't mind coming to her home office for the session. She included the directions to her home and the address, telling him she would confirm his appointments when the dates approached. Then she reviewed her new e-mail. Two hours later, Eve shut the computer down. She didn't realize how mentally exhausted she was until the humming of the computer slowed and then stopped with a jzzzzz.
She wished for an off switch for her brain. Instead she settled for throwing clothes on the floor and climbed into the queen-sized bed. Coz made himself comfortable after scolding her for leaving him alone and then not even having the common courtesy to bring him a kitty sack with scraps. She and the cat curled up in the down comforter. She must have drifted off between blinks.
Chapter 6
The Grey Savior
After dashing out the front door, Ryerson traveled well above the speed limit to his office. He parallel parked his car in front of the brownstone where Ryerson Partners housed the development and administration offices. He was late for the third time this month. This was becoming a problem, he thought, running through the front door of the building.
Sandy Chapman-Cooper, as she liked to be called, was standing in front of her desk. She held in her left hand a leather binder, which Ryerson snatched. Her right hand grabbed the handle of his satchel before it could hit the tan Berber carpeting. He shrugged off his jacket and handed it to Sandy.
"Craig's already inside with the bloke from Los Angeles."
"How long?"
"Near on fifteen minutes now. I told 'em ya were running a smidge behind schedule. Better get in there."
The corners of Sandy's lips lifted at one side and lowered at the other, giving her the look of a disapproving mother. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Her cinnamon-colored eyes were alight with a mischievous glint as she placed her free hand on his shoulder and shoved him toward the double door.
"Go on, then." Sandy said.
He took the empty chair next to his partner, Craig Belhamy. R.J. Rolfing was seated across the oval-shaped oak table from Craig, who had looked up when Ryerson came in. The conference room walls closed in on him.
"I'm very sorry to have been held up." Ryerson reached across the table and shook hands with R.J.
"Not a problem. We were just talking about the trip to the states," said R.J., obviously none too affected by Ryerson's late arrival.
"You look like you had a bit of a rough night, old man." Craig looked Ryerson over, inspecting him with a sympathetic smile that told Ryerson at once that this was not the day to be late.
"I'll tell you all about it later. Shall we get started?" Ryerson could feel the heat of a blush forming just under his collar.
This was the last meeting they would have before R.J. left for the United States. Spec sheets were quickly opened and spread about the table, and the three men reviewed the product revisions that had occurred since their last meeting. With the technical details out of the way, Craig handed out the latest production reports.
"These production numbers will never hold up in the open market. Without this merger, you'll be unable to meet demand within six months."
R.J.'s brow creased to a single line, which ran the width of his forehead, capping his thick, dark-brown eyes. "This is good timing, gentlemen. The merger will save you the trouble of overseeing production and distribution.
You'll both be able to focus on development, and we know that's where you should be. This software is going to revolutionize Internet communications. However, like I said before, the board will want at least one of you to stay on until quality control and production are in place."
R.J. leaned back in his chair, stretching his arms over his head, letting them rest, intertwined, at the base of his skull. A broad smile crossed his face. It disappeared when he saw that the lead on this endeavor, Ryerson, was not paying attention once again.
Craig jumped in, sitting forward, and kicked Ryerson under the table. "You're right. This is perfect timing and, as long as the numbers are acceptable… I think we will have a deal."
"I agree." Ryerson rubbed his shin casually. "I think we'll all be able to benefit from our ongoing relationship, R.J." Then he shot a glare to Craig. R.J. unfolded his six-foot frame from the chair, tugged his black cashmere jacket into place, and buttoned the double-breasted front with an effortless grace.
"I'll see you both at the airport in L.A. a week from Thursday." He shook their hands, and Craig walked him out of the room.
Ryerson stood at the end of the conference table rolling the spec sheets. Then he placed doubled rubber bands around them.
When he returned, Craig took the scrolls and stepped outside, handing them off to Sandy. Ryerson didn't even notice when he came back again. He was off inside his own mind.
Craig placed his hand on Ryerson's shoulder. "Where the bloody hell were you this morning? Rye?" He gave the shoulder a shake.
"What?"
"What is going on with you? You're a quarter of an hour late to a very important meeting, and when you get here you're not really here."
"I've not been--sleeping well, been havin' some of the strangest dreams. I'm takin' the day off." Ryerson turned and walked out of the room. He grabbed his briefcase and made for the door.
Sandy handed Ryerson his jacket. He pulled, but she didn't release it. She held his stare. His eyes were glazed. "Ryerson, are ya runnin' a fever?" She released her hold on the jacket and reached to touch his forehead. Ryerson scowled while he pulled back.
"Takin' the day off… Don't call me." He uttered the words flatly and walked past her. She stared flabbergasted.
"Fine, just take off then. Go on!" Craig bellowed from the other room. "I'll handle it all. Don't worry yourself over us. We'll be fine. Same to you with brass knobs!" Ryerson closed the door with a controlled click.
****
Ryerson Sanders found himself standing at the edge of a circle of stones. At the pit of his stomach, a gnawing twinge of uncertainty lingered. It was late afternoon, that much was apparent. The last thing he truly remembered was ending the business meeting. and pissing Craig off.
His brown loafers were caked with mud. His khaki pants were grass and mud stained. He took a physical inventory; he wiggled his fingers, stretched his wrists, then flexed his elbows, extending his arms up over his head, in an attempt to be sure he was not dreaming--he even pinched himself.
"How in the bloody hell did I get here?" he mumbled, staring into the trees.
The forest around him was dense undergrowth. The trees were thick with foliage, ranging in color from a tender pale-green to the deeper shades of emerald and hunter. He scanned the area, turning a full three hundred and sixty degrees. Ryerson was completely and utterly alone. He saw no trail leading to the circle of stones.
The sky overhead was heavy with its burden of water. Grey, billowing clouds backlit by an unseen sun moved rapidly across the sky. The forest that surrounded him seemed to have eyes of its own, or maybe it was his imagination. He stepped fully into the center of the ancient circle. This obviously was not one of the tourist henges. Tall grass separated each of the seven outer stones, all of which reached well past his knees. Moss covered the north sides of the massive monolith. The ground sank beneath his weight when he stepped into the center of the henge.
The feeling of concealed eyes swept over him like an invisible vortex, sucking at his consciousness. It sent a shiver down his spine, and made the hair on the back of his neck and forearms stand at attention. He peered into the forest, vainly seeking for what watched him.
Thunder rolled overhead, giving its warning of the torrential rains that were about to soak him mercilessly. The air was charged with static electricity. Or maybe it was just his fear that charged his environment. The mist hung heavily in the air, seeming to increase its density with each passing moment.
Ryerson had no idea how he was going to find his way out of this place. He didn't remember driving his car here or even if it was somewhere close. The lapse in time and memory rocked his very foundation.
He stepped toward the northernmost stone and placed his hands upon its rough, pitted surface. The stone held a vibration of its own, a low droning hum that pulsated through the palms of his hands. Ryerson's heart pounded so strongly inside his chest, he felt it might escape its cage of bone and muscle. He held tighter to the surface of the rock. It felt as if an eternity passed while he fought to stop his knees from buckling. He was so engrossed in maintaining his standing position that he almost missed the movement in the trees to his right.
He swung his gaze toward it. With hesitant steps, a large, grey wolf paced just at the edge of the tree line. Seconds turned into minutes. Time passed in the standoff of wills. He cautiously stepped behind the stone, placing the only object of protection at his disposal between himself and this wild animal. The wolf never took his eyes off Ryerson's slow, calculated movements. The wolf made no move to come closer, and Ryerson made no move to flee. Maybe I should run, he thought. But he knew there was no chance to outrun this carnivore. The next action, Ryerson decided, was up to the wolf. A sudden, sweeping fog quickly destroyed all line-of-sight. The only thing visible to Ryerson was the stone upon which he had his hands. The wolf was hidden from his sight. What did he know about wolves? He searched his memory. He knew that wolves traveled in packs. It occurred to him that there were no wolves in Wales. He knew that they had been hunted to extinction on the whole of the island. Thunder crackled in the sky. Lightning struck somewhere in the distance. Ryerson waited unsure of what to do. The rain began to fall gently at first, and then increased until each drop stung his unprotected skin.
The rain pounded the fog into submission, scattering its gloomy essence into oblivion. His dark, black hair hung dripping around his ears. He wiped his eyes with the backs of his hands. The wolf was a hair's breadth away from him when he opened his eyes again. Ryerson froze. His heart raced.
He needed to run but his feet remained firmly planted. The animal made no aggressive moves. Lifting its upturned muzzle into the air and inclining its neck, the wolf sniffed at Ryerson's hand.
Warm, moist air passed over Ryerson's fingertips, and he willed himself to stand still. He did not make a move, not even to breathe. The wolf gently placed his cold nose into the palm of Ryerson's hand, inhaling deeply. With the bridge of his long nose, it lifted Ryerson's hand, and tossed his head. First Ryerson felt the coarse hair slip between his fingers and came to rest on the fur-covered cartilage of the wolf 's ear. Suddenly, there was no fear, but a strange sense of kinship which he did not fully understand. The wolf moved very slowly, allowing Ryerson's hand to glide along his back, until all that was beneath Ryerson's palm was the tip of its tail. His hand fell to his side with a measurably deliberate motion.
He watched the wolf trot toward the forest's edge. Just as it was about to enter the trees, the wolf turned, looked back at Ryerson and gave a low whine.
The animal moved forward twenty paces or so before once again looking to be sure Ryerson followed.
Ryerson couldn't believe this was happening. Hallucination or not, this wolf wanted something--it was leading him. Every muscle in Ryerson's body obeyed when his mind commanded him to follow the wolf. It made the way through the forest at a trot as it leapt over fallen logs and rocks. The animal moved deliberately through the trees--right for thirty to forty paces--left for about fifteen minutes--until it stopped abruptly. The forest thinned, and Ryerson could see his car parked at the side of the roadway.
Jerking its head to the car and back again to Ryerson, the wolf turned to face the man. Ryerson looked on the animal with a sense of amazement. It was obvious this was no ordinary wolf. Lowering himself to his knees, Ryerson offered his hand in thanks. The wolf slipped his head under Ryerson's hand, allowing him to stroke his body, nose to tail. Then it turned and walked the other way. Ryerson rose from his knees and the rain continued to pelt his already shivering, drenched body. The downfall splattered to the ground, flinging tiny droplets of mud onto the hem of Ryerson's pants.
The window was down in the car. Water had soaked the interior's upholstery and caused a puddle to form on the floorboard. He reached into the puddle and extracted his keys, shook them off, and climbed into the car.
The road was empty. The saturated seat released cold water into Ryerson's pants and shirt. He started the engine. He rolled the window up, astounded that the car was even there. The dashboard clock had fogged up. He tapped it with his right index finger, and a large drop of condensation formed, slid down the face of the glass and found its way to the edges. The time read 5:15 pm.
Chapter 7
A Cycle Completes
Eve's lids fluttered and closed. She sank into a swirling tunnel of color and light. A single crimson beam flooded her vision then settled around her and she melted into it.
****
Four-year-old Aileann sat on the dirt floor, her eyes glued on her mother waddling from place to place as she prepared the evening meal. A huge cauldron was suspended over the central fire. Aroc added some of the herbs that Aileann had helped to pick yesterday. Her bright red smock was covered with many pockets and hung over her large belly.
Aileann watched her mother as she turned and smiled and said, "Aileann, bring me the water from the table."
Short, stout legs carried the child easily from her spot on the dirt floor. Aileann lifted the small leather water pouch from the table. Aroc made a clicking noise as she looked down on her child. "Hold still, you look like you have been eating with the cows, and your father returns soon."
She wiped Aileann's face with a damp cloth. Aroc fussed over the child's tangled hair, trying in vain to place the wild curls into some kind of order. The young chubby girl with a dirt-stained face had a head full of golden-red curls and big doe-shaped eyes of emerald green. She made funny faces as she was wiped clean.
"Tonight there may be a celebration."
"What kind, Mama?"
"You will no longer be my only child. You know I have your sister growing in my belly, and the gods have told me that you will meet her this night."
Aroc took Aileann's hands. She laid them on her stomach, as she had for months now. Something inside pushed straight out. She giggled at the babe's movements. She looked at where her hands had been. The lump in her mother's tummy roiled in all directions.
"Are you sure that is her?"
Aroc nodded and tapped Aileann on the shoulder. "Yes, that is her, and she will see you soon." Aroc plucked at Aileann's nose. "Always remember this, Aileann: the life that grows inside a woman is sacred. Your sister began of the love I share for Canute, and the request that you made to have a sister."
"I did that?" The child gaped at her mother's stomach as it heaved and stretched out of proportion.
"When you ask the gods for a gift like this," she said, rubbing her hand in a circular motion over the unseen child, "the gift always comes with a price. Not all of our decisions in life are of our own making."
Aileann stared up into her mother's clear blue eyes; the light from the fire flickered and danced in their depths. The heat was warm on the child's cheeks. "Mama, will the baby have the Mark too?"
"No. I think not, Aileann. Her path is not the same as yours, although the two of you will walk together for a time. You have much to learn of the Mark, and when it is time, O Great One, you will be told what it means. Now go and get your Father's cup and place it on the table. He arrives shortly."
Aroc began to sing in her light, soft, high voice, as she often did, making up songs about Aileann. The little girl loved the way her mother softly cooed of the great life she was to have as a Druidess within the Clan of the Standing Stones.
Aileann of the red hair
I hold you so dear
You came to me
Bringing me cheer
Aileann of the Mark
It ties you to a new land
Seek its shores
With the help of a man
More help you will find
In the gods of our time
Aileann
Pick up the cup
And you will find
Your father is home
Right on time
They laughed as the door opened, and Canute stepped inside. A towering man, he stood six feet four inches tall, with white-blond hair that fell about his shoulders. He placed his sword and shield on the wall. Aroc poured mead into his horned cup. Aileann ran into his strong arms. He lifted her off the ground and tossed her into the air.
"Aileann of the Red Hair, you have grown since I left this morn."
Unable to hold the news the child squealed with excitement, "Father, Father, I am going t' be a sister tonight!" Tossing Aileann in the air again, he briefly looked toward Aroc. She stood holding the outstretched cup of mead and nodded to him. His eyebrows furrowed, and a deep crease formed between his eyes. Aroc spoke in a soft, reassuring voice.
"Do not worry, all will be as it should, my husband."
He placed Aileann on the floor, took Aroc into his arms, and kissed her. Aileann grew tired of waiting. It seemed to her that the kiss lasted a very long time. The youngster tugged at his breeches. Canute lifted her into his arms and placed her between him and Aroc. They hugged and Aileann giggled.
After the evening meal, Aroc suddenly grabbed the table. Aileann saw the grimace of pain on her mother's face. Aroc's knuckles went white as she tightened her grip on the table. She looked at Canute, and asked him to open the door. Orion was outside on his perch. Aroc held out her arm and the raven flew to her in a rush of wing-swept wind. She leaned down to him, stroked his shiny, black feathers, and cooed. In a swift movement, she dropped her arm slightly, and raised it. The raven spread his wings and flew out the door.
Soon, Dubgilla, a healer from the wood, arrived and behind her the raven, Orion, swooped down from the sky. Black wings spread wide, he landed lightly behind the healer, settled himself in a ruffle of feathers on the perch outside the door and cried at the sky. The women glanced from one to the other and then to Canute. With the unspoken request acknowledged, he stood and took Aileann's hand.
"You, my child, will come with me," he said, taking his sword down from the wall. Four steps to each one of his, Aileann ran to keep hold of his hand. Winded and tired, she began to slow her pace, and he scooped her up into his arms.
"Where do we go? I want t' see my sister!" She pouted.
"Your sister must first be born, Aileann, and that may take some time. We will go and spread the news of her coming." Within a few long strides, they entered the large central hall of the village. He placed Aileann on the ground. She did not come here often. Her attention focused on the brightly colored shields and animal skins that hung on the walls. Her father walked to the chair at the end of the long table and sat quietly. His forehead crease deepened with each passing hour.
Several men from the village talked with Canute. Sleepy and bored, Aileann crawled onto his lap. She snuggled close against his warm chest. She listened to the beating of his heart, steady and strong. The soft fur lining of his brat was warm against her little legs, but it tickled.
The next time Aileann's eyes opened, she was in her dwelling and her mother was lying on the sleeping rack, motionless. Dubgilla rushed her helpers out of the room. Aileann thought her mother was sleeping, but she could not understand how anyone could sleep through all that crying. A wailing that seemed unending came from the small bundle her father held. Tears welled in his eyes.
"Is that my sister?" A yawn escaped the child's lips and she sat up from the straw mattress that was her bed. Aileann rubbed the backs of her hands across sleepy eyes and yawned again.
Dubgilla washed off Aroc's face as Canute lay the screaming, squirmy, infant into Aileann's lap. It did not much look like what she thought her sister would look like. The baby was red and wrinkled with not a hair on her head. She had even smaller fingers than Aileann's, and each one had a tiny, little nails.
Canute moved to Aroc's side, knelt down, then kissed her lightly on the cheek. Tears streamed down his face. Aileann could not remember ever seeing her father cry. It frightened her. She strained to listen to what he was saying to her mother.
