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CHAPTER ONE

March 15, 2016, Cheshire, England

She blinked several times, attempting to make sense 
of the image in front of her. Instead of her beautifully 
manicured runway, there was now an unkempt field, and 
bang in the centre was a small hedge. She shook her head in 
disbelief. Had she overshot her runway somehow or made a 
navigational error due to the electrical fault? 

Instinct took over. It was too late to overshoot or put out 
a Mayday call. She had limited time to take evasive action. 
Her knuckles turned white as she clenched her hands around 
the control wheel. Her focus shifted between the field ahead 
and the hedge. She tried to lick her lips, but the saliva had all 
dried up. She was scared spitless.

She held her breath, chopped the power, and landed at 
the beginning of the field, as short as she dared. She pushed 
the nose of the aircraft down, retracted the flap, and applied 
as much toe brake as she could. It was so hard, she was 
pushed forward and could feel the restraint of her seat belt. 
With little headwind to assist, there was no way she’d come 
to a halt before the hedge. It rushed towards her, looking 
more like a mountain than big shrubs. She hoped she’d done 
enough. If she hadn’t, she was dead meat.                                                                                                                                   
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Everything went black. No pain––just black.

[\

March 15, 2016, Caysher, England

Berran sat poised on her horse along with Tannus, 
Carray, and Sostar on theirs. They remained on the edge of 
the field. Every year, on this date, at this time, they gathered 
in the same spot and waited for an unusual occurrence. 
At eleven o’clock precisely there’d be a flash of light and 
something strange would happen. Usually, an animal of 
some description, perhaps a rabbit or two, would magically 
appear out of nowhere. The animals always looked stunned 
and would run around in circles in a state of confusion. Two 
years ago, a dog passed through the light. They only kept 
working animals, but the moment Berran saw the dog, she 
felt an attachment similar to the one she had with her horses. 
He looked scared, lonely, and in need of a friend. Berran said 
she’d look after him. She had an affinity with animals and 
preferred them to humans. He deserved a name, so she called 
him Kren. Ever since that day, whenever she took him for a 
run, he’d always head for the same spot. He’d sprint through 
the woods, but when he got to the other side he behaved as 
though he was lost. 

 Berran’s stallion, Star, tossed his head and began 
to snort. She felt the muscles tensing in his girth, and his 
tightness transferred to her thighs. She gently stroked his 
mane and attempted to soothe him. “It’s all right, Star, there’s 
nothing to worry about, boy.”

Tannus turned to her. “What’s the matter with him?”
“He’s just a bit spooked, that’s all. Maybe he’s 

expecting something. Horses are clever. They pick up on 
things.” She laughed. “You know, you’re not the only one 
with second sight. Speaking of which, what exactly are we 
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expecting this time?”
“I’m not really sure how it’ll manifest, but the vision 

was of a flying machine. It came through the passage of light 
and fell from the sky. Inside, there was a young woman, and 
somehow, she holds the key to my future.”

Berran shrugged. “No more detail then?” A flying 
machine? The only things she’d ever seen fly were bugs, 
birds, and bats.

Tannus shook her head and Berran patted Star again. 
Even if there was, she wouldn’t tell me. Sister or not, she’s the 
Chief, the first born, and she’ll tell me as little or as much as 
she chooses. Tannus had “the gift.” Berran didn’t have the 
same ability, but sometimes she had weak visions. She didn’t 
understand them, and she never questioned them because she 
wasn’t the Chief. Berran was only second in command and 
from being a small child, she’d been taught not to question 
her sister.

The sudden light was blinding. She uncovered her eyes, 
and there was an impossibly giant bird in the sky. It looked 
like it was made from metal. I’m hallucinating. The horses 
whinnied and tried to pull away from the deafening sound of 
the machine. 

“Look, look!” Tannus pointed at the sky. 
Berran steadied Star. “What do we do?” 
“I’m afraid we have to wait until it falls,” Tannus said. 

“It’s out of our control.” 
The machine descended towards the field, getting lower 

and lower.
“It’s going into the hedge. Let’s go.” Tannus dug her 

knees into her horse’s sides.
They rode across the field toward the machine. It had 

crashed into the hedge and come to a standstill in the middle 
of the grassland. They jumped off their horses and ran 
towards the semi-crumpled contraption.

Carray arrived first. “There’s somebody in there, but I 



Karen Klyne

4

can’t find a door.” 
Tannus and Berran ran to the other side.
“The door’s this side.” Tannus climbed onto the wing of 

the machine. “I can’t move the handle.” 
Berran was stronger than her sister and jumped up onto 

the wing alongside her. “Here, let me try.” She pulled on the 
lever with all her strength. The door had buckled in the crash. 
It creaked open, but only slightly. “Give me a hand, Carray.”

 Tannus stepped down, leaving Berran and Carray 
tugging on the door. It didn’t budge.

Berran looked down at her sister. “Grab a branch or 
something. We can try and lever it open.”

Tannus handed Berran a broken branch, which she used 
to wedge in the gap and prize the door open. She wrenched 
it back and saw that a woman was on the far seat. She 
was slumped forward, her head pressed on the column in 
front of her. Berran eased her back into an upright position 
and brushed a strand of hair away from her face. It was 
sticky with blood, and Berran could see a large gash on her 
forehead. The woman’s eyes opened slightly. For a moment, 
she seemed to focus on Berran, and then they closed again. 
She’s beautiful. 

“Hurry up,” Carray said. “I think this machine is full of 
a flammable fuel. It could explode.”

Berran inhaled deeply. There was a smell, but she didn’t 
think it was fuel. It was more like burning rubber or maybe 
something electrical. All the same, she wasn’t going to hang 
around to find out. 

The woman was fastened in by a series of straps across 
her torso, the likes of which Berran had never seen before. 
Surely she could figure this out? She yanked this way and 
that, but it just wouldn’t give.

“What’s happening?”
Tannus seemed impatient.
“I can’t get the damn thing open.” Berran continued 
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to fiddle with the harness. She pulled it again with all her 
strength, but to no avail. 

Tannus poked her head inside the cockpit. “What’s 
that?” 

“What?” Berran snapped.
 “Have you tried pressing that clasp instead of pulling 

the harness?”
Berran shook her head. She pressed the attachment, 

and the harness opened. “Good thinking, Sis.” Brains versus 
brawn, as usual.

She gently eased the woman to the seat by the door. 
Berran stared into her face, and she had a strange feeling, 
like thousands of tiny pine needles tingling up and down her 
spine. She shivered. She sensed this traveller was going to 
have an impact on her life, too.

“Hurry, Berran,” Carray said again.
Berran cradled the woman in her arms, and an exotic 

fragrance filled her nostrils. She inhaled deeply. Hmm, 
jasmine. The scent made her heady, and it took a few seconds 
to come around. Once she was outside on the wing, she bent 
down, and passed her to Tannus.

Berran went back to the cockpit, removed the keys from 
the ignition, and put them in her pocket. She didn’t know 
why. The machine looked broken, like it would never fly 
again, and who could fly it anyway? Nonetheless, she felt 
compelled.

“Bring her over here.” Sostar pointed to the ground 
beside her.

Tannus lowered her onto the grass and as their primary 
physician, Sostar took over. 

“Is she alive?” Tannus and Berran asked simultaneously.
“She’s got a strong pulse. Maybe some broken ribs and 

a concussion, but I’m sure she’s okay.” Sostar continued to 
check her vital signs.

Berran fretted. “What about the gash on her head?” 



Karen Klyne

6

“It’s not deep,” Sostar replied.
“Let’s get her back to the castle,” Tannus said.
Berran jerked back to get out of the way. That’s right, 

you have control now all the work’s been done.

[\

 Kaitlin drifted in and out of sleep. She’d tried to turn 
onto her side once, but an excruciating pain shot through her 
rib cage, so wracking she thought she must have fractured 
all her ribs. Through half-opened eyes, she saw some blurred 
figures standing around her, but she was in a warm and 
comfortable bed, so she floated back into a deep sleep.

The next time she woke, she thought someone had been 
playing football with her head, and the rest of her body was 
in meltdown. She tried to stretch her right arm, but it was 
restricted. What the hell’s this? There was something held 
in place by a piece of tape on her wrist. She took the tube 
between two fingers, traced it up her arm, and found a needle 
inserted into the vein. She looked up at the drip feeding her. 
It wasn’t the regular plastic sachet used in hospitals, but an 
old fashioned-looking glass bottle, full of liquid with no 
label. She had no clue whether it was antibiotics or pain 
medication. Her eyes drifted back down to her wrist. Oh 
God, where’s my Rolex? Had it been broken in the accident? 
If someone had removed it, they’d better have recorded it 
somewhere. She’d heard rumours about hospitals taking stuff, 
and she hoped nobody had made off with her precious watch. 

Instinct told her she should be fearful of her 
surroundings, although there didn’t seem to be anything 
particularly threatening around her. Something wasn’t quite 
right. She didn’t know what, but her senses told her to be 
wary. 

She drifted off again, and when she next woke, she 
opened her eyes slightly to get a better look at where she 
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was. The room was empty, and yet she’d seen several people 
hovering at the foot of her bed not so long ago. She turned 
her head and saw a woman she didn’t know sitting on her 
left. 

She touched Kaitlin’s brow gently. “Everything’s fine. 
Just relax.” She pulled a cord by the doorway and within 
seconds, the door opened and four people entered. One of 
them came to the bedside and shone a light in one eye, then 
the next. She smiled and seemed friendly, but Kaitlin wasn’t 
sure. She definitely wasn’t wearing a white coat.

“My name’s Sostar. I’m a doctor.”
Her voice was soothing, and normally, Kaitlin would’ve 

been comforted by this information. However, with all those 
furs wrapped around them, they resembled cave women. It 
was only March, but furs seemed a bit excessive for this time 
of year.

It’s a set up. One of my cretin friends is messing with 
me.

She tried to speak but it sounded more like a howl, 
which set off a pounding in her head. She could see by their 
reaction that they were somewhat bemused, and they all 
looked to Sostar for an explanation.

“She sustained a head injury in the crash. I suspect it’s 
making her a little delirious.”

Kaitlin wanted to argue the point but didn’t have the 
strength to fight. She closed her eyes in an effort to sleep. 

I’ll wake up, and it will all have been some weird 
dream.

[\

It’s not a dream. She knew as soon as she opened her 
eyes again. She was still in the same bed in the same bloody 
surroundings. She racked her brains and tried to remember 
how she’d got there. The argument. Yes, of course. A few 
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days ago, she’d finished with her boyfriend. He’d deceived 
her about his business activities, and although it wasn’t a 
huge thing, it was a lie, and she hated liars. It was all so petty 
and trivial, but she was bored with him and looking for a way 
out anyway. 

He’d arrived and tried to make amends, and after, 
Kaitlin had wanted to clear her head, so she’d ridden her 
horse, Sasha, down to the airstrip. She’d tied Sasha’s reins to 
a tree, told her she’d be back soon, and taken her plane for 
a short joy ride. For Christ’s sake, it was only something to 
distract me from all the stuff that happened. She remembered 
soaring through the clouds, singing at the top of her voice. 
She smiled. She loved her plane. My plane. What happened 
to it? She rubbed her brow with her fingertips, trying to recall 
what happened next, and felt the bandage on her head. It 
clicked––she could see the hedge rearing up in front of her.

“No. I don’t want to remember.” A sledge hammer 
pounded in her head, and she could feel tears streaming down 
her cheeks. Mum, Dad, where are you?

She smelled the chicken soup before the woman came in 
carrying a tray, and her stomach made a gurgling noise which 
echoed loudly around the room. 

The young woman began to laugh. “I can hear that 
you’re hungry.” 

Kaitlin subtly wiped away her tears, smiled, and 
nodded. The woman was wearing a black tunic with matching 
trousers. It looked like a uniform of sorts, maybe standard for 
this hospital, or wherever she was. The change of attire was 
reassuring. Maybe I dreamt about the fur women after all.

She smiled at the young woman. “Are my mother and 
father here yet?”

The young woman shrugged and had a puzzled 
expression on her face. “I’m sorry, I don’t know.”

“I’m sure they’ll be here soon. Anyway, I’m starving. 
That smells really good.” Kaitlin tried to sit up and moaned 
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in agony from the throbbing in her ribs.
“Let me help you.” The woman gently eased Kaitlin up 

the bed and adjusted the pillows at her back.
She was showing kindness, which was a good sign, 

although something still felt…off. Was she in a private 
nursing home? Her parents would make sure she was in 
capable hands.

“My name’s Misha…in case you were wondering.”
Kaitlin didn’t offer her name. Silence was a safer option 

until she knew what was going on. Misha tore the bread into 
small pieces and put it into the soup. Kaitlin polished the 
whole lot off and wanted to ask for more but didn’t want to 
be pushy. 

 “Take it easy. This is your first meal since you arrived.” 
“Exactly how long have I been here?” Her voice was 

hoarse and croaky like she hadn’t used it in a while, and she 
could smell her own breath a mile off. It smelled, and tasted, 
like the bottom of an iguana cage. She touched the drip in 
her arm. “And what’s this I’m on?” She hoped it wasn’t 
a drug and was just something to keep her hydrated. If it 
was something else, it would explain her hallucinating the 
strangely dressed women. Maybe.

“It’s saline.”
 That’s a relief. “Misha, do you know where my watch 

is?” 
Misha shook her head, almost as if she didn’t 

understand what she meant. She’d ask someone else later.
She drank some herbal tea which relaxed every muscle 

in her body. Misha pulled the cord at the doorway, and within 
moments, several of the other women Kaitlin recognised 
from earlier came in. She was pleased to see they’d discarded 
their fancy-dress outfits. Now they were wearing shapeless 
trousers with identical tunic tops, in different colours. Yeah, 
obviously a hospital uniform. 

They huddled into a little group and were obviously 
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discussing her. They stared at her, and she realised how a zoo 
animal must feel.

The doctor, Sostar, removed the needle from her arm. 
“You’ll be able to take fluids naturally now.”

Kaitlin nodded. Her head felt woolly and heavy, like 
a sodden leather football. She felt like she couldn’t hold it 
upright, and it fell to one side.

“Is she dumb, Sostar?” the woman on the left asked. 
“Or is it purely the concussion that’s making her look like an 
idiot?” 

Is she trying to provoke me? Under normal 
circumstances, Kaitlin would’ve shot out of bed and smacked 
her. But since she could barely move, she just glared at her. 
Hadn’t she seen this woman before? Her face was vaguely 
familiar, but it couldn’t be. Could it?

Sostar smiled. “Berran, perhaps she doesn’t understand. 
She asked Misha a question, but Misha doesn’t have a clue 
what she was talking about. She may come from across the 
water.”

Berran grinned. “Yeah, I think she’s swallowed most 
of it.” The rest of the gathered women laughed. “And what 
the heck’s happened to her hair. Has the shock turned it that 
colour?”

Berran. I’ll remember you. And which water do they 
mean…the Irish Sea? What makes them think I’ve flown over 
from Ireland? 

“Have some respect. You’ve no idea what she’s been 
through.” 

She was beginning to like Sostar. Kaitlin kept her head 
down and tried to study them discreetly. Berran, the one 
intent on insulting her, had dark brown hair tied in a ponytail. 
She was very striking, and there was something so familiar 
about her, but Kaitlin couldn’t imagine why. The middle 
woman had shorter hair, which parted on the right side. She 
looked like a glamorous shot-put thrower. There was a third 
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woman. Nobody had called her by name. She seemed deeper, 
and she was studying Kaitlin cautiously. Her hair was long 
and blond, and she looked elegant, model-like. Her eyes were 
like staring into glacial ice. They penetrated through every 
part of Kaitlin’s body.

They were all a good three inches taller than her, and 
she’d never considered herself short at five foot six. She 
thought that was odd, but maybe it was just coincidence.

Another young woman came in and went to talk with 
Berran. She was clutching a piece of paper and handed it over 
to her. 

“It seems that Agnew has discovered your name on your 
clothes. You’re called Whyves?” 

What the hell is she talking about? Kaitlin frowned.
“Just nod if that’s your name.”
Kaitlin didn’t speak or move. This questioning was 

irritating, and she hated feeling lost. Berran looked again at 
Agnew’s note.

“We think your name is Why Ves Saint Laurent.” She 
pronounced the name slowly.

She gave up trying to be silent given the ludicrous 
question. “It’s pronounced Eve. Yves St Laurent is just the 
name of the man who designed my clothes. It’s only a label.” 
Why don’t they know one of the biggest brands in the world? 
“It’s a good job you didn’t find my sunglasses first.” She 
smiled wryly. “They’re Ray Ban.” 

“What are sunglasses?”
Now who’s the idiot? “Okay. Let’s get this straight. My 

name is neither Yves nor Ray. It’s Kaitlin. Kaitlin Hewlett-
Grace. And where are my mother and father? Has anyone 
contacted them?”

Blondie leaned on the base of Kaitlin’s bed.
“Now that we’ve established your name and ability to 

speak, perhaps you could inform us where you’re from and 
why you’ve come here?”
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Her voice matched her looks. She spoke softly but with 
authority. 

“I come from Temlow in Cheshire. I don’t know 
where here is. I was coming in to land on the airstrip, next 
to Temlow woods, and something weird happened. There 
was a strange field that I didn’t recognise. It could’ve been a 
navigational error, but I really don’t see how.”

“Did you come alone?” 
“Yes.” But I hope someone knows where the hell I am. 
Blondie held up Kaitlin’s iPhone in one hand and 

her Rolex in the other. Kaitlin was relieved her treasured 
possessions were here and in one piece. 

Carray put a hand on Blondie’s shoulder. “Tannus, be 
careful. They could be weapons.” 

Kaitlin shook her head. What are we in, a bad spy 
movie? “Of course they’re not weapons. Why on earth 
would you think that? That one is a solar powered iPhone. 
The other’s my watch, it’s a Rolex. My dad bought it for my 
birthday a couple of years ago. Thank God you found it. He’d 
kill me if I lost it.” 

Tannus placed the phone in her pocket and handed 
Kaitlin the watch. “I shall keep this eye phone somewhere 
safe until we talk more.” 

Kaitlin took the watch and held it close to her chest. “I 
need the phone. I want to call my parents.”

Tannus crossed her arms. “I make the decisions here, 
Kaitlin. You’ll get it another time.”

Fucking bitch. Who the hell does she think she is? 
“Then you call my parents.”

Sostar waved her hands to shoo them all out. “Please, 
that’s enough. Let her rest, and you can talk with her 
tomorrow.”

Kaitlin put her head back onto the pillow and sighed, 
grateful they did as Sostar instructed.

Was Blondie the Matron? Whoever she was, Kaitlin 
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didn’t like her attitude. How dare she speak to me like that? 
She’d be telling her mum and dad about all this. She had a 
lot of thinking to do, but her head was spinning, and she still 
didn’t feel anything like one hundred percent.

She had to start thinking from their perspective. They 
didn’t recognise her phone and watch, so she had to assume 
they were either on another planet, or in another geographic 
location, one removed from modern life. This can’t be. Where 
else could she be? Their speech was different, sort of clipped 
and pure, as though it was their second language. And their 
names were so strange, not British at all. More likely they 
were the ones from across the water. They sounded non-
native. They certainly had a Nordic look, especially Blondie. 
Am I not in England? So big deal, why don’t they just tell 
me? She tried to piece together what had happened. She’d 
been involved in some sort of accident. She was in her plane, 
and there was a strange phenomenon, some kind of bright 
light before she landed. Yes, she’d thought it was a bolt of 
lightning and then the instruments had gone haywire. That 
was all she could recall.

Her head was pounding, and she couldn’t think clearly. 
She pulled up the duvet, snuggled down in the bed, and 
closed her eyes. Tomorrow. I’ll figure it all out tomorrow.
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CHAPTER TWO

Tannus flipped through the personnel files on her 
agriculture staff, but her mind was focused on her 

premonition and what it meant. How is this Kaitlin woman 
going to change my life? She pulled out Jannic’s file, dropped 
it on her desk, and flopped into her chair. I can’t deny that 
I find her attractive, even with that bizarre short purple 
hair. Tannus pulled herself out of her thoughts and tried to 
concentrate on Jannic and her upcoming promotion. She 
really had to stop this daydreaming. Jannic had worked hard 
for this upgrade and deserved better than a passing thought. 
As soon as she’d seen Sostar, she’d go see Jannic and give 
her the news personally. Her mind wandered back to the 
vision. When would she find out? Her premonitions were 
slow to reveal themselves. There’d be a sign. There always 
was. 

When Sostar arrived, she drew up a chair opposite 
Tannus. “Are you all right?” 

Tannus nodded. “I’m confused, but I’m all right, 
thanks.” She rose from her chair and paced to the window, as 
unsettled as her thoughts. “What does it all mean?”

She shrugged. “You’re asking me? Honestly, I haven’t 
got an inkling.”

Tannus shook her head. “It’s puzzling, but it’ll come to 
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me, eventually.”
Sostar scratched her chin. “What do we do in the 

meantime?” 
“Misha’s spending a lot of time with her. Find out what 

Kaitlin says to her and what sort of questions she’s asking.” 
Tannus smiled at the sympathetic look on Sostar’s face.

 “Poor girl, I bet she’s terrified.”
“I’m sure, but we have to make a start.” 
 “What else do you want me to do?”
“Get her moving. Get her fit again. She seems to like 

you, so maybe she’ll open up. We’ll meet to discuss her later 
this afternoon.”

Sostar stood and went to the door. “Lots to do then. I’ll 
see you later.”

“Thanks, Sostar. I know it’s not going to be easy, but 
you are the doctor.”

Sostar turned around. “I’m a doctor, Tannus, not a 
therapist. She’s going to need emotional help, too.” 

Tannus ignored the comment, turned back through the 
window, and continued to stare into space.

[\

Sostar returned in the afternoon. She sat opposite 
Tannus and accepted the tea she’d offered. Her eyes lit up 
when she saw the plate of chocolate biscuits.

“Ooh, they look nice.”
Tannus pushed them over. “Help yourself.”
When she’d finished one, her eyes settled on the 

plate again and she licked her lips. “They’re my absolute 
favourites.”

“Go ahead, have another one.” There’s be no chance of 
a focused conversation until she’d had two.

Sostar’s eyes widened as she reached for another and ate 
it slowly, clearly savouring it. 
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Tannus waited patiently.
The last mouthful disappeared, then Sostar’s tongue shot 

out like a lizard’s and flicked a clump of crumbs from the 
corner of her mouth. She brushed herself down, sipped her 
tea, and cleared her throat. “I talked with Misha. She thinks 
there’s something wrong with Kaitlin, maybe a bit backward 
or something. Apparently, she talks in riddles all the time. 
You know, uses unfamiliar words and laughs at silly things.”

Tannus shrugged. “I’d say it’s a culture difference. What 
do you think?”

 “I think she’s a lovely young woman. So bubbly and 
full of energy, even though she’s in pain. We helped her 
bathe, then got her moving on the sticks, and I don’t think 
it’ll be long before she’s a hundred percent fit. She’s healed 
quickly. She says it’s down to all the hours she spends in the 
gym.”

Tannus grimaced. “Gym?”
“It’s a place where you go specifically to exercise. 

There’s so many strange words she comes out with, and I’ve 
no idea what she’s talking about.”

“Did she ask any questions?”
“Yes, she wants to know where her mum and dad are? It 

seems to scare her, that they’re not here.”
Tannus nodded, slowly. “Anything else?”
 “Yes, she wanted to know why we thought her phone 

was a weapon.”
“What did you say?”
“That we didn’t have that sort of technology here. 

So she asked where here was. I told her, but it didn’t seem 
to mean anything to her. I asked if she remembered what 
happened, or if she could recall any of the events. She’s 
vague about the whole thing. I think she’s just trying to 
humour us at the moment. I suppose she’s scared and maybe 
holding back.”

“That’s understandable. I imagine we’d feel the same in 
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her position.” There was something about the way Sostar was 
speaking about Kaitlin that sounded more than professional. 
“You like her, don’t you?”

Sostar’s face turned the colour of ketchup. She stepped 
back and blew out a noisy breath. “I’m observing her as a 
physician. That’s what you told me to do.”

Tannus grinned. “There’s no harm in liking her. In fact, 
I’m relieved.” She could see Sostar was embarrassed, so she 
steered the conversation back. “Did she ask you anything 
else?”

“She thinks she’s in some kind of hospital and wanted to 
know if you were the Matron.”

“I suppose that’s a natural assumption given she’s been 
involved in an accident.”

Tannus nodded. “That’s fine. I want to speak to her.”
Sostar seemed to relax. “I spent a few hours with her, 

and if it’s any consolation, she’s delightful company.”
“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. Thank you, 

Sostar.”
“What else should I do?”
“I think we’ll all go along after dinner and probe a little 

more.”
“Okay…but don’t press her too much. It’s been so 

traumatic for her already.” Sostar twiddled with a piece of 
cotton hanging from the hem of her tunic.

Tannus smiled. “I promise I’ll be gentle with her.” 
Sostar blushed again, and she quickly exited the room.
Tannus laughed gently. Looks like I’m not the only one 

who thinks our new guest is attractive.

[\

Tannus entered Kaitlin’s room, followed by Berran, 
Carray, and Sostar. They positioned themselves as Tannus 
had instructed in an effort not to be too intimidating. 
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Kaitlin sat in a chair at the side of the bed. Sostar took a 
chair to her right, and Tannus pulled up a chair and faced her. 
She placed her notebook on the table. The other two stood at 
the end of her bed. 

“Sostar assures us you’re strong enough for us to ask 
you some questions,” Carray said. 

Kaitlin nodded. “Yes, of course.” 
“You said you came from Temlow in Cheshire. Where 

exactly is that?”
Kaitlin sighed and ran a hand through her hair. 

“Cheshire is a county in North West England. Temlow is 
about fourteen miles from Manchester. Surely you know 
where that is. If you don’t…maybe you could tell me where 
Caysher is?”