"Aroc, please don't leave me. I need you to--to warm my bed, to tend the children. Don't leave me. I cannot face life alone. I…" His voice trailed off into a sob, and Aroc's hand came to rest on his tear-stained cheek. Stroking the tears away, she shushed him and tried to speak.
"Husband, friend, protector, you will do what must be done. Come closer." He leaned in toward her, and she whispered in his ear. The only thing that Aileann heard clearly was, "When the time comes you must cut yourself off from…"
"Then of the three I love, I am to have one – only one?"
As Aroc turned her head, she saw her eldest child watching, and said in a strained voice, "Aileann of the Red Hair, you…" Her breath came in ragged gasps. "You will tend your sister, and Dubgilla will tend you." Aileann moved closer. "When the time comes, you will leave this place…" The breath gave way and after long moments she finished. "And fulfill your birthright. Do-- you--understand, child? I will always love you as my very own, and I pledge to you that I will always be near. You need only call to me." Her air failed.
Aileann touched her mother's cheek and nodded, auburn curls bounced about her face. "Yes, Mama, I will."
Dubgilla took the newborn and held her skyward toward the thatched roof, as far as her arms would stretch. The healer sang in a low voice. "This child has come. She must be named. This child has come. Your servant she will be. This child has come...."
Dubgilla's eyes were closed as she swayed holding the babe high overhead. Her song droned on and on. The baby's cries drowned out many of the words.
Canute still knelt alongside Aroc. Finally, Dubgilla lowered the child, and said her name for the first time.
"The gods have chosen an old and honored name. This child is to be known as Eithen, Speaker of the Truth."
Her father turned and nodded. Her mother grabbed for his hand. Aileann ran to her mother's side. She heard a sound she would never be able to forget. A deep, husky rattle came from her mother's throat. It came from deep inside. Then Aroc stopped breathing. A long exhale left her mouth ever so slowly, and Aileann watched her chest for the breath. It did not come. Canute fell to the floor. He pulled at his white-blond hair, beating his fists on the ground in a momentary lapse in his staunch composure. He raised himself after a few minutes. Aileann looked into his steel-blue eyes. They were glazed with tears.
He pulled the child close and said, "Kiss your… Aroc goodbye. She is on her way to live with the gods."
This was the first of many changes in her father. The clear blue eyes of a warrior stared helplessly at Aileann. Only a short time before, they had been fierce and cunning. Now they were clouded, dull and hopeless.
Aileann leaned over her mother for the last time that night, as life completed one full revolution. The passing of Aroc, and the birth of her sister Eithen, marked a coming of age that Aileann would later think arrived much too soon. However, in that moment, she knew no better than to do as she was told. She kissed her mother on the lips. For the first time, those lips did not kiss her back.
Dawn broke the horizon in a splash of fiery reds. Aileann watched the Druid Death March Ceremony for her mother. White robes billowed in the breeze. Aroc's body was carried to the stone circle. A sprig of heather dangled in Aileann's hand.
In the center of the sacred circle, her body was laid on the slab of smoothed bluestone. The Clan of the Standing Stones gathered to sing her praises. Plain white-robed men and women called to the gods and goddesses in harmonious voices. Their hair was plaited and tied with bits of ribbon and vine. Canute was stoic and proud as he stood by his wife's dead body.
The Clan danced, and chanted in the ancient ways. The healers entered the circle.
"Aileann of the Red Hair," intoned a high druid from another clan. Arthfael stood robed and hooded against a blazing sky. The shadowy stones of the circle consumed, and deflected, the sun's rays. Aileann stared at this man's grey eyes, which twinkled from beneath his hood as it fell back. His head was shaved in a tonsure giving him the appearance of an extremely high forehead. On his chest lay a bronze medallion. Interlacing knots surrounded its edges. In the center, a raised symbol gleamed. Arthfael touched the medallion, almost caressing it, as he spoke. His voice seemed to thunder and bounce off the stones, ricocheting from ear to ear.
"The gods have opened their arms to Aroc of the White Hair, Druidess of the Standing Stones. Before our sister crosses into the veil, Aileann of the Red Hair will be joined to her spirit. Step forward, child."
Aileann did not understand what he meant, but with Dubgilla's insistent hand on the small of her back, she stepped forward. Arthfael took the child's hand, holding it palm up. Dubgilla sliced a thin scratch along the child's lifeline. Aileann tried to pull away, but Dubgilla calmed her with a firm hand on her shoulder, and a stern look that said this was important. The healer repeated the cut, but this time on Aroc's hand. Aileann cried silently. Arthfael joined the palms, of woman and child--the living and the dead, holding them firmly in place. A fine, thin cloth shimmered iridescently while being wrapped around the joined hands, preventing separation. Then Aroc's body was covered in a sheer, white fabric, the likes of which Aileann had never seen. Arthfael leaned down whispering to Aileann.
"Now, child, give Aroc a gift to complete the exchange."
The young child placed the sprig of heather in the bindings of her shroud. A rush of energy entered Aileann's body. Her shoulders convulsed. Tears fell like rain.
****
Eve sat up in bed. The tears streamed hot and salty down her face. She threw back the covers, waking Coz from a cat's deep sleep. Swinging her feet off the bedside, she trudged to the bathroom. An overwhelming sadness threatened to break her heart. The tears were not for herself, but for the child in the dream. Eve looked in the mirror and gazed off into the depths of her dark green eyes.
It felt as if it were me, as if I was this child. Sweet Jesus--what's happening to me? I feel like I'm going crazy! Eve scraped her fingernails over her scalp. In the kitchen, she ran the tap and reached for a glass from the oak cabinet. Coz squalled his disapproval. She imagined he was telling her to go back to bed. But he paced in front of the armoire that held the stereo equipment. "Cut it out, Coz. You're acting so weird." On her way back upstairs, Eve grabbed her journal. She sat, knees drawn up to her chest, in the middle of the queen-sized bed.
Coz coiled himself into a ball of fawn-colored fur at her feet. She wrote what she remembered of the dream. She hoped that by putting the words to the page, she could save herself the vivid pain of loss. If not, she would pull it apart--dissect it--like a frog in a tenth grade science class.
Hadn't she lost enough in her life? She wondered. Both parents killed in a car accident. Her closest relative, a grandmother, had raised her and died of a stroke two years before. Lonely anger surrounded her. She wanted to know what all this was about--what all of these dreams meant.
Eve laid the journal aside and glanced at the clock. 1:59 am. Scientific study was best done with a clear mind and a non-emotional attachment. Was she ready for that? Could she detach? She pulled the cat up to her chest and held him there, stroking his head. He put his two front paws into her hair and gently extended his claws slightly. He pressed and squeezed repeatedly.
His gentle massaging caused Eve to breathe a sigh of relief. The deep muffled sound of his purring was the constant reminder she was not alone.
Chapter 8
Platinum and Bath Salts
The dark blue Mustang chugged to a jerking, run-on stall as it rolled into the parking spot.
"Damn," exclaimed the fair-skinned, young assistant as she exited the driver's seat. Lori Katz was thankful she made it home from work at the clinic. She would have to call the mechanic again.
She slung her bag over her shoulder and flipped the keys around her finger while she shoved the door closed with her hip. Why was it that the apartment building always seemed so suffocating to her? Lori climbed the two flights of stairs to her North Hollywood apartment building. As she slipped her key into the lock, a flashing image of flickering candles lit in her mind's eye. She smiled knowing that James was inside, and that he had decided to surprise her with a cozy dinner.
She swung the door open. The lights were down low, and candles burned on the small dining room table that sat adjacent to the galley style kitchen. A smile lit her face, and she dropped her purse on the chair, happy to be rid of its weight. James Forest came from the direction of the bedroom, placing his hands on Lori's shoulders.
"Hey, glad you're here. Hope you don't mind." His brown eyes twinkled with excitement. "I let myself in."
She took in the sight of him. He was casually dressed in a button up shirt, jeans and loafers. Wavy brown hair framed his face. A strong jaw and high cheekbones gave him a powerful look but the wire-rimmed glasses exposed him as the analytical that he was.
His fingers methodically rubbed the tension from her shoulders, and she leaned into his arms.
"Mmm--feels good. Not at all. Let yourself in anytime. What are the candles for?" She tilted her head up and they kissed.
"I thought we would celebrate. Sit down, and let me get your dinner."
James pulled out the chair and seated her, letting his fingers slide softly across her shoulders before he walked into the narrow kitchen.
"What are we celebrating?" she asked.
"The conclusion of a successful work week at the clinic, being together for four hundred twenty-one days, and just because you deserve a celebration."
There was no need to see him to know there was a wide grin playing on his sweet lips.
What did I ever do to deserve him?
James sauntered in from the kitchen, a white dish towel neatly folded over his forearm. A bottle of chilled wine was shifted from one hand to the other. He approached the table, popped the cork, and filled their glasses.
"Salad coming right up." He smiled, setting the bottle into the ice bucket at the back of the table. "I hope you're hungry."
"Famished," she replied, sipping her wine.
James placed the salad plate of bitters in front of her with a flourish. This was service that couldn't even be had at the best of restaurants. He stepped to the stereo and pressed the play button. Mellow jazz filled the room, and Lori watched his every move until he sat down beside her.
A mischievous grin played at the corner of his mouth all through dinner. He had outdone himself, Lori had to admit--three courses and a gourmet dessert. She was sure he had not made the chocolate souffles himself, and she really didn't care. He was just so sweet, so gentle, so caring. The wine warmed her blood. Dinner had more than satisfied her.
Now he held her hand in such a way that a tiny little knot of excitement formed in her belly. Something was up. He was not done with his plans. A flash of platinum flickered in her mind as she blinked, and in an effort to catch the image fully, she closed her eyes. The glittering marquis cut of a single diamond sat in her mind's eye.
What in the world was that?
Before she could mention it, he was on his feet, pulling her up with him. A tender embrace followed, and Lori gave a sigh as he let her go. He then led her down the hallway toward the master bedroom.
"Close your eyes," he whispered.
"Okay." She obeyed.
There was an awkward moment of blindness and then her inner sense kicked in she could see he'd transformed her bedroom into a picture from a magazine. Rose petals were strewn across the floor and bed. From the ceiling fan, cascaded strands of tiny, dim, flickering lights that tented the four-poster bed. He steered her right into the bathroom. The smell of bath salts hung in the steamy room. His hands released hers. She tried to focus her attention on what the room looked like, but the images behind her closed eyes grew foggy, and shimmered, so that she could not make out the scene. She guessed she would just have to wait.
"No peeking," his voiced was soft.
"No, right. No peeking," she said and giggled.
"Now, stand still." James moved behind her, slipped the zipper of her dress down, and before she knew what happened her dress fell to the ground. He slid the straps of her pumps below her heels, removing them with ease. James slowly removed her undergarments. When she was naked, he took her hands once more. "Step forward, please. Good, now be very still."
As the next few moments went by, it was so hard for Lori not to open her eyes. He did not touch her. She could hear movement in the room. Her senses were heightened, and there was the slightest sway in her stance from the wine.
"What are you doing over there?" But Lori heard no reply. "Oh, come on… Can I open my eyes yet?" she pleaded.
His hand brushed hers and he lifted it to his mouth. A tender kiss was placed on each of her knuckles, and a tremor of anticipation flowed up her arm to her neck. Then she felt his warm lips had made their way to the curve at her neck. He kissed her with such warmth, such passion that she wished she could melt into him. James lifted her from the floor. His arm was cupped securely under her knees as he lowered her into the tub. A gasp escaped her throat, and then she felt as if she were floating into a cloud. The smell of jasmine filled her nose, and she inhaled deeply. Lori heard the splash of the water as James, too, entered the warm bath. She could feel his gaze. He sat staring at her for a long moment. James was afraid--so terribly nervous--about what he was about to do.
****
Gathering his courage, James reached over the side. The bath tray fit so nicely across the expanse of the double Jacuzzi-style tub. He was now glad he had given it to her for her birthday.
Her eyes started to flutter as if they would open, and he begged for her patience. "Just one more moment, please, keep your eyes closed. I promise it won't be long."
"All right, but hurry, James, I want to enjoy you too."
****
She smiled a lopsided grin and then decided she would just have to try the sight again. A slight change of focus, and in her mind, steam hovered at the ceiling. It clung to the walls, and its watery remains trickled and ran as if racing to return to the tub. The vision would get no clearer, and she hated it when she couldn't tune into her environment at will.
Why spoil it for yourself? He is trying so hard.
She tried to stop but couldn't.
James took a deep breath, mouthed a silent prayer and crossed himself. "Open your eyes."
The tray stretched across the tub between them. On it sat three candles, two of which were lit. Their flames flickered and danced. In the middle was a tall one-inch pillar that stood unlit. On either side of this candle, James had placed two small, black-velvet boxes.
****
Before she started to talk, he jumped in. "Lori, I've been waiting for the right moment to ask you something. Before I do…" The words stuck in his throat while others rang in his mind.
I vow to serve the Clan of the Standing Stones--forever a humble servant and devoted follower
His nerve wavered. He thought he was going to lose his courage. James grasped her hand under the water. Bubbles rose, releasing the sweet scent of jasmine, and he inhaled a long, shuddering breath. "I have loved you my whole life. Even before I met you, you were the best part of me.
Whatever we couldn't have in other lifetimes, I wish for us in this one. Will you be my wife?"
"James, I will have you and no one else until the end of time." Tears seeped from the corners of Lori's eyes. Her bottom lip began to quiver as her chin dimpled into a hundred tiny little dents.
He looked deeply into her eyes, wanting to hold this moment in his memory forever. He had not noticed until that moment that he was holding his breath. "Then I would ask you to promise me that from this moment on we will be as one." James lifted the candle on the left, and Lori followed his lead, lifting the candle on the right. Together they lit the pillar in the center of the tray. Both flames merged as one, igniting the wick. He took the candle from her hand and placed it along with his at the wall's edge. He wanted to kiss her but the tray was in the way. She had not yet seen the ring he had for her. She lifted one of the boxes. James stopped her, placing his hand over hers.
"The other one first." He winked.
Lori nodded and lifted the other soft, black box into her hand. The lid creaked. From inside the glimmer of two perfect marquise diamonds shone up at her.
"Earrings! Oh, James, they're beautiful. I've never had anything so… so…" The words would not come out. She sat there crying like a baby, and inside her heart of hearts, she wished this moment would never end.
He grinned, and he handed her the other box. "Now you can open this one." Inside the velvet container twinkled the widest platinum band she'd ever seen. At least a half-inch wide. He took the ring from the box, and slid it on her finger. Then with a grand gesture he spun the band around. The twokarat marquis-cut stone flashed a rainbow of colors.
From deep cobalt blue to the palest of blush-pink, the beauty of the universe glittered in its depths. She cried even harder. Hands over her face, she did not even see James lift the tray and place it on the floor. He tucked her long, dark hair behind her ears, and adorned each earlobe with his gift. Pulling her hands away from her face he kissed her. He thanked God that she had said yes. Now they would never be parted--not ever.
Chapter 9
A Stone's Throw
An uncontrollable shudder and occasional sniffle were all that lingered of Eve's spent tears. In her heart, she knew whatever losses this child--Aileann--had suffered, she too had felt in her own lifetime. The loss of her parents and caretaker, yes, Eve shared grief with this Aileann. At least Aileann had a sister, Eve thought.
"But I have you, right, Coz?" She scratched behind the cat's ear and he lifted his chin and she stroked his neck. The rumble in Cosmo's chest lulled and comforted her. He stretched out his front paws, one on either side of her neck. Her sandy hair tangled in gently extended claws, and soft pink pads rhythmically pushed and pushed. The rumble in his chest grew louder. Eve slipped into a deep trance. Her eyes closed, and soon she felt nothing of the cat's rhythmic kneading or the sorrow which had engulfed her. A whirlpool of colors twisted behind her closed eyes. Part of her wanted to escape the pull, but a much larger part simply wanted to surrender, if only to escape the sadness for just a little while. Eve tumbled into the depths of sleep.
****
"Aileann?" She felt a tug at her dress.
"Hmmm, Eithen?"
"Wiva? Wocks?"
Eithen yanked several times at Aileann's sleeve. Crystalline blue eyes pleaded up at Aileann while Eithen's bottom lip pushed out in a pout. At nearly four winters, Eithen already knew Aileann could not refuse her. As if the older sister could refuse the younger. "Alright, but only for a time. Stay where I can see you."
Her sleeve was released before she had finished speaking, and Eithen was off to the riverbank.
It won't hurt to let her play awhile. I still have the willow bark and horehound to gather.
She watched her sister scurry down the slope. Eithen was a thin little wisp of a thing. Although, Aileann assured herself, the little girl was as tall as the other children her age. White-blonde hair shone brightly as she ran through the random patterns of light that poured to the ground through the leaves and branches of the willow trees. Aileann dropped the last of the valerian root into the basket at her feet and whispered a silent prayer of thanks to the Great Mother for providing.
The stench of the plant turned her stomach, but valerian root was a necessary part of the coming celebration. She had been careful not to over-harvest the precious roots as Dubgilla had warned.
"If you collect too many, there will be no seed. If there is no seed, then there will be no plants for next season. Be sure to leave enough, so if the need arises we can gather more for a winter stock."
The feast of Beltaine was approaching. In preparation, Dubgilla had sent Aileann to the river to gather horehound leaves, willow bark and valerian root. All would be used in the making of the Fire of Protection.