“For the moment, Kaitlin, I’m asking the questions.”
Tannus stood and turned to face the others. “Let’s step 

outside a moment.”
They followed her, and she closed the door behind 

them. “I think there’s a lot of explaining to do, on both parts. 
No point all of us being there, so I’ll go back in on my own.” 

“Do you want me to come with you?”
Berran stepped forward, but Tannus put a hand on her 

arm. “I think it’s better if I deal with this alone. She’s more 
likely to open up if there’s only one of us.”

Berran shrugged. “Whatever.”
Tannus smiled. Berran wanted to be included, but it 

wasn’t about her. She couldn’t just pick and choose when 
to become involved. “Can you ask Misha to bring us some 
wine?”

“Sure,” she said and strode away briskly down the 
corridor.

As petulant as she was as a child. Tannus returned to her 
chair opposite Kaitlin. Misha came in, put a flask of wine on 
the table, and left. Tannus poured two glasses and passed one 
over to Kaitlin.
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Kaitlin looked tense and frightened. Tannus wasn’t sure 
what she could say or do to comfort her but perhaps a glass 
of wine might help her relax.  Kaitlin accepted the wine and 
took a long gulp, then stared at Tannus.

“I’ve no idea where I am. I’ve never heard of Fortune 
Castle or Caysher. I asked about my phone, and Sostar told 
me you don’t have that sort of technology. I asked if this is 
a hospital, and she says it is, in a way. I mean, are you the 
matron? And where are my mum and dad?”

“Who are Mum and Dad?”
“My parents, who else? Charlotte and David.”
 Kaitlin twisted the accessory on her wrist. Tannus 

made some notes and clenched her jaw.  Does she always talk 
to people with that insolent tone? Tannus pointed to her wrist 
and ignored the questions. “What’s that?” 

“It’s a watch. In fact, it’s a Rolex Oyster Perpetual 
Datejust. It’s real gold. It tells me the time of day and the 
date. It was damned expensive. Don’t you have watches here, 
either? I mean, how do you tell the time?”

Tannus shook her head “Is that all that concerns you? 
Your technology and how expensive the items are?” How 
shallow. “Ask me the time.” 

“Time?”
 “Yes, the time.” By the end of this conversation, she’ll 

think I’m a magician. There was nothing mysterious about 
knowing the time. They’d eaten dinner at seven and came up 
here at eight. 

“Fine. What time is it then, Matron?”
Do I detect a hint of sarcasm? “It’s half past eight.”
“How did you do that? You must have checked the time 

before you came in. Did you?” 
That’s good, she seems impressed with my skills. “We 

don’t need a timepiece or a bauble. Obviously, we have 
powers that you don’t. Tell me, do you think you are superior 
to us because of this technology?”
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Kaitlin rubbed the back of her neck and didn’t answer. 
She looked more than a little lost. Tannus tapped her fingers 
on the arm of the chair. “I’m waiting.”

“Superior to who? Who are you people? How can I feel 
superior when I don’t even know where I am?” 

 “Please. If you’d just answer my questions first, we’ll 
get to yours.” 

Kaitlin frowned, took another drink, and put her glass 
down softly. “Will you tell me where I really am and let me 
call my parents?”

“All in good time.”
Kaitlin looked at Tannus searchingly and then shrugged. 

“As I told you before, I come from Temlow in Cheshire, 
which was established by the Romans—”

“Please, Kaitlin, just tell me how you came to be in 
Caysher.” Tannus looked at Kaitlin again and noticed how her 
hair complimented the colour in her eyes beautifully.

Kaitlin’s shoulders dropped. “Fine. I left home at about 
ten-thirty in the morning, on the day I got here. I needed a 
distraction, because I’d had an argument with my boyfriend. 
I was going to take my plane up, you know, just to clear 
my head. I saddled my horse, Sasha, and then my bloody 
boyfriend turned up and tried to make amends. I wasn’t 
having any of it. I urged Sasha forward, and we tore through 
the woods.” Kaitlin smiled. “She was flying like the wind. 
There was no way he could catch us. We got to the airstrip, I 
tied her to a tree, and got into my Warrior.”

I’m having difficulty following this. Tannus made some 
more notes, hoping she didn’t look as confused as she felt, 
then raised her hand. “Explain Warrior?”

“It’s the name of my plane.”
“Thank you.” I love her enthusiasm. She obviously 

adores her horse and even that crazy plane of hers. 
“Continue.” 

“When I came in to land, there was a blinding light. 
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I opened my eyes to find the landing strip was a field, and 
there was a hedge bang smack in the centre. I’m pretty good 
at making short landings. I won lots of competitions for that, 
but hell, even I couldn’t stop in such a short distance. That’s 
all I remember.”

Tannus smiled. Had the rabbits and dog come from the 
same place as the woman? Was that possible? How does it 
happen, how does it all fit together? Maybe we can finally get 
answers. “Thank you. Now I have some more questions to 
ask.”

Kaitlin held up her hand. “Is my plane okay or is it 
smashed to smithereens?”

“It isn’t in a healthy condition. A number of pieces are 
no longer attached to it. For the moment, let’s forget your 
plane and concentrate on more relevant matters. Tell me what 
‘boyfriend’ is and its meaning.”

Kaitlin’s eyes narrowed. “Are you serious?”
“Yes. I’m always serious.”
Kaitlin shook her head. “Okay. Here goes.” 
Tannus listened as Kaitlin explained the anatomical 

differences between a man and a woman, even though what 
she was hearing sounded revolting.

 Tannus cringed. “He puts this penis organ inside the 
woman’s sex and then she’s pregnant?” Thank the skies we 
only have to eat a couple of berries.

Kaitlin scowled. “Yes.” She ran her hands through her 
hair. “Don’t you have any men around here?”

Tannus noticed the sweat on Kaitlin’s brow. She 
shuddered at the thought of it all. “Thank you, Kaitlin. I can 
see that it was quite difficult to explain. As to having men 
around, the answer is no. We’re an all-women community. 
A few male visitors have passed through, briefly, but we 
certainly never saw them naked. So, in your world, does a 
relationship between two women exist?”

Kaitlin rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. 
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“Err…yes. They’re lesbians. And between two men. That’s 
called gay. As a group, they’re homosexuals.”

Tannus jolted back in her seat. “What? You mean the 
lesbians and the gays group together?”

Kaitlin shook her head. “Shit, no. I mean, because 
they’re a minority in society, they sort of form a club, a 
union, an alliance. Do you understand?”

“It’s difficult to grasp, even though you’ve explained it 
most eloquently.” 

Kaitlin tapped her fingers on the bed. “Which bit don’t 
you understand?”

Tannus needed to give it more thought. She’s as mad as 
a March hare…but sweet.

“If you don’t have any men, how do you exist? How do 
you procreate, you know, make babies?”

 “You don’t need to spell it out for me. I’m quite aware 
of the meaning of these words. Understand this, Kaitlin, 
you’re not in Cheshire, you’re in Caysher. I’m in charge here. 
I am the Chief, and I ask the questions.” Skies above! She 
sounded so pompous. She hated coming over this way, but 
she had to establish her position.

“The Chief? So not a matron, then? Right. I’m sorry, 
but I think I have a right to know where I am, and who I’m 
with.” Kaitlin crossed her arms over her chest, her expression 
determined.

“No, Kaitlin, you’re defiant. You must learn that you’re 
a guest here and not part of our community.” There was a 
knock, and Sostar peeked around the door.

“It’s getting quite late, Tannus. She’s still very weak, 
you know.”

Tannus nodded and stood. “I see no weakness in this 
woman.” She ushered Sostar away from the door and turned 
back. “Goodnight, Kaitlin.”

 “A good night for you, maybe,” Kaitlin replied.
Tannus smiled as she closed the door on their strange 
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and wonderful guest. Hmm…feisty. 
She should have stuck around and addressed the issue 

of where exactly Kaitlin came from. But she hadn’t got a clue 
how to tackle it and couldn’t find the right words. She needed 
more time.
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CHAPTER THREE

Berran took the mare’s reins. “C’mon, Sunrise, let’s 
give you some grooming. Got to look good for the 

stallion, eh?” She led her into the stall and closed the gate 
behind her. She ran the brush down the mare’s crest and 
slowly continued along the length of her back. How dare 
Tannus treat me like that, making a fool of me in front of 
Sostar and Carray? And that false smile.

She swayed her head from side to side, imitating her 
sister, in a high-pitched voice. “There’s a lot of explaining to 
do, so I’ll go back in on my own.” More like she doesn’t want 
me intruding on her cosy little chat. 

“Oh, can you ask Misha to bring us some wine.” That’s 
right–go perform your menial tasks. Who was it who rescued 
her? Me. I went into the machine and dragged her out. I was 
the one who risked my life. Like Carray said, it could easily 
have exploded. She ceased brushing Sunrise and hurled the 
grooming brush across the stall. It hit the wooden wall of the 
barn and clattered to the floor. Sunrise snorted and kicked 
the ground with a thwack. Berran jumped to the side and 
narrowly avoided a crushed foot. She calmed her with a 
gentle stroke.

“I’m sorry girl, I don’t know what’s got into me.” 
Berran sat on a stool and rested her head in her hands. 
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Skies above, I love my sister like crazy, but why did she put 
me down? Okay, so it was her vision. Yes, she’d dreamt 
about the woman. But it’s suddenly all about her. I had those 
feelings, too. As soon as I saw her, I knew, but I daren’t tell 
Tannus. She keeps telling me she wants me to take over more 
duties in the castle, and yet the moment I try, she tells me 
to run along like a good little girl. When Berran had stood 
by Kaitlin’s bed, she’d made fun of her hair, even though 
she liked it, because it was so different. She’d said Kaitlin 
looked “idiot-like,” but she knew Kaitlin was just feeling 
vulnerable. She had to act that way, to try and fool Tannus. 
She couldn’t act out of character, otherwise everybody would 
get suspicious. Let’s rein this one in. There’s plenty of time. 
She strolled back to Sunrise, who was patiently waiting for 
the rest of her grooming. She ran the brush along her back 
with a little force, just how she liked it.

“Sorry girl. I promise I’ll make it up to you.” She 
stopped brushing. “So, which stallion do you want?” She put 
her ear next to Sunrise’s muzzle. “Wise choice. Star it is.”

[\

Kaitlin lowered her chin to her chest. Her limp hands 
fell onto her lap. You dumb-ass. Why did you have to piss 
her off? She’s the Chief, for Christ’s sake. She hated being 
bossed around. She hated authority, especially when it wasn’t 
warranted. Okay, so imagine if you’d been sitting with the 
Queen? You’d have got down on one knee, kissed her hand, 
grovelled…maybe even kissed her arse if she’d asked you 
to. She must have sounded insolent, even though she’d tried 
to play nice.  She could tell it hadn’t come over that way. 
But they wouldn’t give her any answers. Her mum would 
have tanned her backside for talking like that, even now. 
It was too late to say sorry. Why should I bow and scrape? 
She had a right to ask questions, and she was damned well 
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going to persist. They were the ones who were withholding 
information. Where the hell was she? She thought of the 
flash of light and change of scenery when she’d tried to 
land, and it was like watching something out of a bad sci-fi 
movie. Unfortunately, she had a feeling it might be closer 
to truth than she wanted to believe. Where are my mum and 
dad? Tears rolled down her cheeks. She sniffed and tried to 
pull herself together. I’m not going to give up. I’ll find out 
tomorrow.

The morning came, and her mood had improved. She 
slipped out of bed and ate her breakfast. She looked around, 
taking in her new surroundings. She could hardly call the 
room plush. In fact, it was stark. It wasn’t even carpeted, but 
there were a few, obviously home-made rugs strewn across 
the floor. It was in need of a refurb, but at least it was clean. It 
was shabby but certainly not chic. At least it was warm; there 
was a massive old fire-place, and the fire burned constantly 
in the grate. She loved log fires. They reminded her of home. 
But if this was a hospital, it was a bit out of place, not to 
mention a fire hazard.

Misha came in, ran a bath for her, and laid a fresh 
nightdress over the side of the bed.

“Do you need any help getting into the bath?” 
“No thanks, Misha, I think I can manage now. Tell me, 

do you look after all of your patients this well?”
“I don’t really have any patients. I help Sostar, and 

sometimes she takes me along with her when she visits the 
other areas.”

“Where are they? The other areas, I mean.”
“I’m sure Tannus will tell you about those.” 
So, her rank wasn’t high enough for this discussion. 

Interesting. “Do you want to become a doctor?”
“Oh no. I couldn’t do that, but I like children. I’d love to 

work with them one day.”
Finally, something personal. I was beginning to wonder 
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if they were all robots.
Misha wrung her hands, clearly uncomfortable. “I have 

to go now, I’ve got lots of chores to do. See you later.”
Kaitlin thanked her. She seemed sweet, and she didn’t 

want to stress her out. She went over to the window seat and 
stared out on somewhere unfamiliar. She was pissed off with 
all the guarded responses to any question she asked. She was 
irritated and restless. It was time to check out of this hospital. 
Surely she could just discharge herself? 

Sostar knocked and entered, interrupting her thoughts. 
She smiled. “You’re doing well, Kaitlin. You look much 
better, and I can see that you’re practicing with your sticks. 
Do you feel well enough to take a short stroll outside this 
afternoon?”                            

Maybe I can do a runner. “That would be marvellous, 
Sostar. Is there any chance I can put on some proper clothes?”

“Of course you can. Your clothes have been washed and 
pressed, and they’re hanging in your wardrobe.” 

“You’re all so kind. I really appreciate everything 
you’ve done for me. I’m sure my mum and dad will be 
bringing fresh clothes soon, though.”                         

Sostar’s smile seemed a little forced. “I’ll come and 
collect you after lunch. It’s going to be nice and sunny, so we 
can walk a little and sit by the lake.” She gave a little wave 
before she shut the door.

Kaitlin shook her head. Every time she mentioned her 
mum and dad, they clammed up. Oh my God, I hope they’re 
all right. What if something’s happened to them? She calmed 
herself. She’d had the accident, not her parents. 

C’mon, woman. Concentrate on getting fit. Prepare for 
your escape. She lowered herself to the floor to do some leg 
and arm exercises. After a while, she stopped and let out a 
noisy moan. She gripped her rib cage, rocked back and forth 
in agony, and hobbled back to the chair. Too much, too soon. 
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Kaitlin opened the wardrobe to find all her clothes 
hanging neatly on a rail. She reached up for her shirt and 
winced. She’d forgotten about her injuries again. She could 
ask someone to help, but she hated being vulnerable and 
depending on people. She slowly got her clothes down, one 
by one, and placed them on her bed. She eased on her silk 
socks and jodhpurs, then pulled on her riding boots, which 
proved more difficult. The bra would cut into her ribs, so she 
threw it to one side and just put her shirt on. She stared in the 
mirror and raised her eyebrows. Shit-hot. Just one more thing. 
She ran some water on her hands, added a little soap, rubbed 
it around her palms, and applied it to her hair. She spiked it 
up a bit with her fingertips. She pulled on her gilet and found 
her sunglasses in the pocket. Magic. I’m beginning to feel 
more Cheshire by the minute. She was a little taken aback that 
a simple accessory had her practically jumping for joy.

Sostar arrived right on cue. “You look...so different,” 
she said, taking her in.

“Is that a positive?” 
“I should say so. The clothes are so different, but they 

really suit you.”
“Thanks. Not everyone enjoys running around in furs.” 
Sostar didn’t respond but continued to look her over.
“Hey, aren’t you supposed to be taking me out?” 
“Sorry. Yes.” 
Kaitlin grabbed the sticks and propelled her way to the 

door. It was all quite normal, just a regular castle, like the 
many she’d toured with her parents and school over the years. 
Those had been ruins, granted, but still… 

They walked along a corridor and came to a staircase. 
Sostar hooked her arm.

“No. I’m fine.”
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She took her time and ignored the pain in her ribs. A 
few women said hello as they passed, and Kaitlin could tell 
they were trying hard not to stare. And they all wore the same 
drab clothes. Wow, I could make a bomb here selling designer 
clothes. She couldn’t believe there weren’t any men around. 
They’re seriously taking the piss. 

Sostar opened a door, and there it was: sunlight, fresh 
air, and freedom. She beamed and had to stop herself from 
jumping around. 

They crossed a bridge and a dry moat and headed down 
a pathway towards a small lake. It was so quaint. She had a 
feeling of déjà vu but couldn’t pinpoint why because nothing 
was familiar. 

Sostar guided her towards a nearby bench. She 
collapsed, threw down her sticks, raised her arms up, and 
punched the air with her fists. 

Sostar laughed at her. 
“Why are you laughing?” 
“Because your emotions are so different from ours. It’s 

refreshing, and you have such a silly sense of humour.”
Kaitlin shook her head. Why does everyone keep talking 

about me like I’m the strange one? “Sostar, can I ask a few 
questions?”

“Of course. I’ll do my best to answer them.”
“When did you find me?”
“Three days ago.”
“Where did my plane come down?”
“In a field about five or six miles from our castle.”
Kaitlin shook her head. There was no castle near 

Temlow woods. Nothing makes sense. Why wasn’t Sostar 
offering more information? She guessed she’d have to ask the 
Chief.

Some ducks paddled close to them, and Sostar passed 
Kaitlin some scraps of bread to feed them. Kaitlin quacked as 
she threw the bread, and Sostar laughed again.
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She touched Kaitlin on the shoulder. “I think we’d better 
get you back. Don’t want to overdo it.”

Kaitlin dropped her shoulders. “Aw, I’m so enjoying it.”
“You’re not a prisoner, Kaitlin. We can come out 

tomorrow if the weather’s good.”
Not a prisoner? Sure, as long as you accompany me, I 

stay in my room, and I don’t ask any questions.
“Are you up to taking the longer route? That way, we’ll 

see Fortune Castle in all its glory.”
“Yeah, let’s do that.” Anything to stay outside.
They took the perimeter path towards the Gate House 

and turned a corner to the entrance. Stretching ahead of them 
was a long lawn that led to the castle. Kaitlin gasped and felt 
her chest constrict. It can’t be.

“Are you all right?”
 “Sure, yeah. I just tripped a little and jolted my ribs. 

That’s all.” 
“Take it easy,” Sostar said. 
Kaitlin ignored the care in Sostar’s voice and scanned 

the castle. Suddenly, Kaitlin knew exactly where she was. 
She’d been here last September for a friend’s wedding. It was 
Peckforton Castle. Or, at least, it had been. She felt numb and 
lost. “I need to go back.”

Sostar nodded. “I thought we might’ve overdone it.”
Kaitlin walked back as quickly as her strength would 

allow. She closed the door to her room, grateful to be left 
alone, and collapsed onto a chair. She shook her head. Why 
didn’t I recognise the grounds from my room? Peckforton 
was high up and surrounded by dense trees and woods. She 
should have seen Beeston Castle from the window. Maybe 
she wasn’t high up enough. She was on the top floor when 
she stayed here last time. There isn’t a lake at Peckforton. 
Sostar had told her they’d found her in a field and brought 
her here to Peckforton, or “Fortune,” as she called it. She said 
it was five or six miles away, but Kaitlin knew the landing 
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strip was nearly thirty-five miles from Peckforton. Thirty-five 
miles didn’t explain...well, anything about where she was. 
What the hell is going on?

 
[\

 
Her dinner came on a tray with a flask of wine. She 

wasn’t hungry but forced it down anyway. I need my strength. 
She saved a glass of wine, ready for the Chief’s arrival, when 
she sure as hell would need a drink. An interrogator was 
better than being alone, and maybe she’d help sort out the 
riddle.

Tannus took her normal seat. “Good evening, Kaitlin. I 
trust you’re well? Did you enjoy your meal this evening?”

She didn’t want to answer. She wanted to ask her what 
the hell was going on. “Thanks, I feel much better, and the 
meal was terrific.” Even if I had to shovel it down.

“Good. We pride ourselves on our culinary skills in 
Caysher, and it’s nice to hear that our guests appreciate that. 
You’ve a good colour in your cheeks, and you’re dressed in 
your own clothes.” Like Sostar, she seemed to drink her in. 
“You look good.”

“Thanks for arranging it. Tannus...may I say 
something?”

“Of course you can, Kaitlin…within reason.” She gave 
a slight smile. 

“I’d like to apologise for my bad behaviour last night. 
I know I spoke out of turn. I’m just confused, and I don’t 
like not understanding what’s going on.” Let’s try a bit of 
grovelling.

“I accept your apology. Now I have to ask you some 
more questions.” 

Yeah, then it’s my turn. “Fire away.”
“Tell me about your life in Cheshire?” 
 “I live in the village of Temlow with my family.”
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“Tell me about your family. I’ll stop you if I don’t 
understand.”

“My family is my mother, Charlotte, my father, David, 
and my brother, Rob. My father and brother are stockbrokers. 
My mother—” 

Tannus raised her hand. “I take it David and Rob are 
men?”

“Yes. They’re bloody men.”
“Thank you.”
 “My mother doesn’t have a paid job, but she raises lots 

of money for charities, you know, like the homeless and stuff. 
I have a boutique in Wilmslow.”

“What are homeless stuff?”
Kaitlin’s shoulders slumped, and her hands dropped 

down to her sides. “Tramps, vagrants…people who live 
rough.” 

“So does your mother take them to live with you?”
“No! Thank God. But she does help them, and other 

organisations give them some food and accommodation.” 
Sometimes. 

Tannus nodded. “What do you sell in your shop?”
 “I sell clothes by famous designers such as Yves Saint 

Laurent and other fashion houses.”
“Did you make a lot of this money? We don’t have a 

need for it here, but I think I can understand your system.”
What the fuck is she going on about? “You don’t need 

money here? Are we in a commune or something?”
“We call it a community, and as I’ve told you, we don’t 

need money.”
“So, has this community existed for a long time?”
“Yes. Now, can we continue? I have some more 

questions.”
Kaitlin sighed. “Sure.” 
“Describe your house.”
“Well, let’s see. Upstairs, it’s got seven bedrooms, five 
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with en-suites. There’s an office too, which we all tend to use. 
Downstairs there’s the kitchen, utility room, dining room, and 
a television and music room. There’s also a lounge and study. 
We’ve got this mega conservatory. It’s a large glass one. I 
love sitting there looking at the garden and fields. That’s what 
conservatories do, don’t they? They bring the outside in. 
Oh yeah, and there’s another bathroom and bedroom for the 
housekeeper.”

Tannus raised her hand. “Doesn’t your mother look after 
the house?”

“A bit. But the housekeeper does the cleaning, shopping, 
washing, and cooking etcetera. She works and lives in the 
house with us.” Did I just say that? It sounded like she’d 
identified herself with the upper classes, but she didn’t know 
how else to word it.

Tannus laughed quietly. “Go on.” 
“Outside, there’s two acres of garden. Of course, we’ve 

got a gardener. There’s a small stable for my horse, Sasha, 
and two other horses which belong to my mother and father. 
Kyle, the stable boy, looks after the horses. We’ve got another 
hundred acres which we rent out to local farmers for corn, 
hay, and grazing.”       

Tannus’ eyebrows arched. “It sounds as though you 
have a hard life.” 

She’d made them sound incredibly well off, but she’d 
never really analysed it before. She lowered her head. It 
sounded high and mighty, as though she was implying her 
family were better than others. I bet she thinks I was born 
with a silver goblet in my mouth when it was only a spoon. 
She doubted they had any silver.

“How many hours do you work each day?”
“I work about five hours in the shop, and I travel to 

fashion shows to keep up with the latest designs. I also work 
from home; ordering new stock for the shop.”

“That must’ve worn you out.”
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Sarcastic bastard. “Yes. At times, it did. I work bloody 
hard, both mentally and physically.”

 Tannus didn’t react to her outburst. “How big is your 
Cheshire?”

She hesitated. My Cheshire? She considered what she 
knew from her time spent flying. “Let me think. I can’t be 
accurate, but it’s about nine-hundred square miles, with 
a population of approximately seven hundred thousand, I 
think.”

“Seven hundred thousand…people?”
Kaitlin nodded. What does she think I mean…animals?
 “So where do you think you are now?”
“I wish I knew. There’s a resemblance to Cheshire, 

but something’s not quite right. I think I recognise the place 
you call Fortune Castle.” So much for caution. If she wanted 
answers, she’d have to be honest too.

“What do you call it?”
 “Peckforton Castle. I was here about six months ago 

but everything looks so different. I mean, where’s Beeston 
Castle gone? You could see the ruins from Peckforton. It 
stood on a really high point, and you could see eight counties 
from the top of the castle grounds. Anyway, it can’t be. It 
must all be a coincidence.” She was rambling, but it felt good 
to vocalise her anxiety.

“The castle ruins are still there. I can see them from my 
room. Beeston Castle is a very big part of our life.” 

That’s a relief. At least something’s consistent. “When 
you’re fully recovered, what do you think you’ll do?”

 “I’ll go home to my family, to my life. What else would 
I do?”

Tannus took a deep breath. “I’m afraid that’s not 
possible.” Her shoulders slumped. “We found you in the field 
on March 15, 2016…”

Bad news loomed, but at least she’d have some answers. 
Her mouth was as parched as a turtle’s shell on dry dock. She 
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took a big gulp of her wine. “That’s right.” 
“I can’t say this any other way. You arrived here on 

March 15, yes, and the year is 2016, but I think you crossed 
into a parallel world.”

She felt like she’d been punched by a kangaroo. She 
wasn’t sure how long the silence was but Tannus offered her 
wine glass, and Kaitlin finished it off.

“What are you saying?” Kaitlin slammed the empty 
glass on the table. “Is this some sort of sick joke?”

“I promise you, it’s no joke. Somehow, you left your 
home and travelled through into our world—perhaps via a 
wormhole.”

Kaitlin laughed. “That’s a load of bollocks.”
“It’s the truth. I’m sorry. We’ve watched that area for 

years, and that’s what we believe to be true.” Tannus stood. 
“I think you need some time alone before we delve into this 
further. Would you like some herbal tea? Something to help 
you rest?” 

Kaitlin shook her head and snorted. “No. This isn’t for 
real. It’s just a fucking dream.”