Lifting the basket to her hip, she moved down the slope after Eithen. The horehound was not far from the bank of the river. Harvesting the leaves was an easy task, and she set to work keeping one eye on Eithen as usual. At least the horehound smelled better. Soon she had collected enough of the crinkled, furry leaves. The rising smell of the herbs was no longer completely offensive, and the willow bark would hide what was left of the unpleasant odor from the unpleasant root. Aileann lifted the basket to her hip once more and moved to the stand of willows.
She sat the basket on the green grass at the field's edge. Dotted with freshly bloomed heather, the landscape was alive and it was nice to be outside for a change. The air was crisp after all of the spring rains. The river's edge was just below.
Requesting permission of the tree was very important to the removal of bark. Leaning an ear against a tall willow tree, she listened for its song. Slowly at first, and then stronger, it came--a low, droning hum--the sound of its life's blood as it coursed through the fibrous trunk. Tiny buds of pale-green tipped each of its draping branches. Spring would soon be over, and all its newness would be gone. The tree whispered its true name to Aileann. She imagined the sap flowing quickly as the warmth of spring passed to the heat of summer. Having struck an agreement with the willow, she unsheathed her dirk and removed the bark in small spiral shaped sections. Careful not to cut too deeply, she worked her dirk swiftly and completed the third spiral on the south side of the tree. This had been the tree's request. Four more of the willow grove gave of themselves for the Fire of Protection ceremony. When she was done, Aileann sat with her back against the last tree, pushing her own spirit into it, as she had with each of the givers. Replenishing the tree's energy, Aileann sent healing and health deep into its roots.
Eithen played on the bank of the river, tossing stone after stone into the dark water. The rippling wake from each stone's impact grew larger and larger as the rings moved away from the center. Enchanted, Aileann watched while the last of the rings met the shore.
Since the death of her mother, Aileann had been Eithen's caretaker and guardian. Dubgilla had taken the girls to apprentice in the ways of the Druids--in the traditions of their mother's people. Their father had chosen not to stay when the news arrived from England that Old Fork Beard, his father, needed him. Canute had promised to return this spring, but had not come. In just a few days, summer would be officially here. Dubgilla said it would not be long until he would take another wife. Aileann was trapped in her own thoughts, wondering about the new woman who would take her father's love away.
Who will it be? Will I like her? Would she be nice to Eithen?
Aileann glanced up looking for Eithen. She was safe, so Aileann pushed a sharp feeling of dread away, believing it was about her father. Eithen was close to the grove's edge, looking for more rocks. Aileann turned her thoughts to her studies, as she had been trained to do, when all felt black and hopeless.
She had learned much in the last four years. Willow bark steeped in a tea would relieve pain. If the leaves of the willow were mixed with lavender buds and rose petals and worn close to the heart, a true love could be attracted, to even the homeliest of girls. This batch of bark, however, would be used in building the fire of protection for the Beltaine feast.
The ways of the Druids were strict with principle, long with repetition, founded on ancient natural law, and practiced in secrecy. Whenever Aileann was in the village, others whispered as she passed, but no one had ever been unkind. Still, it made her feel as if she were a ghost among her own people. Eithen went everywhere with her and most of the time Aileann didn't mind. Her sister was a cheerful child.
Each evening, Aileann sat at Dubgilla's feet. The old healer would tell stories of Aroc and her sister Greadach. Dubgilla told the girls of her homeland--Erin she called it. Dubgilla spoke of many things. When she talked of how difficult it had been for Aroc to leave her precious Erin, it always made Aileann sad. When Aileann listened to those stories, she thought of what Eithen was missing not having known their mother.
Eithen played by the river and Aileann watched. Eithen loved to watch the water circles she created by throwing rocks. Each ring, and even the spaces between them, held her attention until they faded to nothing. Then Eithen would throw again.
Aileann closed her eyes, envisioning the coming feast; tables filled to overflowing drifted in her mind. She let her senses entertain what it would be like to smell spit-roasted meats and steaming pies. She imagined the taste of honeyed mead. Her mouth watered, and she licked her lips. She thought of the ceremony which would ring in summer. Each house would douse its fire so it could be lit anew. Each house's hearth would be lit with a torch made from the very herbs in her basket. This year, Aileann was to be the fire bearer.
The council had informed her only last night that she had been chosen. It was a great honor to convey the Beltaine fire. The Mark on her back began to itch and tingle.
The cry of Orion brought Aileann back from her thoughts. She watched him take flight from the branches above her. His pitch-black wings and his sleek body were a stark contrast to the light grey of the sky. He flew down near the river and dove at the water. At first Aileann did not see his target.
"Eithen! Eithen!" screamed Aileann, stumbling to her feet. She rushed frantically toward the river. Her sister was floating in the water face down. Aileann waded out as far as she could, but as she reached for Eithen, her sister was pulled from her grasp. The current was strong, and the rocks were slick beneath Aileann's feet. She propelled herself forward in the cold water, but Eithen slipped through her fingers again and again. Panic pulsed through Aileann's veins. She swam after her all the while, screaming for help. Aileann knew Dubgilla was not far away--she was never far away. The healer seemed to always know what was happening.
Where is Dubgilla now!
Aileann swam with quivering arms, desperately trying to get closer to Eithen. With the fear of losing Eithen overtaking her mind, she desperately pleaded with the goddesses of water, uttering a silent frantic prayer.
"Arnemetia, Coventina, Sulis, I need you. Help me! Whatever you want, I will do. Please, let me reach her. Stop the water's flow. O Mothers of water, help me!"
Then, as if in answer to her summons, the flow of the river stopped.
Eithen was in her hands. Aileann pulled the child's limp body to shore. She turned the little girl onto her back, listened at her mouth for breath. There was none. She placed her lips on Eithen's, and blew the air from her body into her sister's. She sat back. Nothing! Aileann pushed on her chest. Water gurgled from Eithen's mouth and nose. She convulsed, coughed and then choked. Eithen's small thin body shivered. Spasmodic lungs expelled the water's spirit, which lingered in Eithen's chest. Shaking with fear, and the weakness that follows such things, Aileann held her sister in her arms. But fear meant nothing--Eithen was all that mattered.
Aileann picked Eithen up and turned toward the lodge. Orion's caw sounded and Dubgilla appeared over the rise of the hill. Her long, brightgreen brat was unmistakable. The healer's aging body moved quickly to the girls.
Dubgilla pointed her long bony finger at Aileann. She knew Dubgilla held her responsible. This was her fault. Worried tears flowed down her cheeks. Dubgilla took Eithen from Aileann's arms and looked at her with blue eyes that were as cold as the iron blade of Canute's sword.
"Where were you when she went in the water, girl?" Dubgilla growled. "Have you no sense? She is lucky to be alive. Let us hope we can keep her that way. Gather your things. I will tend to Eithen."
"I was…"
"Not--a--word, Aileann."
She bowed her head, looking only at the ground. She knew Dubgilla was right. She had been a fool--a stupid, arrogant half-wit. What had she been thinking to have taken her eyes from her sister for even a moment?
If she dies, it will be my fault, and only mine. My mother left her in my charge, and I have failed to protect her. If she dies, I will go with her.
Aileann raised the basket to her hip. She admonished herself all the way back to their living quarters. Dubgilla had already reached the house by the time Aileann was at the edge of the oak grove which concealed the dwelling. She ran to the lodge and flung open the door, setting the basket on the table. Dubgilla hovered over Eithen and was removing her wet clothing. Without looking up from her work, she said, "Aileann, you will remove your wet clothes and dress for warmth. Then take these--" she tossed Eithen's wet clothes at Aileann's feet, " --outside to dry. Do not tarry, girl, I need you here." Her tone was blunt and harsh.
Dubgilla had never spoken to Aileann thus, but Aileann knew she deserved whatever punishment Dubgilla rendered.
I will give my life for hers.
The words echoed in Aileann's brain. She did as she was told without a word of objection. When she was back in the lodge, the old healer was preparing a poultice. Aileann could smell the eucalyptus, a very powerful and rare leaf. Dubgilla had a small supply she had acquired from another healer who had passed through the grove not more than a moon ago. Dubgilla had already set the water to boil and was busy mixing the leaves with hyssop. She had Aileann prepare a tea of mint and chamomile. The poultice would take the chill from Eithen's lungs, and the tea would help her to sleep. Dubgilla beckoned to Aileann.
"Eithen is calling for you, O Selfish One," the healer whispered. "Go to her, and put a smile on your face. She does not need to see you looking like that." She raised both eyebrows and nudged the elder sister forward.
Aileann walked to the side of Eithen's sleeping mat. It was a raised wooden pedestal with straw-stuffed bedding she had made herself. Eithen's eyes followed her sister's movement. They were the same blue of their mother's, but shaped like their father's. Eithen tried to sit up.
"No, you must lie still. I am here. I'll not leave you."
Eithen's skin was bluish, a sign she was deeply cold. Aileann pulled the blankets up close around the child's neck and stroked her hair--blonde and thick like their father's. Tears began to well up in Aileann's eyes, threatening to escape to her cheeks. Eithen whispered in a soft, quiet voice so only her sister could hear.
"Aileann, am I in trouble? She looks mad." Eithen looked over at Dubgilla.
"No, Eithen. Dubgilla is not angry at you."
"Aileann…"
"Yes, my heart?"
"Did I make circles in the water like the rocks?" Her tiny smile lit Aileann's soul.
"Big ones, Eithen, like those of a boulder." Aileann bowed her head,
and began to sing Eithen's favorite song. The younger girl sipped at her tea, making a loud slurping sound each time Aileann stopped singing.
After Dubgilla applied the poultice to her chest, it was just a few heartbeats before Eithen was sound asleep. Her breathing sounded raspy and labored. Eithen shivered while she slept. Over the next few days, her breathing worsened, and she developed a persistent cough. She was hot to the touch and moaned in her sleep, calling for Aileann throughout the night.
Dubgilla was determined in her work to clear the river's spirit from Eithen's body. On the seventh night before the feast of Beltaine, Eithen's fever grew worse. The other healers from the clan prayed and chanted as Aileann held her sister's small hand.
"I will not let you go, you are my blood, my heart, my purpose," Aileann whispered in Eithen's ear as she lay beside her sister. Aileann dreamt that night of a great fire burning alongside her.
In the dream, Aileann saw her mother smiling down on her, and Aroc said, "Aileann of the Red Hair, lay your hands on your sister's heart, and say these words. 'The river, gone from you, passed to me. I take your pain, and set you free.' " Beside Aroc, in the shadowy dream world, was a woman Aileann did not recognize.
Her hair was the same as Aileann's, a full tangle of glowing auburnringlets. Her eyes were bright emerald-green with flecks of gold dusted at their edges. The mysterious female spread her arms wide as if to draw Aileann near, embracing her and humming softly. As she rocked Aileann, her hair cascaded down the front of her shoulders and gently spread around the girl's face. The feeling was like being in the womb--a sacred place--a place no other person could go. When she released Aileann, it felt as if the girl was flying to the sun, carried by Aroc's raven. She grew hotter and hotter and then suddenly it was night. A sweet, cool breeze swept over Aileann. Orion lay her on the ground. Aileann's eyes opened. Eithen was asleep beside her.
In the darkness, Dubgilla watched as Aileann sat up and placed her hands on Eithen's chest. She chanted in a low voice.
"The river, gone from you, passed to me. I take your pain and set you free. The river, gone from you, passed to me. I take your pain and set you free. The river, gone from you, passed to me. I take your pain and set you free."
There was a shift of life force. It entered through the top of Aileann's head. It warmed her body, first moving over the scalp muscles, then across the shoulders, and down her arms. It was as if her feet had anchored themselves to the very core of Mother Earth.
Eithen's eyelids fluttered open, her eyes clear of a fevered glaze. Aileann lifted her hands from Eithen's chest. Aileann swayed. Dubgilla rushed to her side. She took Aileann under the arms and walked her to her own sleeping mat. Dubgilla placed an amber stone into Aileann's hand, closing her fingers over the gem.
"I have always known you were a Spirit-Walker. I have always known the prophecy was true. Child, you are a healer and now you must learn to heal yourself. Place the sickness in this amber stone. The Clan will await your return."
Aileann told her nothing of the night's dream, and she remembered little of the next few days. All of her energy was used to cleanse herself of the white-hot sun, which burned inside her head.
On the eve of Beltaine, Aileann's fever broke, and she opened her eyes to see Eithen looking down at her. Tears swam in her sister's huge, blue eyes. The little girl was sitting with her hands in her lap.
It had been the sound of Eithen's voice calling for their father to come home that had awakened Aileann. She smiled up at her sister and spoke through cracked lips.
"I am fine, my sister. Do not call father home. I will live."
Eithen jumped to her feet and ran from the lodge. Her thin legs moved like a blur. Aileann sat on the side of her sleeping mat, placing her feet on the hard packed-floor. She was weak. Each muscle shook, but her mind was clear.
Damp from sweat, she reached for a clean smock. Dubgilla walked through the door, Eithen on her heels. They helped Aileann dress.
"We must now thank the gods, for it is Beltaine Eve and the feast begins. Aileann? You have done well."
The healer was, even with her vast knowledge, astounded by what the Great One had achieved. The three females walked hand-in-hand to the central bonfire which lit the village. Everyone enjoyed the celebration, and the mead flowed freely. When they approached, the dancing stopped, and all eyes turned to them. Dubgilla urged Aileann forward to the fire, saying, "Toss the amber into the flames. You cannot carry it with you. You must destroy the sickness."
When Aileann released the amber into the fire, a great spark shot up to the sky. The crowd cheered. Songs of praises and thanks filled the air. The celebration which followed would be one Aileann would never forget.
****
Eve's eyes shot open. She glared toward the clock on the nightstand across the bed. 4:30 am. She pulled herself to a seated position and turned on the nightstand lamp. Groping for water, she drank the entire cup before taking the journal from the table and writing down yet another dream which she did not understand. When Eve had recorded the range of emotions from the latest saga of Aileann's life, she laid the journal on the bed next to her and stared out the window.
The sky was dark, charcoal-grey, and Eve could make out the tops of the trees swaying in the early morning breeze. The birds were beginning to wake in the trees in front of her house. The tittering and cooing threatened to lull her back to sleep. Inside her head she heard the soft sound of a flute being played. She felt dizzy. The cat hissed and ran from the room. Eve heard his feet patter down the steps. Her head was spinning. The room blurred. She fought the closing of her eyes, but it was no use.
Chapter 10
Everything Changes
Cosmo stalked down the stairs to the living room. Had he been human, the staircase itself would have vibrated. Coz pawed at the stereo cabinet. He tried to squeeze alongside the wall, but he couldn't force his way between it and the massive piece of furniture. The cat yowled, and rubbed against the cabinet door. Thin, orange fur floated in the air above him. His hackles stood at attention. His tail puffed up to twice its normal size, and he emitted a low growl from deep in his chest. He sat tilting his head from side to side, never removing his glare from the cabinet door. A moan came from upstairs, and at once he was up the steps and at Eve's side.
****
The wind whipped through Aileann's hair. Eithen clung so tightly to her sister's hand that Aileann could no longer feel her fingers.
"All will be well, Little Bird."
"Where do we go, Aileann?"
"Father said to a new home, where we will be safe. I know no more than you, Little Bird." Eithen released her death grip on Aileann's hand, and she stretched numb fingers to bring the blood flow back again. Aileann knew only that everything was changing.
The bow of Canute's ship cut through the river's waters. The fleet of ten ships moved steadily toward the open sea. It had been a week of furious preparation to make the whole of the small village ready for this move. The ships had come to take the clan to a new land.
"War and turbulence will come. Battle will tear us asunder," her father had said. "A new king has come to the throne of England."
Aileann's father, Canute, had always been a powerful force in her world. While making ready for this move, Aileann had learned just how powerful a force he was in the world of her people. He'd spent little time with the girls since the death of their Aruc. He had come and gone as he had seen fit, and that was only right. Never spending the long winters with the girls, he would appear in spring, if he came at all. Aileann had thought nothing of this until a few days ago.
He had appeared on a foggy night this time. Since his arrival, everyone in the village had bustled from place-to-place, packing what could be carried and not much more. They had stocked food supplies, healing herbs, and gathered the animals for the move.
Returning to the village after collecting the plants and barks that Dubgilla had sent Aileann to retrieve, she stopped at the central long house hoping to steal a minute of her father's time. It had been more than a full year since she saw him last, and having him so close was a stronger pull on her heart than she would admit to anyone. She poked her head around the corner of the doorway. The loud voices of the men inside startled her, causing her to almost run away.
The booming voice of Canute, and the slam of a fist on the table, was clear even to her, though she had no real view of the great hall. "You will do as you are told and gather your belongings, or you will die at the hands of Fork Beard's enemies. The choice is yours, Orm, but I tell you--Aethelred's men will come, and I've need of your sword at my side. If my father is to remain King, we must gather our forces now!"
The groan from the other side of the table must have been Orm's, but Aileann could not be sure. Before she could move closer, someone else spoke. His voice she did not recognize.
"Once we reach Wales will you be returning to Northumbria, or will we be staging the attacks from the new site in Wales?"
"Once the village is settled in the new location, away from attack, we will be moving on to Northumbria. From there, we will invade. There we can gather ships and men."
"The girls, what of them?" She did not recognize that voice either.