Tannus placed her hand on Kaitlin’s shoulder. “It’s not a 
dream. Goodnight, Kaitlin.”

It’s not true. Why are they lying? She’d hit her head. 
She was in a coma, and this was all part of some ridiculous 
nightmare. I’ll wake up and everything will be fine.

She toyed with a few strands of hair between her 
fingers. She knew damn well this was no coma. For the first 
time in her life, she wanted to lay down and die, or possibly 
go into a coma. My life’s over. I’ve lost everyone I’ve known 
and care about. Anguish balled in her stomach like a fist, and 
she curled around it.

She felt the tears rising and didn’t try to stop them. Her 
sobs wracked her body as she dropped onto the bed. She 
wanted to drift home on the clouds of sleep that rose up to 
greet her as her head hit the pillow. How am I ever going to 
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get away from this place? Is there a way to get home?
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CHAPTER FOUR

Tannus collected her breakfast and took it to a table. 
She stabbed a sausage, raised it to her mouth, and 

bit into it. Poor Kaitlin. How could she help her? How would 
she feel in her place? She felt guilty because she’d wished 
her here and maybe, she’d ruined her life. She mopped up her 
egg yolk with a piece of toast.

Someone waved a hand in front of Tannus’ face. “Hello? 
Is anybody there?” 

She looked up to see her sister. “Sorry, Berran. I was 
deep in thought.”

Berran raised her eyebrow. “Happy thoughts?”
Tannus shook her head. “No, not really. I told Kaitlin 

the truth. Can you imagine how she must be feeling?”
Berran sighed. “Devastated? Like her world’s come to 

an end, and she’d prefer to be dead?”
“Seriously? You think she’d rather be dead than be here 

with us?”
Berran shrugged. “If I woke up in a different world, and 

you weren’t there, and I had no family or friends, I’m not 
sure if I’d want to hang around…except, maybe from a tree.”

Tannus shoved Berran’s shoulder. “Don’t say that. Not 
even in jest.”

“You did ask. Look, she’ll get over it, in a year or so.” 
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Berran smiled, took Tannus’ hand, and squeezed it tightly. “Is 
there anything I can do?”

 She has a crazy sense of humour, but she can be 
serious too. Sometimes. “Not at the moment. When she settles 
down you could show her the stables. She likes horses, and it 
might cheer her up a bit.”

“Good idea. Do you want me to show her around the 
castle to take her mind off things?”

“I’m going to give her a few days, then I’ll take her on a 
tour of the castle and the rest of our community.”

“Sure. If you want me to do it, just let me know.”
“I think it’ll be better if I do it, you know, as the Chief.” 

She smiled to take the sting out of her words, knowing full 
well how sensitive Berran could be. 

Berran pushed her chair back. It scraped along the floor 
and echoed around the hall. She stretched her arms. “Right, 
must be off. Busy day.”

What does she want from me? She couldn’t just hand 
this over to Berran. She had to deal with it. I’m the Chief.

[\

Tannus sent for Sostar to update her on Kaitlin’s 
progress. She took a seat. 

Tannus looked up from her book-keeping. “Something’s 
worrying you?”

Her shoulders slumped. “I’m at a loss. Kaitlin has 
hardly eaten anything for days, and when I went to see her a 
little while ago, she was in bed with the duvet over her head. 
I uncovered her face and thought she’d passed, because she 
looked pale and lifeless. I was so scared.” Sostar hugged 
herself like she was warding off a chill.

Tannus shook her head and tutted. “What about a walk? 
It’s such a beautiful day.”

Sostar sighed. “I tried that. She doesn’t feel well enough 
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and says there’s no point. I don’t think she wants to see 
what’s out there anymore. She seems to have lost the will to 
live.”

Tannus placed her hands on the table and pushed her 
seat back, thinking about Berran’s comment about preferring 
death. “I think it’s time I paid her a visit.”

“Be gentle, won’t you?” 
Tannus laughed. “Of course I will.” She touched 

Sostar’s shoulder. “Come on. I’ll go and see Kaitlin, then 
we’ll have lunch together.” She walked along the corridor, 
and noted it was darker than usual. I must get someone to 
replace that light.

Tannus knocked and there was no reply, but she opened 
it anyway. “Kaitlin, are you there?”

“Yes, I’m here. You can come in if you like.”
Tannus heard the broken voice. She looked so helpless. 

She wanted to take her in her arms and comfort her. She sat 
in the chair beside the bed. The duvet was pulled up high and 
almost covered her entire face. Tannus looked into Kaitlin’s 
eyes, to get her attention, and to show her she cared. “I think 
it’s time you faced your new world. Going into a depression 
isn’t the answer. I’ve asked Misha to prepare a bath for you, 
and I’ll come and collect you after lunch.”

Kaitlin moaned and pulled the duvet higher. “I can’t. 
I’m not ready.” 

Tannus stood. “Don’t disappoint me, Kaitlin.” She 
didn’t wait for a response and left. It might’ve seemed cruel, 
but it felt like the only way to deal with the situation.  

When she returned, Kaitlin was dressed in her old 
clothes but had teamed it with a new tunic top and a pink 
scarf. Tannus must have made her appreciation obvious, 
because Kaitlin’s face turned rhubarb-pink. 

“Hmm, you look good; half-Cheshire, and 
half-Caysher.”

Kaitlin smiled, but it was sad. “Tannus, can you tell me 
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what happened?”
“To what?”
“To this place. My world progressed, but this one 

seems more like the Middle Ages or something. You’ve got 
the same castles, so there must be similarities between our 
histories, but it’s like you just…stopped moving forward at 
some point.”

That’s depressing. “We’ll discuss it later. But this 
afternoon I’m taking you on a tour of our community. Come.” 
She took Kaitlin’s arm. At the bottom of the stairs, they 
turned left towards the back of the castle. 

Outside, Kaitlin stopped. “Hey, you have regular houses 
and shops.” 

What the heck did she expect? Caves? “And why 
shouldn’t we?”

“I don’t know. I just didn’t imagine this.” Kaitlin did a 
three-sixty circle, taking in the new surroundings.

“Are our stores the same as yours?”
“Yes and no. Ours display the goods in the window, 

whereas yours only have a sign to say what’s inside.”
Tannus nodded, taking the information in.
They got to the bakery, and Kaitlin inhaled deeply. 

“Wow, freshly baked bread. That’s awesome.”
“The bakery supplies all the bread, cakes, biscuits, and 

confectionery for the local community, for the villages, and 
farms.”

“Where are they?”
“I’ll fill you in another time.” She keeps asking, and I 

keep saying another time. Tannus was reluctant to tell her, 
for fear she’d judge their lifestyle. Kaitlin already seemed to 
think she’d been plunged into a medieval society, and Tannus 
hated her thinking they were primitive even though, based on 
the small bit of machinery and the aircraft Kaitlin had come 
in, there was truth to it. She saw Kaitlin’s shoulders slump 
and averted her gaze. How could she lift her spirits? She 
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stroked the back of Kaitlin’s head, not knowing what to do or 
what to say. Surely, as Chief, she should know how to handle 
this. But she didn’t. She’d never met anyone from another 
world, let alone someone she’d practically dreamt up. 

They visited more stores: fruit and veg, butchers, fish 
shop, haberdashers, ironmongers, and blacksmiths. The 
last stop was the tannery, and Kaitlin asked if she could 
look around. She introduced her to the head of department, 
Shayla, and they chatted for ages about leather. Tannus loved 
the product. She couldn’t wait to see Kaitlin in leather. The 
thought made her body quiver with desire, an unexpected but 
not unwelcome feeling. When they’d finished, Tannus guided 
her back up the lane. 

Kaitlin tilted her head. “I’m impressed. You seem to 
have everything here, except—”

“Technology?” 
Kaitlin shrugged. “I could live without that…if I had my 

family.” 
If only I could conjure them up for her. She wanted to 

see Kaitlin happy and smiling. She needed to lift her spirits, 
but right now, she couldn’t figure out why. She slipped her 
hand in the crook of Kaitlin’s arm and walked her back to the 
bakery. She went inside, came back with two warm tarts, and 
passed one to Kaitlin. “Try this.”

Kaitlin took a bite. “Umm, that’s divine.” She smacked 
her lips. “Tastes like treacle tart. My mum used to make this 
when I was a kid. It’s my favourite.”

“Glad you like it. It’s my favourite too.” Already we 
have something in common.

They munched as they walked, and Tannus escorted 
Kaitlin to her room. “Can we talk later? Perhaps after 
dinner?”

“Well, let me think if I have any prior engagements? No, 
tonight’s fine.”

 Kaitlin was trying hard to be subservient. It wasn’t 
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coming off. But Tannus appreciated her humour. Nobody in 
the community would dare speak to her that way, but it made 
her chuckle. 

[\

Later, Tannus took her usual chair opposite Kaitlin. 
“Did you enjoy your dinner?” 

“It was terrific. The rabbit casserole was brilliant, and 
that lemon pie was heavenly. Also, Sostar brought me a glass 
of amber; it’s very similar to a drink we call ‘sherry.’ It’s 
remarkable how so many things are similar even though you 
call them something different.” Kaitlin paused, as if to take 
breath. “I’m talking too much, aren’t I?”

“No more than I’d expect. Anyway, I like your 
enthusiasm.” Tannus leaned back and crossed her legs. “Now 
that you’ve seen a little of our life, how do you think you’d fit 
in?” 

 Kaitlin’s eyes widened. “What? Can I stay?” 
“Do you think we’d throw you out? Where would 

you go?” Had she given the impression they were cold and 
callous, and they’d cast her into the middle of nowhere?

Kaitlin jerked back and punched the air with a fist. “I 
can’t believe it.”  

Tannus laughed. “Yes, that’s the response I imagined. 
Assuming we don’t give you a flying machine and you stay 
here, what can you offer us in return? Unlike your Cheshire, 
it isn’t an easy life. Everybody works very hard.”

Tannus saw Kaitlin’s shoulders tense. “I worked bloody 
hard in my old life. Though you seem to find that difficult to 
imagine.” She scowled. “To answer your question, I studied 
fashion design at Manchester University.” 

Not wanting to upset her, Tannus decided not to mention 
the housekeeper, gardener, and working from home concepts. 
I suppose we have that too. “I’m sorry, it means nothing to 
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me, neither the title nor the place. Can you explain?”                 
“Okay, I’m a good seamstress, and I’m willing to learn. 

Maybe I could work in Agnew’s department?”
Tannus nodded. “Good. I’ll talk to Agnew.”
Kaitlin sighed. “Will I have to move from this room?”
Tannus rubbed her chin. “I think it’s better you stay, for 

now. It’s a guest room, and you’re still our guest. I think the 
alternative might be too great a shock to your system.” 

“Amen to that,” Kaitlin mumbled. “Now I’m stuck, I 
mean, staying here until I find a way to get back, will you fill 
me in on what happened?”

There is no way back. Tannus decided she’d do her best 
to explain, though she couldn’t conceive of Kaitlin’s world. 
All she could do was try to put her own into words and hope 
it made sense. “Of course. What do you want to know?”

She motioned with her arms, as if to indicate everything. 
“All the history.” 

Tannus raised her eyebrows. “That’s a lot, but I’ll try to 
condense it as much as I can.” 

“Maybe you’ve got some history books I can read?”
“As far as our history goes, it’s been passed down the 

generations through the Chiefs and our storytellers.”
“Storytellers?” Kaitlin looked doubtful.
“Yes. There are certain women who’ve been blessed 

with a special spiritual insight.”
“Like some old biddy spreading a load of tittle-tattle?”
Tannus grimaced at the blunt rejection of one of their 

most important ways of life. She reminded herself to be 
patient. “No, Kaitlin. These are gifted women, and they’re 
very important in our society. Storytelling is not only a social 
activity but facilitates cultural information to pass down 
through the generations. And it’s entertaining. It will be part 
of your life too, now.”

Kaitlin didn’t seem impressed. “What happened with 
technology? You don’t seem to have anything.”
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Tannus shrugged. “I suppose we just haven’t advanced 
in the same way as your world. Perhaps it simply hasn’t come 
to us yet. Maybe we’re lucky. I’m not sure I like the sound of 
all this technology. It doesn’t seem necessary.” Tannus stood 
and walked to the window.  I wish I could show her some 
positives.

She turned to see Kaitlin kick the wall next to her chair. 
She seemed frustrated with everything she was hearing. 
Kaitlin hopped around and held her foot. Her face was 
contorted, as if in a silent scream, as she tried to hide her 
agony from Tannus.

“That must have hurt…”
Kaitlin sat down and rubbed her foot. “What do you 

want me to say? I’m somewhere that hasn’t moved beyond 
the dark ages.” She put her head down and began to fiddle 
with a stray piece of cotton hanging from her cuff button. She 
pulled it, and the button became detached and fell to the floor. 
They both watched it roll under the bed.

Tannus sat down. “Do you want to ask any more 
questions?” 

Kaitlin lifted her head. “Sorry…my button has just 
rolled under the bed.”

“Yes. So I see.” Tannus waited. She’d seen this tactic of 
distraction used by young people but never an adult woman. 
Things must be very different in her world.

Kaitlin sniffed. “What happened to the men?”
“There are no men. There never have been. They don’t 

exist here.”
Kaitlin crossed her arms. “I can’t believe that. How 

do you procreate? Have you developed synthetic sperm or 
something?” 

 Tannus shook her head. “Pregnancy comes from eating 
a berry.” 

Kaitlin laughed and stroked her chin. “A berry? You 
mean like a blueberry or a raspberry?”
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“No. It’s the Baca prasinus procreo…it’s green.”
Kaitlin laughed. “Let me get this straight…you eat a 

green berry to get pregnant?”
“Exactly. This is how it is in our world, and you just 

have to accept it.” Tannus knew that was probably simplistic, 
and Sostar would disapprove of the response, but she couldn’t 
think of a better one.

“How can I? It’s ludicrous.”
“It’s no more farcical than a penis.”
Kaitlin lowered her head, and there was a long silence. 

Tannus assumed she was trying to digest the information. 
Tannus hadn’t reckoned on this cross-questioning, though 
she clearly should have. It was unreasonable to think Kaitlin 
would simply accept whatever she was told without question. 
Her glass was empty, and she was desperate to get downstairs 
to refill it. Skies, I need a drink.

Kaitlin lifted her head. “So, can any woman decide to 
get pregnant?”

“Yes, there’s a total freedom of choice…at any age, 
within reason. Usually, the younger girls wait a while. After 
all, they want to enjoy their youth. When the time comes, if 
they want to have a child, they discuss it with the elders.”

“Do they have to have a partner?”
“No. Some take partners and some don’t. There’s no 

pressure to do it alone or with another. The community will 
help to look after the children.”

Kaitlin scratched her head. “In my world, same sex 
partners have always had a problem. Our society always 
give us some crap about how everyone’s equal, but they’re 
not. They don’t have the same choices. If homosexuals have 
children…they’re often looked upon as unfit to be parents.”

“This is not your world though.”
“You make your world sound like nirvana. There’s no 

clubs, bars, restaurants, and no bloody tech at all. And it 
doesn’t have my family. For me, it’s got nothing.”
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Tannus scowled and crossed her arms. Kaitlin must have 
sensed her anger. She placed her hand on Tannus’ arm.

“I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but it’s a 
hell of a lot to take on board.”

The touch of Kaitlin’s hand made her skin go bumpy. 
She trembled and gazed down at her tunic as the goose 
bumps spread to other areas.

“So, what is your total population?”
Tannus cleared her throat and her runaway mind…

which was tearing away down a one-way track. “Within the 
village there are approximately one thousand people. You 
won’t see all those people at dining. There’s not enough 
space and other areas have the same facilities. We’ve several 
settlements away from the main community, the farms, 
the vineyards, the power plants, and two fishing villages, 
East and West. In total, give or take, there are two thousand 
inhabitants.”

“Shit. Is that all?” 
Tannus nodded.
“What about other people, I mean, across the water or 

somewhere?”
“Yes. We’ve had a few visitors over the years. They 

come and go.”
“Where from?”
“From all directions. Some say they’ve travelled a long 

distance by land before their boat journeys that bring them 
here.”

“Were they as backw…undeveloped as Caysher?”
Tannus filled in the blank. Backward. Is that what we 

are? “Their lifestyle and customs are similar. Though there 
are of course differences when they come from very far 
away.”  I wish she could understand.

 “Haven’t Caysher people ever travelled across the 
water? Don’t you ever wonder what’s out there? Don’t you 
wonder if things are moving faster, or whatever, somewhere 
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else?”
Tannus tried to tamp down her anger. “No, and no. 

We’re quite happy as we are, and the few travellers we get 
through the years show we’re not so different.”

 “So where are the children? I haven’t seen any.”
Not the children again. Tannus felt inexplicably 

exhausted by all her questions. “Our birth place is on the East 
Coast. We stay there until we’re sixteen.”

“Why there?”
“The sun shines for about two hundred and seventy days 

of the year, and the environment’s perfect to raise children.”
Kaitlin grimaced. “That’s not how I remember the East 

Coast. It’s cold, windy, and dismal. Don’t you get homesick? 
I mean, don’t you all miss your mums and stuff? I can’t 
imagine not seeing my mum and just leaving her like that.”

This is mind-numbing. The questions seemed pointless, 
though they clearly weren’t to Kaitlin. “We have mothers 
until we’re sixteen, and then we move on to whichever 
station we’ve chosen.” 

Kaitlin didn’t say anything, and she turned away. 
When she turned back, she looked as though she might say 
something but didn’t.

Tannus felt the need to continue. “We have a wonderful 
childhood. All the children are together, and there’s lots of 
love from our mothers, the elders, our teachers, absolutely 
everyone.” Why am I trying to justify our ways? Perhaps if 
she’d had her mother around for longer, she’d have felt less 
lonely.

“What about your names?”
Tannus shrugged. “What about them?”
“Well, they’re not regular names. They sound a bit…

foreign.”
Tannus wrapped her arms around herself and sighed. 

“The storytellers say that our ancestors came from the East. 
Perhaps that’s where our names come from. Who knows? 
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And given that you’re in our world and not your own, I think 
it’s your name that sounds foreign.”

Tannus stood. “Is there anything more?” I hope not. She 
was irritated with defending their ways and the idea that they 
weren’t as good as what Kaitlin was used to.

Kaitlin rubbed her head. “More? I can’t take any more. I 
can’t believe it. It’s so bizarre.”

Tannus breathed in deeply. “Yes, it’s a lot to digest, and 
you’ll have plenty of time. Now it’s my turn. I have a few 
questions for you.” 

She produced the small metal box Kaitlin had called an 
eye phone from her pocket. “Now that I’m convinced this 
won’t harm us, can you tell me its function?”

“It’s a form of communication, but it’s also used for 
entertainment. The communication part won’t work here, 
because there’s no signal.” 

“What do you use it for?”
“You can talk to people anywhere, all over the world. 

Everybody has one.”
I don’t. To Tannus, the whole thing sounded ridiculous, 

and alien. She studied it and turned it over. “Where is the 
eye?”

Kaitlin looked puzzled and seemed to ponder the 
question. “Ah, no, it’s not the sort of eye you see with. It’s an 
i, as in the letter i. I think it means individual, or something.”

“Thank you. You may continue.”
 Kaitlin smiled and became more animated. “Apart from 

the communication side, it has sixty-four gigs of storage 
for all my personal data. My contact numbers, my music, 
my books, my photographs, videos, downloads, absolutely 
everything. It has a camera and a video recorder. The charger 
is a two-in-one slice of pure brilliance with a powerful 
lithium ion rechargeable battery. The solar boost has a built-
in photovoltaic cell which allows you to recharge the battery 
using nothing but sunlight. It cost me an arm and a leg. It’s 
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awesome.” She finished with a sigh.  
She’s certainly showing warmth and admiration for this 

subject. Tannus leaned back, covered her mouth with her 
hand, and yawned mockingly. She didn’t want to show that 
the words Kaitlin used were nothing but sounds to her, and 
the lack of understanding bothered her. 

 “Hey, you asked. This is the only part of my old life 
I’ve got, and it means so much to me. It has photographs of 
my family and friends, my horse, and my old life. It’s the 
only thing I have to hold on to.” A few tears escaped her eyes, 
and she looked away. 

Tannus handed it over, and Kaitlin pressed it against 
her chest. Now the tears were rolling down her cheeks in 
abundance. She thanked Tannus, her voice full of emotion.

 I like her sensitive side. Tannus stroked the back of 
her hand. It was cool and smooth, and she trembled slightly. 
She wanted to take Kaitlin into her arms, tell her everything 
would be fine, and that she’d look after her. But the timing 
wasn’t right. Kaitlin was here for a reason. She knew it would 
affect her future, but nothing more had been revealed.

“I’ll talk with the board members about working with 
Agnew and let you know tomorrow. I’ll leave you now. 
I’m sure you wish to play with your toy.” And I need a 
drink. “I’m sorry I had to tell you all that. It must have been 
very distressing. As you think of more questions, we can 
discuss them.” She stood and gently touched her shoulder. 
“Goodnight, Kaitlin.”

Kaitlin had slumped in her chair. “Goodnight, Tannus.”
Kaitlin’s voice sounded strained, and Tannus hesitated 

by the door. “Things will get better, in time.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Berran wondered why there was a board meeting. 
Maybe something to do with Kaitlin? She took a 

seat next to Carray. “What’s happening, Cuz?” 
Carray shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. 

Perhaps it’s to do with Kaitlin. Tannus has been spending a 
lot of time with her.”

Berran nodded. Too much time. The door opened, and 
Tannus appeared with Sostar and Salin. They all greeted each 
other and took a seat.

Tannus perched on the edge of a table. “I thought I’d 
better keep everyone up to date on Kaitlin. As you know, I’ve 
spent a lot of time with her, and I’m sure she poses no threat.”

“That remains to be seen,” Salin said with her trademark 
pessimism. 

Berran laughed, crossed her arms, and glared at Salin. 
“Do you know something we don’t?”

“No. Nothing concrete. Unlike everyone else, I’m 
keeping an open mind.”

Berran rolled her eyes. “Sounds a bit closed to me.”
Tannus raised a hand. “Look, I won’t have any 

arguments about this. She’s here through no fault of her own, 
and she’s here to stay. She’s still our guest, and as such, she’ll 
be staying in the room she’s in.”
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“Is she just going to swan around, doing nothing all 
day?” Salin asked.

What is her problem? Maybe she’s jealous, and does 
see her as a threat? To heck with Salin. I like Kaitlin, and 
she needs someone like me to watch her back. Berran didn’t 
know why she felt protective of their otherworldly guest, but 
she did, and she didn’t bother to analyse it.

“Not at all. She wants to work. She had her own 
business in her world, and she’s a qualified seamstress. She’s 
asked to work with Agnew. Are there any objections?”

Berran nodded and smiled. Brilliant. I’ve a few friends 
there. They can do some spying. It would keep her one step 
ahead of her sister.

“Sounds perfect,” Sostar said.
“It’s good with me. Who knows, she might be able to 

teach us a thing or two.” Carray, as always, saw the bright 
side of things. 

Berran sniggered at Carray’s comment. Yeah. That’s 
what I’m hoping. I’d love her to teach me a few new tricks.

Tannus looked at Salin, and she scowled. “You know 
my feelings, I’m sceptical. Anyway, you all seem to have had 
the wool pulled over your eyes, so it’s irrelevant.” 

Berran shook her head. “For skies sake, Salin, give her a 
chance.” 

Salin just glared back at her. 
“Right. That’s settled. I’ll inform Agnew.”
“Anything else?” Carray asked.
“No, that’s it.”
Tannus grabbed Berran’s arm. “Can I have a word?”
“Sure.”
“I’m a bit behind with things, what with all this 

happening. I have to visit the power plant and then go on to 
the farm for a few days. Can you confirm everything with 
Agnew, and tell Kaitlin it’s approved?”

Berran was elated. She bounced on the balls of her feet. 
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“Of course. Anything else?”
“Yes. It’s time she started taking meals with us. You 

could fill her in on that, too.”
Berran nodded.
“That’s about it. I’d better dash off, or they’ll think I’ve 

taken a fall, and I’m lying in a ditch somewhere.”
Berran touched her arm. “Have a safe journey, Sis.”
Tannus pulled her into a warm hug. “Thanks, I will. 

Keep an eye on her...and behave.”
Berran grinned wickedly. Not likely. “I’ll be a model 

deputy Chief. I’m going before you start giving me any 
lectures.”

Berran headed to the kitchen to get some tea. She went 
to her room, sat by her window, and watched as Tannus 
galloped down the hill and out of sight. She rubbed her hands 
together. Now it’s my turn.

There was no rush. After dinner was a much better time 
to visit Kaitlin; that’s what her sister had been doing. She’d 
spend the rest of her day training her horses in dressage. She 
sprung around like a new-born lamb. Today was going to be 
great. For a few days, she’d be Chief. As a child, she wanted 
to be Chief. She liked the idea of power, but heck, being 
Chief meant isolation, and no fun. Second in command was 
perfect. Nevertheless, playing Chiefy now and again certainly 
had its advantages.  

She took a glass of wine up, just like her sister did. She 
was fed up with playing second fiddle, she’d been doing that 
all her life, and having a visitor from another world was way 
too exciting to stay away. Time for a change. She knocked, 
and Kaitlin told her to come in. She took a deep calming 
breath and strode in confidently. Kaitlin sat on the window 
seat. She seemed surprised and jumped a little.

“Oh, hello.”
She was stunning. She hadn’t seen her since she was in 

bed, looking frail and forlorn. She looked fit and healthy, and 
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dressed in a mixture of clothes from both worlds. 
“Good evening, Kaitlin. You’re looking remarkably 

well.” And damn sexy.
Kaitlin stood. “I’m sorry, I was expecting…”
“Tannus? Sorry to disappoint you, but you’ve got me 

instead. Tannus is away on business and won’t be back for 
a few days.” Berran grinned. “Don’t worry, I don’t bite.” 
Unless I get the chance. Berran walked over to Kaitlin. “May 
I join you?”