"I've no time to waste on children. They'll be safe enough in Wales.
Fork Beard was stranded there after a great storm. He forged an alliance with Edwin ab Einion, who is now a King in his own right. Edwin has agreed to provide sanctuary for our people--at a price. I have promised Eithen to his youngest son. Enough of this!"
Canute's words rang in Aileann's ears. Questions spun in her mind.
Why Northumbria? Why is he not take us with him? Her heart sank. Eithen promised to a Welshman? Father is not going to stay with us?
Aileann had known that already in some deep recess of her mind, but hearing the words devastated her. Canute had lost a part of himself when Aroc died, and the girls only reminded him of that loss. They had been replaced--Eithen and Aileann--by a need to fight for a kingship he had shown no interest in holding before now.
"'Tis too much," Aileann said, and she placed the questions in the back of her mind. She rushed off to deliver the basket to Dubgilla.
When she reached the lodge, Eithen was waiting for her. Aileann had pulled the little girl into her arms and hugged her tightly. She wiggled out of Aileann's arms with a harrumph and stood with her hands on her hips. At the age of seven winters, Eithen would not allow long embraces as she had when she was a baby. Dubgilla stared down at Aileann with questioning eyes.
However, the healer did not ask what was on her mind. There was too much to do and little time to waste.
That night, Aileann stretched out on her bed with her arms folded over her chest. Hot tears rolled down her face. Crying was a luxury she would never allow herself in front of others. Not even her sister had seen her cry in at least the past three seasons.
Wishing that her mother were still alive, Aileann finally went to sleep. She dreamt of Aroc that night. Aileann stood at the head of a circle of stones that she had never seen before. Aroc waved the child forward. Beside Aroc was the same red-haired woman who had held Aileann in her arms when Eithen had been sick some three years before. They both called Aileann forward. As she stepped into the stone circle, the wind howled and a dark cloud covered the bright full moon. As she came nearer to Aroc, Aileann could see that her mother smiled while she spoke.
"Aileann of the Red Hair, England splits apart, and it will not be long before your destiny calls. When it does, you must not look back. All that was done was what we thought best at the time, and is now long over. Look to the Lion for the truth of your birthright. It looms on the horizon."
The red-haired woman reached out and held Aileann in her arms. She had the look of Aroc in her strong jaw and high cheekbones. When their eyes met, a look of unspoken love was communicated one to the other. Aileann recognized this look as one she often had shared with Eithen.
As the red-haired woman released Aileann, she asked, "Who are you?"
But the wind whipped through the stones, whistling its lonely tune, and the women were gone, just as vapors of fog vanish in the early morning sun. Left alone within the standing stones, Aileann called out to her mother, but there was no response. Then from the corner of her eye, she caught movement just outside the stones. Aileann held her breath suddenly when she saw what the movement was. A solidly built black wolf lurked there at the edge of the circle. Her heart raced, and her pulse pounded in her ears. She began to run.
The wolf did not attack. He simply followed her at a slow trot, watching with his golden eyes as if he were protecting her. From what she knew of wolves, he was more likely playing with his prey.
Aileann awoke, winded and trembling. She sat up and looked around the lodge. The fire was low. She rose to bank it. Soaked with sweat, her hands shook, and her breathing came in short shallow gasps.
Orion's screech brought Aileann back from her thoughts to the deck of the ship. Eithen held onto her skirt as the ship lurched in the water. The girls settled into the voyage. Aileann made a pallet of furs for her sister to sit on, and told the child to be still.
Dubgilla and Canute were speaking. Both their faces were red, and the veins of her father's neck stood out as he flailed his arms in dramatic fashion, showing his displeasure. Aileann could not hear, for the wind had whisked their voices off into the air. As she moved closer, the conversation stopped suddenly.
In a shy voice, Aileann asked, "Father, may I help?"
The crease between his eyes told her the answer without the need of words. Dubgilla grabbed Aileann's hand, swung her around and practically dragged her back to Eithen who asked with wide eyes, "What is wrong with Dubgilla?"
"I do not know. Shhh…" She looked at Dubgilla. "Were you having a row with Father?" Aileann asked.
Dubgilla's eyes turned to the river. The old healer took several long breaths, and still did not answer for quite some time. Aileann cupped Eithen's hand and patiently waited.
"Aileann, many things are changing and, it seems, your father with them. He'll not be returning after we've settled."
She was shocked. Her mouth opened. All she could manage was a stuttered, "W- Why?"
"Aileann, it is the Cross."
She looked at Dubgilla with some disbelief. "What do you mean 'the Cross'?"
"He was baptized in the Christian faith at the urging of his father, Fork Beard. He has forsaken the gods of your mother's people and has sworn faith to the Christian God."
"How could this be?" Aileann was shocked. "Why would he do this? Is it so easy to change gods? What does this mean for Eithen? Will we never see him again?"
Aileann had little knowledge of the Christian faith, or what it was about, except that Christians had only one God. That was just a foolish notion. Being Druid, it seemed impudent to her that there was only one God. The unending stream of questions that sprang from her lips received no real answer from Dubgilla. She only looked down, moved to her knees, and spoke in a low voice so others would not hear.
"I do not know all his reasons. I know--I do not believe that faith is easily, or without long thought, changed. What this means to you, only time will tell. Both you and Eithen will stay with me as Aroc wished it to be."
She placed her index finger under Eithen's chin, tilting her head up, so that the little girl was looking at Dubgilla's smiling face. Then with her thumb, she caressed the point of Eithen's chin as she finished speaking. "You will be fostered in the beliefs of your mother's people. Aileann, you are a Spirit- Walker. Your sister is a Truth-Sayer. Never forget that he treated Aroc well and with a truly gentle love. You are both a part of her family. That will never change. Not to mention the Mark…" Her voice trailed off. She stood and moved to the side of the ship. She looked out to the water as it silently continued its pace with the rising tide.
Chapter 11
Wild Cat
David Landrum held the microphone in his right hand while his left hand moved over the mixing dials of his recording equipment. The corner of his mouth turned up when he achieved the right level for the music. His soft whisper was no longer audible to the naked ear.
"Remember, remember," came his words. "Deeper and deeper, into the past. To a time before you were you. To a time before you were born, a time before you were James Forest." He allowed the music to play for just a moment, and then he continued. "We have lived as friends for many lifetimes. Remember now!" His voice cracked from the long hours of use, then rose with emphasis.
"You will come to me if ever there is a need to share your knowledge. You will call me your friend. You will stand by my side as you did then." His fingers moved by feel over the controls turning up the echo as he said the next words. "You will do as you are told. Remember Nos da, my friend. Nos da." He fell silent, allowing the music alone to fill the remaining few seconds of tape.
He yawned. Another all-nighter. David stretched then reached for the phone, clearing his throat while dialed Eve's number. After the third ring, the answering machine engaged.
"Hey, Eve. Can I take you to dinner? Do you have time this week? I'd like to talk to you before the staff meeting. Well, call me back soon. Beth yw eich enw?" What is your name? He thought and set the phone in the cradle, a devious smirk lingered on thin lips. David knew she would say yes. She didn't have a choice. He'd made sure of that.
He slipped each unlabeled recording into its case and wrote out a yellow sticky note in bold print. "Check out the new music! Instrumental." He attached the same note to all but three of the tapes. Those would be handled tonight.
One was for Andrea McMurray--it was time that she was dealt with as well, he thought. He slipped her tape into his right jacket pocket, then placed the other two into his left pocket with a pat.
These are for Eve.
The remaining tapes, now marked with James, Lori and Lisa's names, he put into his briefcase for Monday. He pulled the month-at-a-glance calendar in front of him. David marked off yesterday's square with a red marker. "Yet another day closer to you, my love," he whispered. He drew the capital letter A in the next block and circled the day and date--Sunday, February 25th. He hung the calendar back onto the nail in the wall and picked up his keys. The automated lights in the room shut off at the snap of his fingers. He walked out of the studio. David closed the door as he left his two-bedroom apartment and took the elevator down to the first floor parking garage. The complex was huge, but he had lucked into a front row parking spot the night before. He slipped behind the wheel of his pale blue sports car and left the parking lot with the tires squealing against the shiny pavement. David adjusted the rearview mirror, slicked his bone-straight, dishwaterblond hair back and tucked it neatly behind his ear. His pale brown eyes locked onto the road. He'd called Andrea a few days before, hoping she would agree to listen to the first recording. Once that was accomplished, he would never need to ask again. Just like the others, he thought. The post-hypnotic suggestion would take care of that for him. David's attention was consumed with the conversation that played out in his mind.
"Andrea, this is David Landrum."
"Hello, David, I haven't spoken to you in quite some time. How is everything?"
"Well, the project is going very well, but that is not why I'm calling."
"Is there something I can help you with?"
"Actually, there is. I've been playing around with background music for hypnosis. The music itself produces an alpha state in the mind. I was wondering if you would have a listen and give me your opinion before I take this to the next step."
"Well, I don't see why not. I'm always interested in improving the depth of a client's trance."
"Great. Will you be around this weekend? I could drop it off." David asked.
"I will. Shall we say Sunday late afternoon?"
"That's fine--do you want me to call first?"
"No. I'll be at the house. Do you remember how to get here?"
"Yes. Good then, I'll see you on Sunday afternoon. Thanks again."
He had almost laughed. She wanted to give him directions! Of course he remembered how to get there. He had actually spent a great deal of time and effort to be sure he knew where Andrea McMurray lived, and how to get there from several different locations. He had even driven her subdivision a dozen times in the last month.
He pulled onto Andrea's street and was surprised her new car wasn't in the driveway. The lights were on in the kitchen, but no one answered the door. His blood pressure escalated with his anger. He knocked on the door repeatedly.
"How dare she not be here? That bitch! Where the hell is she?" he mumbled through clenched teeth.
He climbed back into his car, steaming mad, and pounded his fist on the steering wheel until it hurt. David waited in the driveway for more than an hour, hoping that she had just run out to the store. As his anger subsided, he made his internal justifications. He would leave the tape with a nice note saying he was sorry he'd missed her, and ask her to give him a call after she had a listen. He placed the tape and note in the large mailbox at the curb. It was Sunday so she wasn't likely to get it until she picked up the mail the next day.
What was one more day in the grand scheme of things? He drove up the street. "I've waited lifetimes."
He turned the corner, glancing into his rearview mirror. He saw Andrea's car pull down the street from the opposite direction. David waited at the curb a few moments, and then parked two houses away behind the neighbor's van. He watched Andrea get out of the car and was surprised to see Eve with her.
They walked into the house and closed the door. While they were together, David decided to take care of business. He started his car and drove to Eve's house. He slipped his key in the door, assured that he had at least a few minutes to get in and out before they could possibly arrive. He entered the living room and a low growl came from Coz. He hissed and spat at David.
He shrieked when Cosmo leapt from the chair and landed on his shoulder. The crazed cat dug his front claws into David's brown leather jacket at the collar, while rear claws tore at his exposed neck.
"Get the fuck off me, cat!" He flung the cat to the floor, but that was not enough to deter Coz. The frenzied feline charged again and David thrust his foot down on top of the animal, grabbing him by the nape of the neck. He held Coz at arm's length. David cursed under his breath and tossed the cat into the bathroom, then quickly slammed the door.
"There--grow some thumbs, you little prick, and maybe you can learn how to open doors." David clutched at the scratch on his neck. He was bleeding. He went back through the living room, and up the steps to Eve's bedroom. He walked straight to the clock radio and opened the tape deck.
"Empty! Damn, where did she put the tape?"
He looked around the room and searched quickly through her office. "What the fuck did she do with the tape?" The tape he'd placed in her bedroom was gone. He had to find that tape, but he was not sure how long Eve would be at Andrea's. He cursed under his breath. He went back to the bedroom clock, opened the tape deck and stuck the replacement tape in the player.
Back in the living room, he looked on all of the tables. The cat banged itself on the bathroom door, yowling, which simply agitated David. He turned to the stereo cabinet. He searched the stack of tapes and CDs that lay on top of the system-- nothing. Then he noticed one of his tapes inside the deck itself. He opened the door with a semi-satisfied grin and slipped the tape out. "At least she didn't move this one." He replaced it with the new tape from his left jacket pocket and checked the timer, then stuffed it behind the equipment, out of sight. I'll come back for the tape. It has to be here somewhere.
"Mission accomplished," he said, closing the cabinet.
With only one old tape in his possession, David walked to the bathroom and turned the knob. He opened the door just enough so that the cat could paw the door open.
"Don't tell her I was here, you furry fucker," he said. He quickly stepped out of the house, making sure that he locked the front door.
With smug self-assurance, David Landrum drove away from Eve's house. He had her! It was getting close; he could almost taste sweet vengeance. She would pay--oh, yes, she would pay. They would all pay. He would see to that.
Chapter 12
The Open Sea
Cosmo sat poised on the oak headboard above Eve's sleeping body. He watched her mumble and turn over in her sleep. He sprang from his perch onto the down comforter and curled himself up into a ball at her feet.
****
The voyage from their home seemed slow. The coastline was an unending series of muddy banks, sandy inlets, jagged cliffs and green-grassed meadows, all teeming with life. Eithen was quick to point out wild sheep and goats, once even a mighty stag on shore. It had turned its impressive horns to the east and vanished over a hillock. Aileann sang to the children aboard ship everyday. They would ask for the ancient song to Cernunnos.
I am a stag of seven tines,
I am a wide flood on a plain,
I am a wind on the deep waters,
I am a shining tear of the sun,
I am a hawk on a cliff,
I am fair among flowers,
I am a god who sets his head afire with smoke.
I am a battle's waging spear,
I am a salmon in the pool,
I am a hill of poetry,
I am a ruthless boar,
I am a threatening noise of the sea,
I am a wave of the sea,
Who, but I, knows the secrets of the unhewn dolmen?
The men aboard ship sang with Aileann while they fished. Orion glided close to the ship all the while, swooping and screeching at each new catch. The large raven landed on board whenever he tired. Sometimes he rested on Aileann's outstretched arm, or roosted on Dubgilla's shoulder. The simple sight of the huge bird drew stares from the others aboard the ship.
Eithen called to Aileann and pointed to the water. A glossy black otter swam playfully on the water's surface. The creature, dusky-brown at second look, dove and surfaced, tail and head undulating through the dark waters.
Eithen giggled and clapped her hands. The otter stopped and looked curiously toward Aileann. Its big, dark eyes shone liquid blackness, and Aileann gazed deeply into them. She found a sense of calm for the first time in days. She breathed that sensation into her very toes. Tension shifted and abated from her body. Aileann was centered and in that moment had no worries. The open sea would leave them little chance to see land-faring wildlife again for at least a day, maybe two, so the sisters scanned the shore and waited for the coastline to disappear from sight. Then, when all she could see was water, her awareness broadened without warning. Aileann's mind filled with images of rolling waves that were taller than the wild oaks of the forest. She witnessed pouring rain that pummeled the sea. Thunder rumbled in her ears, and she knew, as she always did, that a storm was coming.
"Dubgilla, a storm draws near," said Aileann. "It moves quickly this way from the north." Her next words came hesitantly. "This is the biggest storm I have ever felt." Her skin crawled as if trying to escape.
"Fetch the cage for Orion," commanded Dubgill. She held the raven's wings closed, holding onto him with such might that the elder sister was afraid the healer would crush him. "Aileann, help me get him into the cage." Aileann and Eithen had fashioned a cage for the journey from twigs and rope. Aileann opened the door and Dubgilla slipped Orion into the cage. Once the raven was secured, they made their way to Canute. He ignored their presence until Dubgilla said, "Tell him, Aileann."
"A storm approaches from the north, Father."
"Nonsense, girl. The sky is clear, and the wind is barely moves. Go back to your place. Now! And leave the sailing to me."
"But, Father, I…" Dubgilla's hand on her shoulder stopped the argument before it could be spoken.
"The lass is never wrong about such things. You have been warned."
Dubgilla spun on her heel, and shuffled Aileann back to where they had left Eithen. Dubgilla patted Aileann on the hand.
"If he is so deaf that he will not listen, then maybe the gods will show him their power. Aileann, we prepare for the worst. Fetch the waxed hides and a length of rope."
The girl brought the items as bid. Dubgilla tied the rope around the elder girl's waist, then to her own and to Eithen on her other side. The younger girl was scared, but so were Aileann and Dubgilla.
The wind lifted the waves and like white claws they scratched at the hull. Salty spray filled the air. It landed on everything, leaving a strange, sticky feeling on the skin. A mass of smoke-colored vapor hung low at the horizon.
A hazy gloom filled the brackish air. Pregnant clouds roiled above, a reflection of internal struggle ready to explode. The sail was rigid one moment and collapsed in the next. Thunder clamored. The sky turned grey, then green, then black.
Eithen clung to her sister and shivered from the cold. The ship lurched in mountainous waves, rolling from one to the next, higher and steeper. Boards moaned under the stress. Aileann felt Eithen's fear rising. Canute shouted orders to tie everything down and change course.
"Farther out to sea," he bellowed, raising his voice over the roaring wind and the spray of the sea. Aileann held onto Eithen, and Dubgilla hung onto her.
The ship pitched helplessly in ever increasing swells. The animals penned in the center of the ship shrieked ghastly sounds of fear which filled all ears. Several of the men spent time calming the poor beasts. One man, Koun, sang to them while another, Lugus, blew into his wooden pipe, playing a slow, methodical rhythm that lulled the panic even from Eithen. Koun's light hair lashed at his sun-darkened face--a kind face, like that of a pet hound, loyal and trusting.