“Err…yes, of course.” Kaitlin took a gulp from her 
glass. “We’ve met before, haven’t we?”

Berran sat beside her and placed her glass on the 
window ledge. She laughed. Busted. Better make amends. 
“Yes, I made a few derogatory remarks about your hair.”

“Amongst other things. And I remember your name is 
Berran, and that you’re second-in-command.”

Kaitlin bowed her head a little. Berran felt powerful. 
This is what I’ve been missing.

“Well done. I’m also the Chief’s sister.”
Kaitlin’s eyes narrowed, and she tilted her head. “Did 

we meet before that day you made fun of my hair?”
Berran nodded. “Yes. On the day you came here, or 

should I say arrived, I broke into your flying machine, freed 
you, and carried you out.” Well, almost. Tannus may have 
given her a clue about the harness, but she’d have figured it 
eventually. It’s time I took some credit.

Kaitlin’s breath caught. “You rescued me?”
“I got you out of your machine, but Sostar did the rest. 

Why, do you remember something?”
Kaitlin scratched her chin. “Vaguely. I feel like 

I remember you from somewhere, but thought I was 
dreaming.”

Berran smirked. “I tend to have that effect on women.” 
She grinned when Kaitlin blushed. Why did I say that? 
“Actually, you did open your eyes briefly when I was taking 
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you from your machine.”
“Did I? Well, thank you for saving me. For a while, I 

wished you’d left me there, but as Tannus said, things will get 
better in time.”

Can we have a conversation without my sister? And that 
was my line! “Anyway, I come bearing news.”

Kaitlin clutched her hands together and stared at her 
expectantly.

“You look worried?” 
“A little apprehensive.” She shrugged slightly.
“Why?”
 Kaitlin rolled her shoulders. “What happened with the 

board members? Am I not welcome?” 
“What makes you think that?” 
“I’m a stranger, and I’m sure you think I look peculiar. 

In my time, we’d be quite suspicious of a newcomer. Hell, 
some we simply refused entry. Maybe you don’t think I’ve 
anything to offer you in return.”

I think you can offer me a lot. “Of course, some are 
hesitant. Perhaps they worry you’ll influence us with your 
ways. Personally, I think you’ve a lot more potential than 
designing clothes.” I could name a few. “As far as working 
with Agnew goes, the agreement was unanimous. There’ll be 
a trial period, but I’m sure she’ll soon realise your worth.”

“What happens if I’m not ‘worthy?’” 
Berran laughed, sensing Kaitlin’s vulnerability and 

hoping to ease it a little. “How does the bakery or the tannery 
sound?” Or even the calling house. The idea of it conjured up 
wicked thoughts. Suspenders and stockings. Dream on.

“Dreadful. I’ll make sure I’m invaluable.” Kaitlin’s face 
brightened. “When can I start?”

“Anytime you like. Are you fit enough?” I could put you 
to the test.

“I feel fine now. To confirm, I’ll never feel fine enough 
for baking or tanning, but I can’t wait to begin with clothing 
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tomorrow.” 
“That’s great. I’ll tell Agnew to collect you around 

nine.” Berran picked up her glass and edged towards the door. 
I’ll save the dining arrangements for another time. As much 
as she wanted to stay, her attraction to Kaitlin was dangerous. 
Tannus would be angry if she actually tried anything with the 
newcomer. The calling house it is. “Better go, I’ve got Chiefy 
things to do.”

“Thank you, Berran. I won’t disappoint you.”
Berran grinned. I’m sure you wouldn’t. “Good night.”

[\

Kaitlin sighed. So much had happened. She wanted 
to work with Agnew, but all that crappy information had 
knocked her back again. Since she’d arrived, they’d piled 
all that shit on her, and she was just supposed to accept it as 
though it was normal. There was nothing normal about not 
having men and popping a berry to get pregnant. There was 
nothing normal about a planet with no planes, no constant 
travel, no holidays away in the sun. There was nothing 
normal about falling through a time warp, or black hole, or 
whatever it was, and ending up in a world similar but totally 
different to your own. Normal was a word that didn’t apply 
and never would. 

A flashing light caught her attention. Her iPhone was 
charged. She opened it up tentatively and was relieved 
beyond words when it powered up. My old life. My memories. 
In a blind moment of hope, she dialled her mother, but there 
was no signal. She tried the emergency number. No signal. 
She tried to ignore the crushed hope and stay focused. Okay, 
she couldn’t call anyone, but she’d got other stuff, like music. 
She’d die without music. And there were photographs galore. 
Thank God she hadn’t deleted them. There were nearly thirty 
books, and there was still room for more photos and videos. 
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Bugger knows what she’d want to capture and treasure here. 
She dug into the small pocket at the back of the case and 
pulled out her earphones. 

There was one new text from her mother. Darling, in 
case you didn’t see note. C U at Mario’s 12.45 4 lunch. Love 
you. Mum xxx.

She burst into tears, then sobbed until she couldn’t 
breathe. Her mother. She couldn’t stop thinking about her. 
What was she doing now? She wouldn’t cope with the ordeal 
in her 2016. She’ll drink, that’s what, and they’ll row and 
end up divorcing. Her parents weren’t solid enough and had 
only stayed together for her and her brother. Her imagination 
ran riot, and the sobs became floods. Pull it together, survive, 
and find a way home. She put the phone back in its case. Too 
many memories. She slid under the duvet and hugged her 
pillow. She slept but images of her family searching for her 
sliced through her dreams.

She awoke, fresh and fired up. It was the last thing she’d 
expected and thought it was the prospect of the new job. 
The negative feelings had disappeared, but the thought of 
working for free was a bit of a joke. Then again, what would 
she spend the money on? Furs? Tunics? Well, when in Rome. 
Why couldn’t she have crossed to a world who’d progressed? 
Zipping off to work in a fancy pod or being beamed up 
someplace was her fantasy. As for fashion, she’d be running 
up a little two-piece in a slinky metallic material, not a load 
of baggy trousers and boring tunics. But this was it, and she’d 
have to accept it, for now. 

Agnew was on time, looking like a child with a new 
play-thing. “This is so thrilling. I can’t wait for us to work 
together. You have so much to teach me about your fashion.” 

“Me too. I can’t wait to learn about yours.” Not true. 
But what else can I say? Kaitlin gave Agnew the once-over. 
Although she was about the same age, height, and build as 
Kaitlin, she just couldn’t see Agnew in the bright colours 
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Kaitlin had planned. She reminded her of an old-fashioned 
school teacher––minus the tweed twin-set. Obviously, vanity 
didn’t figure high on her list, otherwise she’d have run a 
comb through her long, brown hair and sorted out those 
terrible split ends. Kaitlin’s thoughts seemed cruel, but she 
did judge people on how they looked, especially in her old 
world. Still, she seems a nice person…and I do like her.

“I’m going to show you around.” She took hold of 
Kaitlin’s hand. “C’mon, we’ll start with the garment stores.” 

The store was okay and just like any other storeroom in 
London or Cheshire. It was cool as in chilly, not as in stylish. 
Winter clothes were on one side, and summer on the other. 
Shelves were stacked with gloves, socks, hats, underwear, 
and everything for all seasons. There were shoes and boots, 
all of them practical and boring. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a 
stiletto heel in sight.

“Impressive,” Kaitlin said with as much enthusiasm as 
she could fake. Not the word that actually springs to mind.

“Will you look at the winter clothing? Everyone 
complains about the cold. It’s freezing, and the people in 
the fishing villages by the coast really feel it. The wind is 
abominable. The community inland work with cattle and 
sheep, and they’re exposed to high winds as well. Then 
there’s the hunters. I just feel I’m missing something.” 

Me too. Kaitlin listened and tried to take it in. She 
hardly ever ventured out in cold weather, apart from skiing. 
Now that was extreme. C’mon, conjure up some enthusiasm. 
Visualise what you’d wear.

“What sort of scarves do you have, Agnew?”
She looked puzzled. “Tell me what you mean?” 
“Okay, when I arrived, I had a blouse and around my 

neck was a pink strip of material? Do you have that kind of 
thing?”

“No.” She frowned, clearly considering. “A big piece of 
fur scar would really keep the neck warm.” 



Parallel Lives

59

“Exactly. But it’s called a scarf.” What about headwear, 
did they have hoods? She couldn’t see any, but she’d save 
that for another day.

Agnew raised her eyebrows and giggled. “You’re a 
genius. I knew you were, from the moment I saw you.” 

The compliment made Kaitlin feel warm inside, and she 
laughed. “Well, it’s not like I invented it.”

“No, but you’re sharing it with us. While you’re here, 
do you want to choose any outfits? I’ll show you the trousers, 
jumpers, and different coloured tunics. Please show me some 
different designs. I’m bored with making the same things, but 
I need some inspiration.”

I don’t blame you. “I’m happy to share.” She joked, 
but her ego was boosted. Agnew wanted her ideas. In her 
world, she wouldn’t be seen dead in it, but she’d need some 
functional gear, like trousers and light jumpers, and maybe a 
couple of pairs of moccasins. There was no lacy underwear or 
bras. She guessed they wouldn’t wear them; they didn’t care 
how they looked, because it was all about being practical.

She crammed her choices into a bag and followed 
Agnew to the sewing room. The twenty young women 
stopped work and stared. Agnew introduced each of them, 
and they seemed a friendly bunch. Kaitlin was beginning to 
feel a little less lonely.  

In the corner was a small generator, which obviously 
powered the sewing machines. How much electricity they 
had, she wasn’t sure, and when she asked questions, it 
seemed to piss them off. Well, not everyone. Just Tannus. 
Berran hadn’t stuck around long enough the night before 
to answer any more questions, which was a shame. She 
wouldn’t have minded spending a little more time with her. 
She seemed fun and more relaxed than her sister. Kaitlin 
spotted some strips of left-over skins in the middle of the 
room. Perfect. She picked one up, quickly sliced it into a 
passable scarf shape, and passed it to Agnew. Now she’d have 



Karen Klyne

60

something to present to the board. Easy-peasy.
 The day progressed, and she showed Agnew how to 

make collars and altered trousers which she told them were 
called leggings, and no one asked her anything. Someone 
from another time? I’d be firing questions right and left. Were 
they being polite, or weren’t they bothered? She figured it 
was the latter and just allowed her mind to wander as she 
sketched designs for Agnew. 

She wasn’t bored, but she did ask one of the girls what 
time they finished work. She told her five, which seemed 
pretty damned civilised. There was no commute. She just 
had to walk upstairs. There was no transport apart from the 
horse and cart, as far as she could tell. Anyway, where would 
they go? Her regular haunts didn’t exist. Her world had been 
severed from her life, and she had to learn to exist in a far 
more basic way. Hey ho, chuck me a carafe of wine, and I’ll 
soon forget. It was Friday, but what did that mean here? A lie 
in for two days? All she’d do was eat her meals alone and go 
to bed. In Cheshire, her weekends were special. They were 
for family and friends. Here, she preferred weekdays. There 
was something to do, somebody to see, and someone to talk 
to. I’m such a sad bastard.

Agnew picked up Kaitlin’s sketch of the new fur hood. 
Kaitlin had come across some basic hoods, and added a 
forehead flap, and ear flaps. They’d be folded up and held by 
press studs. They could be undone individually, or together. 
They were a bit like the designer trapper hats she’d sold in 
her boutique. Three hundred pounds for one, and I’m giving 
them away. 

“Can you show us what it looks like?” 
Kaitlin picked the hood up, and pinned the pieces on 

roughly, just to give them an idea. She stuck it on her head 
and brought the ear flaps down just as Berran walked in.

“Well, that looks a treat. Is it a new bird scarer?” 
Kaitlin flushed. She wanted to throw back an equally 
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witty comment but held back. She smiled. “Maybe I should 
put some seeds on it.”

Berran grinned. “Why not? Try it out.”
She studied Berran in her work clothes. She hadn’t 

noticed Berran’s physique the other night because she’d 
been dressed in the standard shapeless clothes they all wore. 
She stared at her body. Well-ripped. The pants hugged her 
muscular legs, and her sleeves were rolled up, revealing the 
strong and taut power of her arms. She looked like a warrior 
queen, someone like Boudicca. Stop ogling her.

“I’ve come to ask you to join the community for dinner. 
Now that you’re part of our group, you should eat with us. 
Breakfast and dinner are served in the dining hall. For lunch, 
there are snacks, and sandwiches. You can eat them in the 
hall or take them away. Agnew will fill you in on everything. 
We’d be very pleased to see you.” 

Kaitlin smiled, though the invitation was surprising. “I’d 
be honoured. Thank you, Berran.”

She stretched and yawned. “Must dash. Off to do some 
mating.”

Kaitlin’s neck burned when Berran winked at her. Shit. 
Do they all announce it? 

“See you later. You know, the hat doesn’t do anything 
for you. Promise you won’t wear it?” Berran smirked and 
headed out. The others laughed as Kaitlin grabbed the fur 
from her head and fanned her face.

Agnew tutted and gave her a knowing smile. “Kaitlin, 
it’s the mating season for the horses, that’s all. Silly juvenile 
innuendos.”

Justay, the machinist, laughed. “Oh, I think Berran can 
outdo her stallion any day.”