Then lightening struck in all directions at once. Waves surged onto the deck, soaking already sodden garments. But when he rose to secure a rope that had come loose, Koun was thrown to the railing. Lugus lunged toward him, falling in ankle-deep rushing water. Koun's face turned toward his friend, nodded in acknowledgement and was gone. Lugus' lips moved in a silent good-bye or prayer then he rose stoically and tethered the rope to the animal's paddock. The sea was alive and it had claimed Koun. Aileann held fast to Eithen while she cried herself out, wide–eyed and staring at the spot where Koun had once sat, singing sweetly to horrified animals.
Hours passed in a flash while a war was waged against the sea. The ship wrestled with the waves, skirmishing against driving rain and gale force winds which tore at exposed skin, leaving it raw and stinking. Eithen's stomach roiled with each heave of the ship until she held neither food nor water in her belly. Canute looked on her with harsh eyes. Aileann overheard him tell Dubgilla that the child was weak. On the second day of the gale, he walked past the huddled females, stopped and glowered down at Eithen.
"Our people do not get sea sick." Then he simply turned and strutted off, as if that would stop her belly from churning.
Finally, the wind died slowly and the rain subsided calming the sea. At the first opportunity, Dubgilla whispered to the bird and released Orion from his cage. He quickly soared high above the ship.
Eithen, however, was no better. It had been two full days, and half of another, without the child being able to hold even clean water in her stomach. Her skin was ashy green, her features ragged. Aileann could not stop thinking of the last time Eithen was gravely ill. Four years it had been since the incident with the river's spirit.
"You must do something for her, Dubgilla. I can feel her growing weaker."
The healer was already gathering her supplies. Orion screeched overhead and dipped his wing toward the water. Dubgilla pointed to the bird and asked the men to retrieve some of the weed which grew in the sea. One of the men, Skati, used a long pole to bring the thick, slimy, dark green strands on board.
Skati was a small man, stout of build, with little hair and even fewer teeth. The black stubs that remained in his mouth were completely exposed in a broad smile when he handed the weeds to Dubgilla, and bowed at the waist.
"Sea spirit will do with some peppermint tincture. Aileann, get the peppermint."
She ran off and searched through the stores. She found the glazed clay bottle containing the peppermint. She had helped prepare it before the voyage. The leaves of the plant had been soaked and boiled, and then the fine oil had been skimmed from the top of the liquid. The oil had been preserved with a small amount of a powerful drink Canute had brought from another land. Aileann did not know the process for making the clear drink, but she knew it was made from grain. It was very strong, foul smelling, and hard to come by.
Dubgilla cut the sea spirit into tiny pieces and then crushed them between her grinding stones. She added two handfuls of water and five drops of peppermint tincture, then set the mixture to warm, stirring it constantly.
When it was warm, the dark-green concoction no longer looked slimy. It smelled of peppermint and was the consistency of mush. Dubgilla told Aileann to have Eithen eat all of it. But the little girl turned her head from side to side while Aileann tried to coax her sister into eating. Eithen complained loudly and moaned that her belly hurt. The child forced herself to gag whenever Aileann pushed the cup to Eithen's lips. Even after Aileann's promise it would make her feel better, the youngster curled her lip and wrinkled her nose, refusing loudly.
Canute, with penetrating ice-blue eyes, watched all of this. Aileann had never known him to look at Eithen with such cruelty. Something had changed, and Aileann did not like it. He walked from the steering stick and stood at his youngest daughter's feet. He glowered down at her from his great height, white hair standing on end.
"Eithen, you dishonor me with your weeping. Now eat, or you will swim. By all the gods! Eat!" he roared, fists clenched at his sides.
The little girl looked up at her father with tears in her eyes and slowly nodded her head. Her bottom lip protruded in a pout. With her fear of the water, it was all that needed to be said. She choked down the contents of the cup. Aileann brewed tea, made with chamomile leaf and peppermint, to help her sister sleep. By the time the sun dipped below the horizon, the little girl was resting and no longer releasing the contents of her stomach every few minutes. Aileann curled up next to her baby sister and they both slept on the furs.
When Aileann awoke, the ship was close to shore once more. Green, rocky crags split open into an outlet. When the dragon prow passed into the ness, Aileann could see where the gods had drawn an invisible line in the water. She clearly saw where the sea ended and the river started. It was deep blue on one side and the murky brown of mud on the other. Canute's ship was the first to move to shore, and after it had anchored, unloading began. The crew stacked everything from the ships on the beach, quickly tying all of the animals to the trees at the edge of the forest so they could graze on the tender grasses.
"We will spend the night here," said Canute, never giving Eithen or Aileann a second glance.
Aileann was sent with some of the children to bring wood for the fire. The clan draped large, leather tarps from bushes and anchored them with stones, erecting makeshift sleeping shelters. The central fire was lit. Flames danced high into the dusky sky.
The women prepared the meal. Aileann helped with the smaller children, showing them how to draw spirals in the sand and they gather more driftwood from the shoreline. After everyone had eaten, Canute sat across from Aileann at the fire. Reticent, he stared at her as if he had something to say but could not get it to come out. She put Eithen to bed, and most of the others settled in for sleep in preparation for a long day of travel. Aileann could not sleep. When she returned to the fire, her father called her to him then patted the ground beside him.
"Aileann, it is time for me to tell you the truth. Do not interrupt. When I married Aroc, you were already born." He looked off into some distant place that was alive only in his own mind. "Aroc had a sister, Greadach was her name. Greadach of the Red Hair. She had been the lover of a great warrior in Erin. She died, leaving you to be raised by Aroc. When we met, Aroc asked me to take you as my own--just as she had--for the sake of your birthright.
I did as she wished. I was very young then, and in love." A glimmer of a smile hinted around his lips. "Aroc and I married against my father's wishes." His face scowled at the remembrance. "Fork Beard felt I had married with no gain, and only loss, in providing for a woman who offered nothing and a child who offered less. My union with Aroc brought none of the alliances to his kingship that he had wished for."
Aileann sat very still while he spoke, her shoulders slumped. When he finished, her eyes went to the ground and stayed there.
I had to have done something. He lies because I have dishonored him in some way. What have I done to have him tell me such things?
After a long pause, she lifted her eyes just in time to meet his and see him look away. "Aileann, I will not be coming back. Once I have settled you and Eithen, I can no longer waste my time. Fork Beard has changed everything with his plans. My father will be King of England, Aileann, and if I am to succeed him to the throne, I must prepare to fight. I cannot drag children with me, especially heathen children."
Having never met Fork Beard, Aileann turned his name over in her mind. She drew her inner focus down on the King of Denmark. She could see him in her mind, tall like Canute, with the same white-blond hair, and glowing, steel-blue eyes. He sat astride a stunning, black stallion. The king rode with a group of other finely dressed men. Aileann watched the vision unfold. His horse became wild. Fork Beard was thrown from the saddle. The fall was violent. The king would die; she knew this without any doubt.
Canute cleared his throat. She was jarred back to the present and tried to ignore what was to come. Her focus was on the now. Aileann wanted to ask why--why he was lying about her mother, why he no longer wanted to be her father--but the words caught in her throat. She opened her mouth to speak and then closed it again, saying nothing. Tears welled in her eyes, and she rubbed them hard with the backs of her hands. She pulled her knees to her chest, and rocked back and forth, willing this all to be a nightmare.
When Canute spoke again, he said only that Eithen was to be tended by Dubgilla until she was of an age to be married. Until then she would be known as only the blood of Aroc. He also said he would be leaving in three moons. He stood abruptly and began to walk away. It took all of the young woman's courage to follow him. "Father." The word stuck in her throat and came out more strongly than she intended. She clenched her teeth. From a place deep inside, her anger and hurt erupted.
"I do not believe you! This is the killer of the gods speaking through you. The cross of the Christians has poisoned your mind! You hide behind a king who will not die in battle, but from a fall off a horse. Abandon those who love you. Go! Do not let your daughters stop you from fighting your war!"
Canute rounded on her, turning so fast the hem of his brat whipped across her cheek. She took a step back. He reached for her, grabbed both of her shoulders. He shook her so hard she saw double. "Aileann," was the last thing she heard before the back of his hand met her face, and all went black.
Someone must have carried Aileann to the furs, and laid her down by Eithen. When Aileann awoke, the pain in her head was so strong that she held her hands over her eyes. The swelling of her face made her skin feel stretched too tightly. Dubgilla applied cool, damp cloths to Aileann's bruised eye and puffy cheek. The healer rocked her eldest charge in her arms, swaying back and forth. She sang the song Aroc used to sing.
Aileann of the Red Hair
We hold you so dear
You came to us
The message is clear
Aileann of the Mark, it
Ties you to a new land
Seek its shores
With the help of a man
More help you will find
In the gods of our time
The wolf is your friend
He will seek you in time
Aileann of the Red Hair
You grow with each breath
A woman you will be
A Spirit-Walker that leads
****
Eve sat bolted upright in bed. The song still rang in her foggy mind. The slap still stung her face. She touched her cheek. Another dream which was far too real to forget, and even more frightening to remember. Coz gave a meow, and she swung her feet off the side of the bed. He jumped to the floor, rubbing his face on her leg. Eve walked to the beveled mirror expecting to see a girl with auburn hair, emerald-green eyes and freckled skin. What she saw instead was a twenty-six-year-old, sandy-haired, dark-green-eyed woman with a red eye and a swollen cheek which was rapidly turning blue. Eve reached a wavering hand for the phone. Her entire body trembled.
Her fingers instinctively pressed the memory button and then zero one. Ring after ring she waited. Andrea answered the phone.
"Hello?" With trembling hands, a voice husky from sleep, Eve said, "Andrea, I need you. Can you come over? I'm not sure I can drive." The tone of Eve's voice must have scared Andrea because Eve heard the loud crash of a metal pan as it hit the floor.
"Eve, is that you?"
All she could say was, "Yes, can you bring an ice pack?"
"Richard and I will be there in twenty minutes. Don't go anywhere."
The click in Eve's ear told her Andrea had hung up, but Eve held the receiver for another minute before she finally setting it in the cradle. The shaken woman reached for her journal, and sat on the edge of the bed. She recorded the nightmare she had just had--or maybe it had her.
Chapter 13
Not In This Lifetime She Won't
David Landrum stepped from his car and walked purposefully toward Samantha Page's door. She was waiting for him. The dim flicker of candlelight silhouetted her tall frame. The glow enhanced her form, making her appear innocent and vulnerable. She was neither.
Her breath was warm as she nibbled at his ear. His arms effortlessly encircling her thin waist. His hands were brushed by her hip-length, strawberry-blonde hair, tied back by a single iridescent, purple ribbon which matched her floor-length negligee. A word quickly skimmed his mind and was just as quickly was gone: royalty.
David buried his face in her neck, taking in the scent of her. He loved the way she never pulled away from his touch. She leaned into his embrace, making him feel powerful. It was her body he wanted. With a deep-throated laugh, she tilted her head back, exposing the long arch of her neck, and pulled him inside the house.
"Hello, love," she said. Her chestnut-colored eyes roved the length him.
"Did you eat yet?"
"Food? How can I think of food when you're dressed like this?" He held his arms wide, spreading hers with them.
The candles had been placed on the table just behind her and the sheer, luminous fabric of her gown left little to the imagination. She was stunning.
"First we feed the body, then we satisfy your other appetites."
"Very well, if you insist." A playful smirk crossed his lips.
They walked arm in arm through the living room, then stepped down into the sunken formal dining area. The oval, glass-topped table centered in the room had been prepared for his arrival. Six long tapers flickered in the onyx holders at the table's midpoint. Two places were set with her finest china. Deep, flawless black plates, edged with fine silver, sat next to royal blue linen napkins that rested in silver rings beside sterling flatware. Samantha led him to his seat and released his arm.
"Sit, love, I'll get you a drink. Martini, dry?"
"Yes, sounds wonderful." He watched her gracefully move to the bar.
She filled two long-stemmed martini glasses from a shaker already chilled to perfection.
"Just open the vermouth and wave it over the glass," he joked. She dropped the orange bitters and pearl onions into each goblet.
"Is this what you wanted?" she said while leaning over him, cleavage showing.
"Well then, it is just a small part of what I want but it will do for starters."
The Bonnoit delivered the meal and arranged her sterling silver warming trays per her instruction. She removed the lids of the serving dishes one-byone. The tantalizing aromas drifted toward him. David closed his eyes, taking in each scent.
Crowned leg of lamb smothered in my favorite curry paste, steamed new potatoes generously garnished with rosemary, green beans braised in butter. And tender almonds, too. A feast fit for a king.
David's mouth watered and he licked his lips absentmindedly. He hadn't realized how hungry he was until just now. He swallowed a yawn, deep in his throat. It had been a long night recording. He hoped he wouldn't eat and then fall asleep after dinner, before he could enjoy desert.
"What is the look for? You don't want lamb, love?"
"No, not at all, Sam. I was just thinking. That's all."
Her eyes flashed angrily. "Don't call me Sam. My name is Samantha."
Her voice dropped from that of a demanding shrew, to the call of a lulling night bird. "I'm a woman, in case you haven't noticed."
She placed her hands on her breasts, caressing them gently. Her nipples rose in two stages as they grew stiff and unyielding against her fingertips. The outburst was immediately forgotten. He watched her fondle herself. "You can have these for dessert," she said, lifting each breast in turn, cradling their fullness in her palms.
She walked around the table filling his plate, being sure to stand so the light caught the shadow of her body beneath the gown's thin casing. When they finished their meal, she lifted her bare foot, slipped it between his thighs and wiggled her toes at the edge of his inseam.
"Why don't you take a shower, while I clear this away," she said with a wave of her hand. "I laid out your robe, it's waiting for you--and so am I." She winked and a sweet smile crossed full lips.
David was practically panting. "Meet you in the loft then?" A seductive glint shone in her eyes. "I'll be waiting."
He stood at once, tipped the last of his drink from the glass, and handed it to her, smiling. "Bring one of these with you." Then he sauntered to the shower.
****
"Bring one of these," she muttered under her breath in a tone of disdain.
"Oh, love, you will get one of these, and more…" The sadistic smile that crossed her lips went unseen by her victim. She rose from the table, filled his glass, and then slipped the vial of clear liquid from the wooden box that sat on the bar. She added its contents to the drink, giving it a slight stir.
Samantha cleared the table. The very idea of menial labor disgusted her but waking up to the mess would have been worse. So she left the mess in the kitchen for the maid. She walked up the stairs, able to hear the water running in the bathroom.
Upon reaching the loft, she looked around the room, being sure everything was in order. She lit a tiered collection of ten-inch, vanilla-scented pillars, the candles in the corner of her boudoir. Then she preened in front of the mirrored closet doors that ran the length of the room. She inspected herself, just like she had the room. She added a shimmering gloss to her lips then adjusted her bosom.
Samantha turned down the bed, arranging the comforter so it would pull up with ease. The light, metallic blue-grey silk sheets glistened while she moved to the center of the bed. Then she leaned back against the padded headboard, arranging her full skirt so that it would flare from where she sat.
She thought of music and decided against the idea. She wanted him to think only of her.
****
David climbed the steps. His dark-green, silk robe bore his monogram on the left breast pocket. The robe slid across his skin, teasing the curled hairs of his thighs and groin. He rose at the thought of Samantha waiting for him Why did I waste all those years on Eve? Pretty yes, but Eve was no Sam… Samantha. Don't let that slip again, old man.
He ran his hand over the curve of his chin, checking to be sure he had completely removed the stubble from the night before. He stepped into the loft.
"That's your color, love," Samantha purred with a come-hither smile. "Take it off. I want to see you."
He didn't have to be told twice. The robe slid from his shoulders to the floor without a sound. She looked him over, as if inspecting her newly purchased slave boy. Samantha patted the bed next to her. He took her invitation wordlessly.
"Drink your martini, love, before it loses its chill." She winked and handed him the glass.
He drank deeply, consuming it entirely in one long, slow swallow. Samantha smiled warmly, taking the glass from his hand and pulled him to her.
"What's this--a scratch?"
"That intolerable cat of Eve's attacked me."
"Oh, you saw Eve?" She knew that he hadn't, but made her expression into a jealous scowl.
"Don't do that, Samantha. You know very well I was delivering her next sample of the music, which, by the look of the clock, will start playing about now." He ran his fingers up the line of her hip and she let the spiteful look leave her eyes.
"Here, let me kiss it. Come to me." She pulled his face up to hers and kissed the claw marks on his neck. She gripped the dingy-yellow hair at the crown of his head, holding him where she wanted him, then pushed his face down in between her legs. He could not resist, tasting her through the sheer fabric of her dressing gown until it was soaked through to her skin. He ran his hands very slowly up her legs, lifting her garment just as she had taught him to do. David teased her skin with light touches, and when the fabric had reached her waist, she arched the small of her back and moaned from deep in her throat. He was in heaven. This was all he wanted, her, and her alone, to love him--to touch him--to command him. He surrendered himself to her with only a fleeting thought that this was too good to be true. When she was quivering with delight, she pushed him away.
"On your back. Now!" She placed her hands on both of his shoulders with the whole of her weight, and eased herself onto him. David moaned, quickly losing his self-control. But, she would have none of that. She leaned into him, taking his mouth on hers, and looked deeply into his eyes. They had started to glaze. If she were going to fully enjoy him, it would have to be now. Soon he would be unable to perform, and her real work would begin. With an effortless sway of her hips, and the slight repetitive lifting of her weight onto her knees, she brought them both to climax. They lay in each other's arms for only the briefest of minutes before she insisted on fetching drinks for them. David sighed and took in a deep breath. The room began to blur. He, however, was unaware he was slipping into oblivion.
****
Samantha took her time with the drinks, knowing full well when she went back to the bedroom, he would be staring at the ceiling, barely aware she was even there. She moved through her contemporarily decorated house, snuffing the candles. Whiffs of smoke dispersed into the air, leaving the smell of freshly extinguished wick and cooling wax lingering in the rooms. She balanced two glasses and small tidbits of food on a sterling serving tray, and went back to the loft.
She placed the tray on the bureau, leaving it for later. She had a good three hours, maybe a touch more, to feed him suggestions. Those she knew he would take in like candy to a child's mouth. She slipped into bed next to him.
"David… Put your head on my shoulder," she cooed. He obeyed. The tactile sensation the drug had induced would make his head feel as if he had merged with her on some omniscient level, only attainable on their special nights together. "You know who I am, don't you, love?"
"Mmm hmm, you are my queen," he said in a slurred whisper. "That's right." She stroked his hair, pulling him closer, and stretched her body to the full length of his. Awe. Yes, that word would explain how this fool felt, and it may have even been an understatement. His mind was putty in her hands. The power over others was a simple fraction of the power she desired to possess once more. "It has been too long for us. You know it, don't you?"
"Our time is coming. So you said, my queen."
"Yes, our time is coming. But there is still much work to do. You must complete the grants before Eve can. The project must be mi--ours. Next week I'll make sure that Eve signs off on the transfer, but she mustn't know what we are doing. Do you understand?"
"Yes, my queen."
Samantha spent the next few hours flooding his weakened mind with suggestions. When he reached the edge of coherency, she made love to him again, repeating those words until they fell together in a trembling heap of flesh and sweat.
"She stole our power once, love, but not this time--not in this lifetime she won't."
Chapter 14
A Cry for Help
Eve closed the journal and placed it beside her on the bed. She reached for her robe. She slipped the robe over her shoulders while she descended the staircase in a haze. All physical movement was on autopilot. This strange feeling of disconnection continued until the stream of water from the shower nozzle spurted into her face.
I need help. I've never heard of anything like this occurring to anyone. Dreams don't leave physical marks. Dreams are not real. But it didn't feel like a dream. It felt real; the emotions, the smells, the slap, all of it felt real.
Her hand involuntarily caressed her swelling cheek. The tingling sensations were still electrically alive in the muscles of Eve's face.
What if I've done this to myself and have no memory? What if this isn't real either?
Once out of the shower, Eve surveyed her body in the full-length mirror. At twenty-six, she had the body of a woman that had never given birth, tummy still taut, and not the slightest hint of a stretch mark. She wondered if she would ever have children as her eyes moved over her now blue and swollen right cheek. The broken blood vessels in her right eye had caused a rift that ran from the far corner to the dark-green of her retina.
Well this looks like a map of the San Andreas Fault. I think it's going to swell shut.
"Great. Just great. Why doesn't this hurt?" Eve prodded at the puffy bruise. Each poke of her finger sent a static charge to the bones below. Eve couldn't quite identify the sensation as pain, and it definitely looked worse than it felt. The swelling was starting to stretch the skin taut across her cheekbone. With every accelerated thump of her heart, the eye and cheek looked as if they were growing. Eve had to wonder if it would stop before the skin burst wide open.
With a sigh, she followed the line of her neck as she dried off. Lightbrown freckles stood out in contrast to the white skin of her firm, round breasts, and she ran the towel over the her hips. As she did, the damage to her wrists caught her attention. Eve wrapped the towel around herself neatly and secured it with a tuck.
Gingerly, she touched each wrist of the opposite hand, right to left, then left to right, and back again. The abrasions sent her mind moving into a series of dark, gloomy questions--questions for which she had no answers.
Think about this logically. One, I had a few strange dream--well, more than a few. Two, the experience felt more real than dream. Three, I have marks on my body: a black eye, rope burns, bruised knees, and a strange symbol on my shoulder. Hell, what's logical about that?
Eve's brain ached as she dressed her battered body. She moved through the house like a zombie, mindlessly picking up a cup here, a half-empty glass of water there. From habit, and nothing more, she loaded the dishwasher, all while she muttered under her breath.
"Just keep moving. Eve, you don't have to think, if you don't--stop-- moving."
The one thing she didn't need to do was to think, not now. For once, she didn't want to analyze any of what was happening. It was as if her normal urges had been shut off, like a switch had been thrown. An objective opinion, that was what she needed, and she knew Andrea was on the way over with her son Richard. Eve had recorded everything. She told herself that she could analyze it at a later time. The details of Aileann and Eithen, Canute and Dubgilla, were all safely stored inside the pages of her journal.
Coz, meowing, followed Eve around the house until she fed him. He promptly ate, and began the ritual cleaning of his face. He carefully scraped his gritty tongue over his paws, and smoothed the whiskers by his mouth. As Eve absentmindedly watched him, her thoughts drifted to the last few days, and how she'd slept the weekend away. Still, she felt none too rested. Eve moved around each room straightening this and moving that until she had made her way back up the steps. She entered the bedroom intent on making the bed, but instead found herself lifting the journal. With it in her hands, she walked back down the steps. Then Eve sat silently in the living room, holding the leather-bound book to her chest, an attempt to keep its contents even from herself, locked away in black and white, hidden deep inside the leather bindings.
Canute's face flashed in Eve's mind … his angry stare and his wild, whiteblond hair … his glacier-blue eyes wide with fury …
A knock at the door frightened Eve. She jumped to her feet, fists clenched, ready to fight. The journal fell to the floor with a loud thump as the realization struck her. She was not Aileann, at least not in this moment. Then Eve started to tremble. The second series of knocks was a frantic pounding, and Eve opened the door to see Andrea's face echo the look that must have been in Eve's own eyes. Andrea stepped inside as the cat escaped. Richard ran after Coz shouting over his shoulder, "Hey, Eve, I'll get him for ya!"
"Sit down," Andrea commanded.
Leaning over Eve as a mother hovers over a child who cannot yet wipe the vestiges of sleep from its own eyes, Andrea inspected the injury. With her thumb and forefinger, she spread the lid of Eve's eye. To Eve it felt fully swollen, and as Andrea touched her friend's face, the tingling sensation intensified. Eve pulled away.
"Well, it doesn't look all that bad. Is it painful? Who…?"
Richard carried the cat into the house and spoke softly into Coz's pointy ear.
"Bad boy, you aren't allowed outside." Eve could barely hear what Richard said. He looked up from the bundle in his arms, and his mouth dropped open. Using his mother's tone he said, "What happened to you? You look terrible! That's gonna be one heck of a shiner. Bet it hurts."
Eve parted her lips to speak, but Andrea interrupted. "Richard, sweetie, will you take Coz out front, and let him get some sun and eat some grass, or whatever it is that cats do?"
He nodded, but his eyes stayed on Eve's face while he walked out the door. Andrea took Eve's arm as she sat down on the ottoman.
"Eve, look at me. Tell me what happened to your face."
Eve pulled away and picked the journal up from the floor.
How the hell are you going to answer this one, Eve? Don't think about it. Just tell her.
Unchecked tears spilled down Eve's cheeks as her eyes locked on Andrea. Her breaths came in increasingly stronger, heaving gasps.
What am I supposed to say? How do I begin?
When Eve opened her mouth to speak, words tumbled out. "Help me! I think I'm going crazy. I--I--don't know what to do." Her voice broke into indiscernible blubbering followed closely by hysterical shudders and more incomprehensible gibberish. Andrea placed her hand up, signaling her friend to stop. Eve closed her mouth but continued to sob.
"Eve, darling, this will all be fine. We'll get the bastard that did this. Can you tell me what happened?"
"I … I … had a dream. And when I woke up--"
"This happened in a dream?" she said pointing to Eve's face. "Okay, we'll figure this out. Go ahead and cry; get it all out."
Andrea leaned forward, wrapping her arms around her hysterical friend. Eve accepted the hug, sobbing into Andrea's shoulder.
"When you're done, I'll make us some tea. It's okay, it's all right …
Everything is going to be fine. I promise."
Eve's breathing slowed, and she sniffled as she wiped the back of her hand under her nose.
"Where's the tissue?"
"B- bathroom." The single word sputtered past quivering lips with difficulty. Andrea retrieved the box of tissue.
"Do you have any tea?" she asked, making her way to the kitchen without waiting for an answer and placing the teapot on the burner. She began her quest through the cabinets for the perfect tea. Eve paid little attention to Andrea banging around in the kitchen. Oblivious to her surroundings, Eve rocked back and forth in the chair, tears still trickling down her cheeks. Andrea entered the room with two steaming cups of tea.
"Chamomile mint for you, and Red Zinger for me," she said as she handed Eve the cup.
The light, sweet fragrance drifted on a cloud of steam, and Eve wondered if it contained peppermint, or maybe some other kind of mint. Eve had never made a study of herbs, but she instantly, and with all certainty, knew that the chamomile would help to calm her nerves. She also knew that if the leaves of the herb had been dried and crushed, they could be sprinkled: in a circle, creating a safe space in which to call to the other world; or in a bath, cleansing negative emotions from the body and mind. As she thought of all the uses for chamomile, she could see Eithen's small, frail face in her mind.
Eve looked up into Andrea's eyes. The splinter of deja vu hit her so hard that before she knew it, her lips moved with the sudden intake of air. "Eithe'? Is that you?" She cut the name short, not wanting to believe the tricks her mind must have been playing. More hallucinations, she decided. With a look of puzzled concern, Andrea stared at her friend.
"Of course it's me. Maybe I should take you to the emergency room. Eve, what is my name?"
She might have been crazy, but not as demented as the thought that Andrea was actually a part of this whatever it was. Eve shrugged off the picture in her head of Eithen, and protested. "You are Andrea McMurray, and don't psychoanalyze me, Andrea --I am not that out of it."
Andrea captured Eve's arm as she started to get up.
"Eve, stop. It's just that it sounded like you were about to call me someone else's name."
She sat back down placing her chin close to her chest and whispered. "I know what I said. You reminded me of her. I don't know. God … Andrea, I am so confused. Just for an instant, you seemed to be--I mean you looked like Oh, never mind."
"I looked like who?"
"Never mind. It's impossible." Eve clutched at the journal in her lap.
"Can I read your entries?" Andrea asked reaching for the journal, but Eve stopped her before she could take it.
"I'm not sure that I'm ready to. Can I think about it?"
"Of course you can." She patted the top of Eve's hand with the only look of pity that Eve had ever seen from her friend. Andrea took the journal from Eve's hands and simply set it on the table. "Well then let's just put it here for now." Then she sipped at her tea. "What is your schedule for the week?
Could you take a couple of days off?"
"Well, I am open 'til Thursday except for live chats. Good thing, too, because I couldn't go to the clinic like this." Eve's hand waved past her face.
Reaching for her purse, Andrea moved toward the phone. "Eve, I have to drop Richard off at his father's in an hour. Go upstairs and pack a few things. Bring a coat. I am getting you out of here for a couple of days."
Eve followed Andrea's instructions wordlessly, and left a message on the club board that she would not be at chat for a couple of days. While Eve packed, she heard Andrea tell Richard to bring the cat in.
"Honey, will you feed him, and fill up his dish so that the food will last for a couple of days? Oh, and I guess he'll need water too."
"Sure, Mom. Where's Eve goin'?"
"While you're at your dad's, I'm taking Eve on a short vacation. Go and feed the cat," she replied.
Then Eve heard her on the telephone. "I would like reservations, please… Hello, I have reservations for next week. I was wondering if I could change them? Andrea McMurray … Starting tonight, and returning Wednesday afternoon… Great. Well, that is a bit of good luck, isn't it? I can pick up the new tickets at which gate? Gate one. Okay. Thank you."
Eve heard only pieces of the rest of the conversation as she packed. Then she went down the steps with her bag.
"I need a couple of things from the bathroom, and I'm ready. Where are we going?" Eve asked in a dull tone as she walked past Andrea to the bathroom.
"Well, that is a secret, my friend, that I'm not telling. The guessing will take your mind off your troubles." Then with a sheepish grin, she tried to pique Eve's interest further. "Here is a hint: we'll be there in a couple of hours."
"Big hint, Andrea, thanks."
It really didn't matter to Eve where they were going as long as she was with someone who didn't think she was a nut case.
Or did she?
Andrea put Eve's bag in the car while Richard was busy taking care of Cosmo.
"Come, on Richard--the cat will be fine."
"Coming, Mom."
"Lock the door on your way out."
"Okay!" he shouted as he came through the front door at a trot. Richard jabbered about his upcoming birthday. He talked about the trip his dad was taking him on to celebrate his special day. The eleven-year-old gabbed about his coming vacation. He described in vivid detail where they were going. He talked non-stop all the way to his dad's house. This took Eve's mind off the ice pack Andrea had shoved onto her face. When they arrived, he hugged his mother, then walked around the car, stuck his head in the window, and whispered in Eve's ear.
"See if you can talk her into a kitten. She would never go for a dog. I'm about tired of having goldfish, they are so hard to pet." His smile was infectious. Eve giggled, and nodded that she would try. He trotted up to his father's front door. They waited in the car, and Andrea waved to Tom as he greeted his son.
"You still get along well, don't you? You and Tom, I mean."
"We get along for Richard, and Tom is, well…he's not such a bad guy.
He just makes a much better father than he ever did a husband. I swear I don't know what I ever saw in him."
The car rounded the corner of Magnolia Boulevard and entered Andrea's neighborhood. Eve was in a daze. A flash of pale blue caught her eye, but by the time she turned around, they were well past the sports car that had been driving the other way. It looked like David's car, but that isn't likely, Eve thought. Then she dismissed the idea all together.
While Andrea packed, Eve sat silently in the living room. Andrea walked out of the master bedroom with her bag and said, "So the getaway begins. Let's go, we have a boat to catch."
Eve was stunned. A boat?
"A boat? Where the heck are you taking me?"
Andrea didn't answer Eve's question. Searching her mind, she realized the only large body of water close was the Pacific Ocean. Grinning from ear to ear, Andrea just started the engine, and drove up the street. They sped down the 710 Freeway. Eve tried to decipher the hints she'd been given, then laughed.
"Do you think the Queen Mary is a good idea? I mean, I never thought of staying there. I heard it was haunted. I think I have enough ghosts running around my head as it is."
"Who said anything about the Queen Mary? I am taking you on an ocean voyage for all of fifty minutes."
"As long as it is not a 'three hour tour,'" Eve sang. "Gilligan I'm not!"
"Glad to see your sense of humor is intact," Andrea giggled.
"Where are we going?"
"Nope, you will have to just wait and see." She winked at Eve, and hummed the theme song under her breath.
As comprehension was out of Eve's grasp, she placed the ice pack on her face and tilted her head back on the headrest. When the car came to a stopped an hour later, it was obvious where they were going.
"I've never been to Catalina," Eve said.
"Neither have I, but we'll be there soon enough."
They picked up the tickets at the gate, walked onto the Express Flyer, and took their seats. The Captain's voice rang through the cabin.
"We have a six- to eight-foot northwest swell due to an Alaskan stormfront that is off the coast. This will be a bit of a bumpy ride, folks. Please take your seats. We'll have you all to Avalon Bay in less than an hour."
"Is that a big swell?" Andrea asked with a quiver in her voice.
"Hmmm, not sure. Want me to ask?"
"No, no, that's okay."
"I've never heard you so nervous, Andrea."
"Not sure why, but I am feeling a bit uncomfortable. First time on the ocean I guess," she said with an uneasy grin. "Believe that? I've never been on the ocean, and I've lived in Southern California all my life."
"Well, there is a first time for everything." The irony in Eve's voice didn't go unnoticed by Andrea. "The journal is in my bag, you can read it if you want to."
Andrea pulled the journal out of the bag at her feet, but before she could open the cover, they found out just how right the captain had been. The ocean was rough. The boat bounced from wave to wave on its two huge pontoons. Water sprayed over the bow, splashing the windows. She put the journal back in the bag. The color had left her face, giving her a greenish hue.
"I don't feel well," she mumbled. Then without notice, Andrea jumped to her feet and ran through the door. Eve followed to find her, leaning over the trashcan, spilling her breakfast. Eve held her hand to Andrea's back, steadying her so she would not fall over. Intermittently, Andrea would look up from the trashcan. "I hate water! I hate boats! I hate the ocean! I hate being on the ocean! Oh God, what was I thinking?" she would say, and then the trashcan would have her full attention. Eve tried to comfort her friend, but there was nothing she could do except keep Andrea from falling over. Andrea was not alone in her sickness; it looked as if half the people on the ferry were losing their lunches.
"It'll be fine once you're back on land. Before we go home we'll pick up some Dramamine, or maybe a seaweed concoction." This made Eve smile for some odd reason.
Eithen was the same way on the ship. Could it be possible? Was Andrea-- Eithen? Oh God, I am loosing it.
Looking down at Andrea brought Eve back to the dream and to how Eithen hated the sea. It had made the child violently ill. And the funny thing was, Eve could see the same fear in Andrea's eyes every time the boat lurched in the water. She stood by her friend, helping Andrea, to stand or lean against the wall as needed. She said nothing of her thoughts. Eve was surprised that her own stomach held, but she didn't feel at all queasy.
As the vessel docked in Avalon Bay, Andrea could not wait to get off. She stood at the gangway ready to bolt.
"Can you get the bags?" she asked. "I have to get off this floating piece of shit."
"Sure, I'll see you on the dock."
Andrea was the first one out of the doors. She was down the gangway and out of sight before Eve could pull their bags off the luggage shelf. They walked from the harbor to the hotel. Andrea seemed to be feeling better, but she was obviously weak in the knees.
They climbed the Spanish-tiled steps to the hotel lobby and checked in at the desk. They went straight to the room. Andrea collapsed on the bed and was fast asleep before Eve had unpacked. Left to her own devices, Eve went for a walk.
The Hotel Vista Del Mar was a charming place. A common courtyard connected the rooms. It served as a hallway, leading to a veranda overlooking the bay. Baskets filled with tropical plants and floral arrangements lined the walls. A huge bubble-shaped fish tank was located across from the front desk.
Eve, her black eye hidden behind sunglasses, perused the gift shops which sat beneath the hotel. On her way back to the room, she bought some 7 Up and crackers at the grocery store near the rear entrance of the hotel. When Eve came in, Andrea was awake. The gas fireplace was warming the room. Eve's journal was still sitting closed on the night side table where she had left it.
"Brought you some soda. How are you feeling? " Eve asked, closing the door behind her.
"I am feeling much better, thanks. I could probably even eat."
Eve poured Andrea a glass of soda, and handed her a package of crackers.
"Try this and if you can hold them down we'll order some food."
"Forget about me, I'm fine. Eve, how are you? I need you to tell me everything from the beginning."
"Me? I'm not the one who spilled her guts for almost an hour."
"I want to know everything. Don't you think it's time we talked about those bruises?" Andrea insisted.
"Have you read the journal?" Eve asked.
"No, not sure my stomach could handle reading at the moment."
Eve told her about the last dream, leaving out any suspicions she had about Andrea being connected to Eithen. Eve wasn't sure how to even talk about that. She tried to explain how in the dream she had been a young girl with a brutish father. When Eve got to the part about how she was feeling out of control of her own body, Andrea nodded in understanding. It felt good just to say the simplest of things that were spinning around in her mind.
Then with a look Eve didn't recognize, Andrea said, "Eve, we have to be serious here. You are bruised and battered. Obviously, something is going on.
Experience dictates that things like this," she reached lightly touched Eve's wrist, "well, they don't normally just happen, at least not without help from someone else--unless, of course, the bruises are self-inflicted."
Eve's mind flashed into hopelessness.
If Andrea doesn't believe me, who will?
"Is there anything else you're not telling me? " she asked, and Eve just looked at her in disbelief.
"I swear, Andrea, I'm just as confused as you are, maybe more. I have no idea why this happened." Thrusting her arms out in front of her, she pleaded,
"How could I do this to myself?"
"I don't know what to say."
Then in a flip tone, Eve said, "If you're waiting for me to say something-- then don't. I have no idea how, or why, this is happening. I simply know I did not do this to myself." Tears filled Eve's eyes. She was about to lose control.
Andrea reached out and hugged her friend.
"We can talk about this in the morning. Get some rest. You look like hell. We will figure this out. I promise. I can't possibly eat. I'm still too queasy.
How about you, Eve… are you hungry?"
"No. I'm fine. I couldn't eat. I just want to have a dream-free, bruise-free night." Eve tried to smile, but a grin was all she could manage.
Eve picked up the journal from the bedside table and took it to the bathroom with her while she changed. She was still not sure she wanted Andrea to read it. Eve changed and climbed into bed, not saying another word. She was far from wanting to go back to sleep. Her mind flipped back and forth from drifting to racing. She lay there thinking that maybe she was crazy. What other logical reason could there be?
Eve fought the drifting feeling but soon it won, and she restlessly dozed. During the night, Eve awoke on the hour, never fully letting sleep have its way with her. Some time after three in the morning she sat up, grabbed her journal, and slipped quietly beneath the blankets. Clutching it to her chest, she finally let herself sleep.
Chapter 15
The Making of a Man, Part 1
The three-hour drive home allowed the car's heater to sufficiently dry the front of Ryerson Sanders' clothing. But no matter where he aimed the vent, his backside was still drenched to the skin. The seat was saturated to its springs. The puddle on the floorboard squished beneath his feet and seeped up the carpet all the way to the shifter. With every kilometer he became more annoyed by the squishing sound emanating from under his feet. It was just another reminder that he didn't know how he'd ended up at the stone circle. Nestled in the seclusion of the ruddy tree-covered foothills, the henge was virtually untouched. Sugar Loaf Mountain loomed over it, a silent protector. The circle was well off the beaten path. He was fairly sure it wasn't on any of the tourist maps. He parked his car at almost 8:30 in the evening and made his way into his house. Work came early tomorrow and he needed rest. At the very least, Ryerson could be thankful for two things: the wolf didn't attack him, and the shower was hot enough to take the chill off. The bed was inviting, and he slipped between the sheets with a sigh.
Where had the day gone? What was I doing, and why did I end up there of all places? Ryerson owed Craig an apology. He knew that much, but decided it could wait until morning. He tried to avoid the images which invaded his memory, but failed, cascading once again into the life of Adhamh.
****
Since the dawn of time, the rite of passage from boy to man had changed very little in the Druid tradition. The tests that lay before Adhamh could kill, and he was strongly aware of this fact tonight. The boys would all be tested on every level character, stamina, wit their bodies, minds and spirits pushed to the very breaking point.
May the Gods look kindly on us all
May the night birds lull us to sleep
May the moonbeams brightly light our paths
May the dawn greet us all
May the trees cast down their branches for us
May the water flow from the belly of our mother and nurture us
May the land yield bountiful harvests unto us all
May the sun shine its light upon us
May the songs of our people be sung forever
May the fire of our hearths warm us until we die
May the winds carry us all safely into the next life
Adhamh uttered the ancient invocation, standing naked beneath the stars with only his brat for warmth. Six boys in all, from the clan, stood with him. This was it. All his training had come down to this. The excitement and fear hung heavily in the air with a stench so thick and musty it threatened to choke off his breath. Adhamh hoped he was prepared for this night.
The rituals of man-makings were whispered amongst the boys. Although none of them knew what was going to happen for sure, they all knew it would not be easy. The council approached the boy to Adhamh's right and he, Batair, shook with fear. The boy to Adhamh's left, Carmag, stood unwavering. With his shoulders squared, and his chest sticking out like a barrel, Carmag was stoic. Nevertheless, as Adhamh watched Batair shake next to him, he thought of how many things had changed over the last sun cycle.
Batair and Adhamh had grown up together. They studied at the feet of the same teachers. During those years the friends had talked of the time when they would be men and the things they would do together. Tonight was different. Not all of the boys would succeed in their tasks. The choosing of partners was about to seal their fates, and for good or bad, they would be bound to their partners for life from this moment forward. The wheel of life was about to come full circle. If they survived, it would be the beginning of a new era, which would lead them forward soon enough.
Arthfael had spoken very seriously of Adhamh's choosing. Now the hood of the old druid's brat hid his somber face as he approached the boys with the other council members. He had advised Adhamh to choose the partner that would balance his skills from instinct. Arthfael had warned him not to choose from friendship, or from old pledges made when youth was in power. His words rang in Adhamh's ears as the council approached.
When he first considered his choices, Adhamh had almost chosen his closest friend, Batair. They had spent everyday learning the same lessons. For many years they had been the best of friends, until last season when Arthfael had begun the shape-shifting training with Adhamh. Batair had wanted--so desperately--to learn the secretive art of form transference, but he had not been chosen. Arthfael said Batair was not meant for the life of a changeling. Since that decision, Adhamh was unable to share his every thought with his friend. The ways of a shape-shifter were held in the most sacred confidence. This had strained the boys' relationship, but when the news of Adhamh's father's return was announced, Batair stopped speaking to Adhamh altogether.
Adhamh had discussed it with Carmag at mid-day and they agreed. While they were not the best of friends, they were not enemies either. Adhamh had not been trained as a warrior. Even so, he was not completely inept with weapons. At least he did not think so. Carmag had not been trained as a changeling, but his mind was sharp and his intellect keen. Carmag's strength and prowess with weapons complemented Adhamh's ability to reason quickly.
Adhamh had hoped that his father would have arrived by now. The boy so wanted to make the great man proud. The ground beneath the boys' bare feet held the rhythm of the tune the council sang. Adhamh's heart drummed the same beat. The council advanced, their song became louder and deeper. He spoke softly to Carmag.
"We are a people who sing. We sing the songs of the wind, the sky, and of fire, of the water and of the earth. We are Druids, and in being so, are one with the elements which make up each man's body and spirit. Listen to the rhythm of the earth. Make it one with your mind. The knowing of this will get us through tonight, Carmag. They show us the way. Listen."
Carmag's response was a simple nod of the head, and a flash of his crooked smile. The low baritone chants echoed in every fiber of every body.
The boys are near
Creators of all that is known
Mark this night one of great joy
When sun changes form
Let them have worked as one
The boys are near
Let the wind whisper their true names
Let the trees turn their leaves
The Goddess of Water can choose
Like the stone they must not yield
The boys are near
Call to the Creators
Singing praises
Let these boys turn to men
May their worth be shone
Let the moon rise as the challenge begins
While the chanting continued, the environment obeyed. The leaves of the trees turned over as if there were to be a great storm. Their soft, silvery undersides were exposed to the elements. The wind whispered his name. Adhamh. One-by-one, each boy was approached by Arthfael and asked the same question.
"Who shall it be that you shall choose to stand by your side?" When he asked this of Adhamh, the boy's answer was swift and clear.
"Carmag of the Spear." From the corner of his eye, Adhamh saw Batair's shoulders slump, and his head drop. When Carmag was asked, his answer did not waiver. "Adhamh of the Amber Eyes."
"So be it. You are linked in this lifetime and all others. You shall always meet again."
And so it went with each candidate. The boys were led to the center of the great grove in their chosen pairs. They were stripped of their brats and scrubbed with a mixture of mugwart, verbena and yarrow, then left for the wind to dry. The elders slapped at their bodies with leafy branches cut from willow and spruce trees. This would remove any malevolent energies that may have been lingering within them.
Each set of partners was placed back-to-back, tied elbow-to-elbow and ankle-to-ankle. One could not move without taking the other with him.
Arthfael's voice rang out. "There are times when we must work as one to achieve our desires. You must find a way to work in harmony without breaking the bonds which bind you. Your task is to get to the other side of the river by moon set."
Adhamh's mind began to reel. The river was deep. How in the name of the gods could they swim bound together?
Carmag made a move to walk, and Adhamh was dragged behind him. "Carmag, we must do this together. We must first learn how to walk as one--one single step at a time." Adhamh shook one leg. "Start with this one."
Carmag took a step forward. Adhamh, awkwardly stiff-legged and backward, allowed him to lead. By the time they mastered the walk, the pair had reached the river's edge.
"Adhamh? I cannot swim."
"Yes, Carmag, neither can I with my arms and legs tied to yours. Let me think. You can't swim. I can't support your weight for any extended period of time. One good thing is this is not the deepest part of the river. I think we can make it across."
"How?" Carmag sounded hopeful.
"We can jump, right?"
"Right," came Carmag's hesitant answer.
"We walk out as far as possible. We go under the water springing together from the bottom, kicking our legs from the hip--not the knees-- and paddling with our arms from the shoulder. When our heads come out of the water, we breathe. When our heads go under the water, we hold our breath until we come up again. The one thing we must not do is fight against each other."
Adhamh could feel determination return to Carmag in the lift of his broad shoulders.
"We must breathe together, not just jump together. Let's test how it will work here, before we get to the water." Adhamh said. "Jump--breathe, hold, jump--breathe, and hold." The boys repeated the process which might just get them across the river.
"Do you think we have the rhythm?" Adhamh asked Carmag.
He simply grunted--a soon to be man of few words. Adhamh hoped. They moved to the river, clumsily wading in almost to their shoulders. "On the next step, Adhamh, we will be underwater. We can do this," was all Carmag said before their heads went under for the first time.
The ground beneath their feet fell quickly away. The boys touched bottom, and both pushed off at the same time. Their heads popped out of the water. They both inhaled deeply without a delay. Then they were under the river again. The cold water engulfed their naked bodies and slowed their muscles. The boys touched the bottom and pushed themselves forward again and again. They sank further and further from jump to jump. The river got deeper and deeper while they propelled themselves forward. Past the half-way point, their feet connected with a sunken log. It was heavily branched and their bare feet slipped, throwing off the rhythm they had mastered. The ropes at their ankles snagged a limb, preventing the pair from rising to the surface. They kicked. Adhamh could hear the panic in a muffled moan from Carmag. Adhamh persisted in flapping his arms from the shoulder and Carmag struggled against him. Then he followed Adhamh's movements. He kicked from the hip and pulled away from the tangled. Using the current, he lifted his arms in time with his partner.
The branch broke and they struggled desperately to the surface, sucking in air and trying to tread water as the river carried them farther down stream. They sank, touching bottom more quickly than expected. The thin, slick silt on the riverbed changed to a thick, sucking mud. As suddenly as the river had become deep, it became shallow. When their heads rose above its surface again, Carmag choked out two words.
"Almost there."
Adhamh heard him suck in air. The sudden presence of gravel beneath Adhamh's feet told him Carmag was right. Shivering and breathless, the boys made their way to the bank. Adhamh and Carmag fell to their sides on the shore. The water had filled their ears and noses. Arthfael was there to cut their bonds. He remained expressionless when his eyes met Adhamh's. He gave no indication of how they had fared this first part of the testing.
Carmag stood, held one nostril closed, then blew the air from his lungs through his nose. Large quantities of mucus and water flew through the air, and then did the same to the other side. A hardy laugh followed.
Arthfael simply said, "You will both stand guard for the others," and thrust the dirk's hilt into Carmag's hand.
They were the first pair to make the crossing. Looking back to the other side, Adhamh could see Batair and Lossren move through the water close to their destination. Their style was different, but accomplished the same goal.
They had chosen to swim in gangly awkward strokes, their heads cresting the water every few heartbeats. When they reached solid ground, they were winded and choking, but alive. They stumbled out of the water, pulling against each other like two women fighting in the street.
Adhamh and Carmag made their way to them and released the ropes that held Lossren and Batair together. Batair looked at Adhamh with hatred--or maybe it was pain? in his eyes, then stepped away and turned his back on his old friend. Batair complained to Lossren in a low voice, "Do not look to Adhamh for support or help. He is no one's friend." Lossren looked confused, but stuck to his partner's side as he knew he should.
Adhamh looked at Arthfael and the other council members watched from the trees while the remaining set of boys came to the opposite edge of the river. The last to cross were Dall and Fagan. At the halfway point of the river, Adhamh could see they were in trouble. The council made no move to help.
Chapter 16
Catalina
Eve's eyelids fluttered open. She focused on the dim shafts of light streaming through the wooden shutters of the hotel room. Andrea sat quietly on the rattan love seat and watched her, head tilted to one side, her chin resting on her hands, knees pulled up to her chest. Rays of light wove golden highlights into her auburn hair, leaving her face in an unnatural shadow.
"You awake now?" she asked, not giving Eve a chance to answer. "Eve, I've been thinking about what you told me last night. I have an idea about what may be causing those bruises." She looked at her friend with an expression of deep concern. "I'm very worried about you. I have never seen you so afraid. You're withdrawn, and either unable or unwilling to.... What you told me last night, it was just a small part of these dreams, wasn't it?"
"Yes." Eve touched the journal that still lay beside her under the blankets. She had hoped that telling Andrea about Aileann would have sparked something. Then maybe Eve wouldn't be alone. It had been a selfish thought, but the fact was that Eve had really told her friend very little. A rush of guilt swept over Eve as she lowered her gaze from Andrea's face. "I am not sure why, but something feels very familiar about all of this. I wish I could tell you what it was, but, well, I can't." Andrea said her feet dropped to the floor. She shrugged.
Could anyone have a connection to these dreams besides me? Or was I truly alone? Was it even a good idea to involve Andrea? She didn't know.
Eve looked up, hoping to find the answer in Andrea's eyes. What she found instead was the questioning look of a therapist who was waiting for the client to get what has been said. "Why are you looking at me like that, Andrea?"
There were a few long moments of silence, while she watched Eve throw back the covers and sit up.
"Eve, I may know what's happening to you!" she said with a stomp of her foot. She gave no time for this statement to saturate Eve's fuzzy brain before she rattled on. "I've only heard of a few scattered cases of spontaneous physical regression. These were described in several articles of an old psychology journal. I may still have a copy of it at home. It was a little known study, run by a psychiatrist using hypnotic techniques with trauma victims. Anyway, if I remember correctly, several of the subjects had spontaneous regressions with physical reactions. Your subconscious mind may be regressing you to another life time while you dream."
Andrea whirled around to face Eve, looking her friend squarely in the eyes. As she spun, her hair lifted and followed her turn with only a fraction of a delay, then settled to her shoulders like russet colored leaves drifting to the ground in fall. Eve felt like she was just as out of control as one of the leaves. "What are you saying? Is it some form of psychosis?" Eve's voice quivered.
"I won't tell you that the thought didn't occur to me." She said this with such sympathy her voice cracked, and she had to clear her throat. "But, I sat up all night going over what I know to be true about you. I don't believe you would hurt yourself--or anyone else for that matter. I have known you for a long time, Eve. You're dedicated to your work, a caring and helpful friend and you have a very special place in my heart. If there is one other thing I know about you and me, it is that we have…. From the moment we met, we have been more than sisters to each other. We have a bond that most blood sisters don't share." Shaking her head, she said, "No, I don't believe you did this to yourself. I do believe that, in some way--and don't ask me how I know this--but I think Aileann has something to do with that bond. Just from the small amount you told me, I feel connected. It's very strange."
Eve's mouth opened and then closed. She wanted to tell Andrea she was right. She wanted to tell her all about Eithen, but before she could say anything, Andrea cut her off by lifting her hand, gesturing for Eve to stand. She pulled Eve to her, wrapping her arms around her battered friend. The much-needed embrace was calming. Tears trickled down Eve's cheeks.
"Eve, I love you. You are a part of me, closer than if you were of my blood. So it's my honor to help you. While I think about how to do that, let's get out of this room and get some breakfast. Maybe the fresh air will clear our heads."
The women dressed and casually walked down the terra-cotta steps to the street. The fresh salt air coming off the bay filled their nostrils, and the chilly breeze brought a shiver. Rounding the corner, they stepped into a charming little cafe called Sally's Waffle House. The place was so small the waitress had to turn her large body sideways just to walk around the corner to the booth.
"Honey, I hope you had that no good s-o-b locked up for hitting such a pretty face!" The waitress' voice had every head turned in Eve's direction. Eve quickly ordered. There was no way to have a private conversation, so Eve held her questions as they ate. They spoke to each other only to comment on the food, which was excellent.
Andrea finished, setting her fork down on her plate with a huge sigh. "Let's take a walk, Eve. After that huge waffle, I won't be able to button my jeans in the morning if I don't walk it off." She winked at Eve and flipped a twenty onto the table.
Eve smiled and nodded at her friend's wink, feeling euphoric. She didn't feel so alone. She knew Andrea was by her side, even if she had her doubts concerning Eve's sanity. As long as Eve was not alone in the world, she had hope. Eve's mind sailed through possibilities.
If this was a memory, then accessing it could be quite easy. But why? Why would my subconscious mind show me this, and what connection to the present could these experiences have?
Andrea tapped Eve's hand. "Hey, come on, let's go!"
Eve placed the huge sunglasses on to cover the now very black eye. Her wrists were healing at an astonishing rate. The torn skin was gone, and now there were just the dark marks from the bruising.
The friends strolled along Crescent Street, passing the myriad of small shops that were on the left and the shimmering blue of Avalon Bay on the right. The sidewalks and streets were overlaid all the way to the edge of the sand with tightly fitted pavers, each fashioned in subtle shades of dark rose and pink with flecks of black.
Neither of the women said much. Eve's mind spun as she recapped the last few days in her mind.
Yesterday, my best friend thought I might be insane, or hurting myself. I can't even imagine hurting myself. The dreams seem to be getting more intense.
Eve shuddered at the thought of what might come with the next one. They turned from the cobbled street onto the beach. The harbor sparkled gold and amber with sunlight.
"Beautiful day," Eve muttered.
"Yes it is. Smell that salt air? No smog here," Andrea replied.
"Nope." The conversation stopped as if it were a derailed train.
"Eve, until now, we haven't been looking at this on anything but a purely physical level. I wonder what would happen if we took control of the dream?
You know, did some hypnosis?"
Eve stared blankly as she watched her friend walk further from her.
For God's sake, why didn't I think of that?
"What I mean is, why don't we take control of these experiences? We could go buy a tape recorder and tapes, lock ourselves in the room for a day, and use our combined knowledge to get to the bottom of this. That is what we do for others. I can't believe that I didn't suggest it after the first set of marks appeared on your wrists," she said, slapping her forehead. Until that moment she hadn't even noticed that Eve had stopped.
"Well, now, we know why your forehead is flat." Eve hurried to catch up with Andrea.
Eve came face-to-face with Andrea and asked, "So, you don't think I did this to myself? You think it could be a past life? A past life that is spontaneously creeping into my dream states? Or--maybe, what, cellular memory retention…? My body is physically reacting to the memories my subconscious mind is dreaming? Being tied up? The birthmark, and being hit in the face? Andrea, I want to see those articles. I'd like to know more about this study you mentioned, and why I've never heard of it before. Do you think the library here would be able to get us a copy of the journal? Do you remember the publication it was in?"
"Whoa, whoa, whoa," Andrea said, "one question at a time. Yes, I think this could be a past life. The journal is out of print. I'm not sure if a library, especially a small one like the Catalina Public, would have the old issues. This place isn't any bigger than a minute, but we can find out."
The friends turned with determination, walked up the beach, and stepped onto Crescent Street again. Andrea grabbed a map from the information booth. The library was just around the corner on Sumner Street. As they rounded the corner of Sumner, making their way to the library, a golf cart nearly ran over them. Eve and Andrea looked at each other in shock as they burst into laughter.
"I can see the headline now. It reads; 'Two Prominent Hypnotherapists Killed by Deranged Golf Cart Driver,'" Andrea said, lifting her fingers into the proverbial quotation marks in the air.
"Or maybe 'Catalina Smog Control Kills.'" They giggled as they approached the library. A small wooden historical marker stood in the grassy yard in front of the building.
The library, like all of the buildings in Avalon, was a charming old structure. It had been built at the turn of the nineteenth-century. Its clapboard wood front was painted white one too many times, and it had contrasting, pale green, ornate, Victorian-style trim. The sign on the door read, "Closed on Monday." Andrea and Eve looked at each other with their mouths hanging open.
"Is it crazy for a public library to be closed on Monday?" Andrea gawked at the sign.
"Well, that shoots that idea down. Let's go see if we can buy a cassette recorder. I wonder if there's a Radio Shack in town?"
Andrea gave Eve a look that clearly meant if the library is closed on Monday, do you really think they have a Radio Shack? The friends laughed, and walked back to Crescent Street, then on to the Visitors' Bureau. They found out that Andrea was right, no Radio Shack. However, there was a shop on Crescent that had little tape decks at large prices, which they paid. Andrea and Eve went to lunch with blank tapes and a tape player cradled inside of the cute little shopping bag.
Armstrong's Seafood on the Bay was an open-air restaurant overlooking Avalon Bay. They sat on the planked deck of the restaurant in comfortable, thickly cushioned chairs, soaking up the sun and listening to the cries of the seagulls overhead. While eating her salad, Andrea asked, "Eve, if you don't
mind … I would like to have you regress me first. I trust you more than I trust anyone I've ever trained. I'm sure I wouldn't want anyone but you to do this type of work with me. Scared or not, I know you can do this, Eve." She must have caught the doubt that had just entered Eve's mind. "Why would you want to be regressed? You're not having physically damaging dreams."
"I have this feeling, like I said earlier, and if I am connected, it's a good idea for the sake of clarity that I go first. You have shared very little detail about the experiences. I have yet to read your journal. But Eve, I have this feeling…." Her green eyes were shaded from the sun, but Eve could see Andrea's eyebrows draw together slightly, pleading, over the rim of her sunglasses.
"All right, but I reserve the right to stop at anytime if you are in danger of physical manifestation. One mark on your body, Andrea, and I will pull the plug on this little experiment."
Andrea nodded with the slightest of movements. To a stranger, the agreement would have gone unnoticed. "Let's be sure that we stop and pick up a spiral notebook, maybe at that grocery store next to the hotel. I'd like to be sure that we have a written record as well. Even with the cassette recordings of my sessions, I still take notes. Just like the teacher said." Eve gave a small grin and a wink in Andrea's direction.
They finished eating and returned to the hotel room. There was no sign of apprehension in Andrea's expression as they entered the room. Its only window faced the courtyard. People milled about talking outside, so Eve decided to make sure they had complete privacy, closing the wooden shutters and then pulling the curtain closed. Eve flipped the switch on the wall next to the bed, and the gas fireplace ignited. The spark flashed into blue and gold flames that danced around the imitation logs. The closed glass and brass doors that covered the hearth shimmered in a multitude of colors. It drew Eve's attention, and she stood staring into the flames.
The sound of Andrea clearing her throat brought Eve back to the task at hand. Eve began to rearrange the chairs in the room so one would be next to the nearest bed and the other would be completely out of the way.
"Would you like some water before we start, Andrea?" Eve asked, while she plugged in the tape deck and placed the blank cassette inside.
"Sure, love some," Andrea replied, glancing up.
Turning the hotel room into a makeshift office only took a few moments. Andrea slipped into a pair of sweats for comfort's sake. Eve wrote in the notebook they had picked up at the grocery store next to the hotel. When Andrea came into the room, Eve was ready to begin. Lying down on the bed, Andrea arranged the pillows, made herself comfortable. Ever so slowly, she placed her hands by her sides, taking in a long, deep breath. Eve watched her amber-colored lashes close over her big, green eyes. Her auburn hair was spread over the pillow in cascading curls that made it look like she was resting her head on some exotic animal hide.
Several thoughts ran through Eve's mind. She felt a strong need to keep everything clinical even though this session was not part of the project officially; it was her obligation to Andrea. Then, if later she wanted to include the information, it would be available. As for the project… Andrea met and exceeded the requirements of reasonable intelligence, education, and desire to participate. Eve would need to follow the same criteria as if she were in the clinic. She was not sure how she was going to keep a professional perspective, but if Eve held herself to the standards of the project, then she should be okay.
It had been a long time since she had hypnotized her teacher. It felt as if she were in college again. The butterflies that plagued her in those early days of her hypnosis practice fluttered back into her stomach--all one thousand of them.
She went into her basic patter. "Andrea, take a deep breath, then place yourself in the deepest trance you've ever been in." Ever the keen observer, Eve watched the muscles of Andrea's body as they began to let go of the tension.
"Good, now take another deep, long, slow breath, and let it out so that I can hear it." As Andrea complied, her shoulders sank deeper into the bed. Using a soft but clear voice, Eve went on. "I want you to focus on the very tips of your toes. Nod your head for me when you feel the slightest muscle movement in your feet." By the time Eve spoke the last words of her sentence, Andrea was nodding her head. "Good, now tell me what sensation are you feeling? Is it heavy, light, numb, tingling or does it feel as if your toes no longer belong to your body?"
When Andrea's lips parted, the word 'tingling' passed through them softly, almost in a whisper. "Good, very good," Eve said. "Now allow the tingling to begin to grow while it moves up your body, all the way to the heels of your feet… Then the shins, and around to the calf muscles, growing again with each breath… let that tingling sensation penetrate the skin, muscles, and bones of your body… Take in another, long, slow, deep breath, and notice that tingling sensation moving up again, over and behind your knees, up into the long muscles of the thighs and hips. Slowly let it penetrate the torso of your body, so that every cell and organ is filled to overflowing with that tingling sensation…"
Watching her obey every suggestion, Eve noted the rapid eye movements associated with a hypnotic state, which were already occurring behind Andrea's closed lids. She looked as if she were asleep, with a peaceful, calm expression of total relaxation on her face. Her breathing was slow and steady.
Eve continued. "Now, allow that sensation to cross your shoulders and move down both arms all the way to your fingertips. Then notice it traveling back, up your arms, all the way to the muscles of the neck, as the tiny scalp muscles let go, and the tingling moves over your forehead, and down over your closed eyes. Relax your eyelids so much that they just don't feel like opening. When you've done a good job of relaxing your eye lids, test them just to find that they won't open."
The lifting of Andrea's eyebrows was the reaction Eve was looking for. It meant that the challenge had worked. The rest of Andrea's body lay still and limp. "Good, now stop testing them, and go one hundred times deeper," Eve said, snapping her fingers. "Let the jaw muscles go as well, as you drift and float, down, deeper…and deeper…" Eve could see Andrea's chin drop and her lips part as her jaw gave in to Eve's suggestions.
"Prepare yourself to move easily, deeply and completely into hypnosis at zero. Five is a number that prepares you to move to four… three… two… one… and zero, all the way down." Eve snapped her fingers again just to help deepen her friend's trance even more, and continued speaking in a soothing, maternal tone, never missing a beat.
"Andrea, imagine a blue-on-blue sky, vast and endless ... " As her eyes moved back and forth under her closed lids, Eve continued. "Stretched out before you will be a staircase with 21 steps. Each one will lead you to a deeper level of comfort. With each one, you will move closer and closer to the hallway of life, safe and secure…. Place your hand on the handrail, and with your right foot first step off at 21 down to 20…" Eve slowly counted down to zero. "All the way down. Notice before you a long hallway lined with doorways and portals. One of them will lead you to the lifetime you seek today. As you slowly walk, step by step, down the hall, one of these portals or doorways will draw your attention as the one you need to enter today. When you reach that doorway, nod your head so I know."
Taking advantage of the few moments of silence while she waited for Andrea's response, Eve reviewed in her own mind everything she had just done, making notes about the technique. Andrea slowly nodded her head.
Eve asked her to describe the doorway.
Andrea replied in a low voice. "It's made of wood and there's a cross member and a leather strap for a handle. It has big iron hinges covered in rust. The frame has a carving on it."
"Tell me about the carving."
"It is three spirals. They are interconnected. There is a small tree carved on the other side of the frame. It is funny, though, its branches are growing into the ground. The tree looks like a perpetual circle. I don't think I have ever seen anything like it."
Eve quickly sketched the image of the tree and spirals as Andrea described them. Afterward Andrea could do her own sketch, but Eve felt sure that she had captured the images.
"Good, Andrea. You're doing very well. Before you step inside the doorway, remember that this experience will lead to where you need to be today based on your intentions. Your subconscious mind will always protect you. Now reach for the leather strap, and pull the door open, then tell me what happens next."
The recorder spun on in silence as Eve waited for Andrea's response. Then came the high-pitched squeal of a child.
"Aiweeee… I want Aiweeee… I want Aiwe--ann."
Eve's eyes widened and her heart hammered in her chest, threatening to overtake her throat. In the most soothing voice Eve could muster, she said, "Tell me what is happening now."
Andrea's body trembled, including her fully protruding bottom lip. Her chin dimpled, her bottom lip quivered, and her face contorted in a demanding pout as tears streamed down her cheeks. To comfort her, Eve placed her hand on Andrea's shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze.
"You're okay, sweetie, tell me what's happening."
"She sent her away," Andrea said, in a tiny, sobbing voice, and her hands twisted at her clothes. "I sorry Dubgi… I few in'… didn't mean ta…. I won't do it again…" Andrea's head shook in defiant assurance. "Whewe is Aiweann?"
Eve's mind spun. There was no mistaking the speech pattern. Eithen had not been able to clearly pronounce certain letters since the time she had uttered her first word. It is her, I was right… Andrea was Eithen.
But, Eve could not take the time to focus on that now. She took a deep breath, trying with all of her might to keep her perspective as a therapist. She continued as if she knew nothing about what was happening to Andrea, or who Eithen was. If this regression was to be accurate and truthful, Eve could not lead Andrea. Eve must be sure not to say anything that would influence Andrea's experience. Scientific. It had to be scientific. She reminded herself with a large note at the top of the page: "Details--Open Ended Questions."
"What's your name?" Eve asked.
Her reply was simple, and Andrea's shoulders rolled back with pride. "Eithen of da white haiw.
"Good, Eithen. Tell me how old you are."
Her little voice came in waves as she cried for Aileann. Then Andrea said. "I am f… four winters."
"Good," Eve said. "Where are you?"
When she next spoke, it was through a haggard cough, and it seemed hard for Andrea to catch her breath.
"At home…"
"Eithen, you are in a safe place, you can breathe normally, and watch as if it were a picture on the wall." Immediately her breathing began to slow, and Andrea's composure was once more that of someone who slept.
Eve repeated the question. "Where are you now?"
Andrea spoke very softly. "I am in my bed, in my home. I wive with my sista, and Dubgi. I few in da wiva. Oh, Aiwwee--ann!"
This came out with an obvious sigh of relief, and Andrea's body relaxed almost completely again. Eve was quite clear about everything she had said, but was not sure anyone else would be, not even with a recording. In that moment, Eve started to fully write each of her words instead of just the highlights of the session.
"Who is Aileann, Eithen?" Eve asked, already knowing the answer.
"She is my sista, Aiweann of da wed haiw. She takes cawa a me. Dubgi is talking to her. Tellen her ta put on dwi cwothes and hang out da wet ones. Dubgi took off my wet smock, and thwew it at Aiwe. It's my favowite, bwue wike da sky, with wittle weaves awound da bottom."
Eve remembered the dress Eithen had worn in the dream. Leaves had been carefully stitched around the hem. A heavy brown thread had been used to create the fine chain stitching that made up the veined-design. Eve made a note of the description, leaving her remembrances out. She wondered if she had written that detail in her journal.
All Eve could say was, "Then what happened?"
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