Another said, “Yeah, after all, he only performs three 
times a day.”

Justay smirked. “Her catch phrase is, ‘throw another 
two under me.’”
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Kaitlin was embarrassed by the conversation and was 
glad when Agnew called for some decorum. She doled out 
the sandwiches, and that’s when the questions began. The 
other girls crowded around her. 

“Where did you eat in your world?”
“We’d do much the same at lunch. We’d have a 

sandwich or go to La Tazza or somewhere similar.”
“What’s La Tazza?”
“It’s a chain of coffee shops. They sell lots of different 

types of coffee, cakes, and sandwiches.”
“What’s coffee?”
“It’s a drink, but you don’t have it here, I don’t think. 

More’s the pity.”
“What about dinner?”
“At home with my family or with friends.” It 

didn’t sound all that exotic but made her miss her family 
desperately. After that, she just couldn’t focus. Kaitlin closed 
her eyes and put a hand to her head.

Agnew touched Kaitlin’s arm. “Are you all right, 
Kaitlin? You’ve gone very pale.”

“I’m fine. Just a bit of a headache, that’s all.”
Agnew shook her head. “I’ve overworked you. It was 

too much, too soon. Why don’t you finish now and take a 
rest?”

“Thanks, Agnew. I think I’ll do that.”
Maybe she had overdone it, after all she wasn’t a 

hundred percent fit. But it wasn’t that. All the talk of her past 
life had made her morose. She picked up her iPhone and 
flicked through the photos of her family. Tears welled up, 
and she began to sob. I want to go home. I want my old world 
back.

[\

Kaitlin chose her new black tunic, cream jodhpurs, and 
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boots. She spiked her hair, pulled the collar up on her blouse, 
and looked in the mirror. Still my 2016. She liked what she 
saw; she didn’t want to lose her identity or where she came 
from, and she was nowhere near accepting that her life in 
Cheshire was gone.

Agnew arrived to take her to dinner with two glasses of 
amber. Kaitlin needed it to calm her nerves and downed it in 
one gulp. It’s like going to my first school prom. 

They entered the dining hall. She glanced around 
in awe and remembered it well from her visit last year. 
It was reminiscent of a cathedral. The ceiling was still 
spectacular and had maintained its splendour and character. 
Circular tables were spread around the room, and when 
they approached their table, the team waved. The buzz was 
magical. Is it always like this? People stared and blatantly 
watched her as she crossed the hall. No, it was more amped 
up because of her. She was self-conscious and nearly tripped 
over a chair leg. She focused on the different elements. Each 
table housed a different group of workers in no particular 
order. At the top, there was a rectangular table, but nobody 
was sitting there, and it wasn’t laid. 

Justay grabbed hold of Agnew. “You’ll never guess 
who’s joining us?” 

Agnew shrugged. Kaitlin had noticed Agnew wasn’t one 
for guessing games.

“Berran!” 
Little creatures fluttered in Kaitlin’s stomach, but she 

wasn’t sure why she was so excited. Berran is fun, that’s why. 
And obviously, everyone agreed on that point, because they 
were all thrilled. Berran strolled in, along with Carray, who 
wished them all a good evening as she passed. Berran came 
to face Kaitlin. 

She looked at Kaitlin’s blouse. “I like it…very 
pleasing.”

Kaitlin bit her bottom lip. “Thank you.” What am I 
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doing? The thought of being Berran’s conquest unsettled her. 
She wasn’t comfortable with it, but then she’d never lived in 
an all-women community, either.

 Berran smirked. “Glad to see you’re not wearing a dead 
animal on your head tonight.” 

 I’m not sure if I want to giggle or tell Berran to fuck 
off. “I’m saving it for a special occasion.” Like on the hat-
walk! The thought was funny, but she didn’t say it out loud. 
They wouldn’t get it and having to explain the point of a 
fashion show felt out of reach tonight.

Berran laughed and sat in the chair Justay had pulled 
out for her. “As long as it revolves around me.” She raised 
her glass and encouraged everyone to welcome Kaitlin to 
their community. Kaitlin began to relax, but there was an 
undeniable apprehension clawing at her mind for attention. 
“What happens now?” Kaitlin whispered to Agnew.

“We collect our meals from the counter. At the weekend, 
it’s served to the tables.”

Kaitlin was relieved. She needed to get up and move 
around because Berran was making her unusually nervous. 
She followed Agnew and piled food onto her plate.

Berran nudged her from behind. “I like a woman with a 
big appetite.”

Agnew scowled at Berran but said nothing. Kaitlin 
ignored the comment and checked out the desserts before 
opting for lemon meringue pie. Its smell conjured up happy 
memories of her mum’s baking, bringing on an ache she was 
becoming familiar with. “Yum, this is to die for.” 

“Would you really die for it?” Berran asked as they 
walked back to their table.

“Not literally, but I’d definitely crawl through a pile of 
steaming horse-shit.”

“I’ve got plenty of that.”
“To speak or to shovel?”
Berran laughed. “Tell me about your other life. What 
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would you be doing on a Friday night?” 
She was desperate to talk about her old life. “I’d finish 

work around four and go to my fencing class.”
Berran chuckled. “What’s fencing?” 
“It’s competitive friendly fighting with swords.” Bet 

that’s surprised you.
“Why do you do it?”
Kaitlin shrugged. “Because I like all sports. They keep 

the mind alert and the body supple. In the winter I fence, and 
in the summer, I do archery.” 

Berran leaned forward with excitement. “You like 
archery? A fine choice. I’m already looking forward to 
August.”

Kaitlin raised her eyebrows. “Why?” 
“We have a big gathering called The Summer Hog 

Roast. We have lots of contests, but my favourite’s archery. 
It’s intense. It requires a keen eye and a particular strength 
from different muscles in the upper body. Of course, I’m the 
current champion, but I’d welcome a good opponent.”

“I’d have to practice. I’m sure you’re far superior to 
me.” A bit of flattery usually works. 

Berran smiled and reclined in her chair. “Practice as 
much as you can…you’ll need to.”

Modesty’s not your strong suit then. “After the class, I 
go to a pub to meet with friends.”

“A pub?”
“A place where we eat and drink. It’s short for ‘public 

house.’ Sometimes we’d go on to a night club, where we’d 
dance and drink some more.” 

“Sounds like a similar life to ours. We have ‘pubs,’ 
although they’re referred to as calling houses. We have 
drinking clubs that stay open until the early hours. I frequent 
both of them often,” she said, and laughed.

Some of the women around the table smiled, and the 
sexual undertone was clear. Sounds like a whore-house to 
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me—not quite the same.
 Berran took a sip of her wine. “What do you do at the 

weekend?” 
Kaitlin raised her chin, enjoying the special attention 

from Berran. “When the weather’s good, I take my friends or 
family and fly somewhere for the day. Sometimes we go to 
the south coast or maybe Wales. My favourite is Le Touquet 
in France, and the food is amazing.”

Berran coughed. “Ah, the flying machine. Now that was 
quite an arrival. But it seems your enormous metal wings 
aren’t as dependable as those of a bird.” 

“I’d like to know how a bird would fare in a damned 
multiverse.” She calmed herself. “Whatever the case, I hold a 
multi-engine license which means I can fly a plane with two 
engines. They’re pretty damn dependable.” Kaitlin knew she 
sounded a little pretentious, but she didn’t care.

“I thought you were going to say you could fly two 
planes at the same time.”

Berran’s chuckle irritated Kaitlin. She was bored of 
being played with and being teased about something precious 
to her that she no longer had was like picking at a barely 
healed wound. “No, just one plane, two engines.” 

“Interesting. Speaking of life beyond work, do excuse 
me. The talk of our ‘pubs’ has made me wish to visit one, 
and I’ll need some company. I’ve enjoyed tonight. Let’s do it 
again.”

Berran’s remark was aimed directly at Kaitlin. She got 
up, paused behind Kaitlin’s chair, and placed her hands on 
Kaitlin’s shoulders firmly. Kaitlin felt her hot breath on the 
back of her neck.

“Talking of flying, do you have your own personal 
wings? Are they hidden under your enchanting blouse?” 

Kaitlin trembled from the closeness. “How did you 
guess?” 

“I’d love to see them one day. Mostly, I look forward to 
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competing with you in archery.”                         
 “Cool. I can’t wait to win, Berran.” 
Berran laughed. Kaitlin could almost feel the touch as 

a warm gentle breath caressed her ear. It wasn’t unpleasant. 
She liked Berran, even with the incessant teasing. She was 
entertaining and seemed interested in her past life. Or is it 
more than that?

“Why did you rise to the bait?” Agnew asked. “She’s 
just flirting. Not that you have to worry; Berran only likes 
young women.”

Kaitlin was seriously affronted by the remark. Young 
women? What the hell am I—an old hag? 

Agnew must have detected she’d taken it as an insult. 
“What I mean is, Berran likes to impress the youngsters.”           

That mollified her slightly, but she was still rattled. I 
could pull any woman I want…if I wanted to. Jesus, what am 
I thinking?

“I should give you more information about us, 
especially after the episode with Berran, which I’m sure you 
found distasteful. Berran is a good person. She doesn’t wish 
any harm, but she has her weaknesses. She drinks a little too 
much, and she has a very high libido. However, she earns her 
place as deputy, but she’s nothing like her sibling. Tannus is 
wonderful. They say she’s the best Chief our community has 
ever had. She’s generous, fair, and endeavours to be all things 
to all people.” 

Pukesville! More like you fancy her. “Honestly, she 
didn’t upset me.” 

“I’m happy to hear that,” she said and continued singing 
Tannus’ praises.

Kaitlin tuned her out and watched Berran with two 
young women from the bakery. It wasn’t long before they all 
left together, and as they passed by the table, she winked at 
Kaitlin. 

Agnew shook her head. “Whilst the Chief is away, the 
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deputy will play.”
Kaitlin ignored the dig. “Whilst we’re on the subject of 

hierarchy, where does Carray fit in?”
Agnew clasped her hands, just above her chest. “Carray 

is lovely. She’s third in command, and cousin to Tannus and 
Berran. She also looks after the estate.”

“No kidding.” Cousins? That was interesting, and for 
third in command, she seemed pretty timid. Still waters run 
deep and all that.

Kaitlin hoped nobody attacked their castle tonight whilst 
the deputy was having a ménage-a-trois. She excused herself 
and thanked everyone for their kindness. 

She slipped into bed and thought about what she’d 
learned this evening. She was easing her way in, but then 
something would trigger her brain: a smell, a taste, like the 
lemon meringue, and she’d go all melancholic. It made her 
think about what she’d be doing back home, and she had a 
longing to be doing just that.
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CHAPTER SIX

Tannus and Berran marched through the dining hall, 
and Tannus stopped at Agnew’s table. She greeted 

all the women, then turned her attention to Kaitlin. She wore 
tight green jeans and a navy blouse buttoned down the front. 
There was a garment underneath the blouse which seemed 
to lift her breasts. She couldn’t help but stare. The sight of 
her breasts sent a thrill coursing through her body. Kaitlin 
must’ve been aware of her focus because her face turned the 
colour of a ripe tomato. “Nice to see you looking so well, 
Kaitlin.” Pathetic. She really wanted to say, “Skies above, 
you look gorgeous.”

Agnew replied for her. “Doesn’t she look wonderful? 
She was worried about it being too low cut, but that bra thing 
works a treat.”

Kaitlin smiled but looked mortified. “Thank you.”
It was a bit personal, but she had to agree with Agnew. 

The bra was more than a treat. “Perhaps we can speak after 
dinner?”

Kaitlin nodded. “Of course.”
Tannus stepped back, and Berran moved in. She put 

a too-familiar hand on Kaitlin’s shoulder and whispered 
something into her ear. Tannus thought it sounded like 
“cool.” She didn’t know what it meant, because it was one of 
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Kaitlin’s words. Of course, her sister was such a good mimic. 
She’d have liked to have shared that intimacy with Kaitlin, 
but it wouldn’t do for the Chief to appear too overfriendly.

The dinner was delicious, but all Tannus wanted was to 
get back to Kaitlin. She gazed at her during the course of the 
meal, conscious of other eyes fixed on Kaitlin: Berran’s.

She waited for an opportunity to escape without 
seeming rude to her companions. There was a pause in 
conversation, so she excused herself, and strolled towards 
their table. Agnew saw her, jumped up, walked quickly to an 
empty chair, and brought it back. She could always rely on 
Agnew. 

She practically pushed the chair under her bottom. 
“Please join us, Tannus. I was just telling Kaitlin about the 
potato picking.”

Tannus laughed. “I bet you can’t wait for that thrill.” 
Kaitlin crossed her arms. “Actually, it’s something I’ve 

already had the pleasure of.”
“And?” 
Kaitlin giggled. “My father took me once, and I was 

really looking forward to it. I wasn’t very good. In fact, I only 
lasted about fifteen minutes. God, it was so back-breaking. 
I felt sick and ended up with a terrible migraine. Once was 
definitely enough.”

At least she’s honest. “I’m afraid it’s something we all 
have to do. Even I’m not exempt. Now I know about your 
condition, I’ll tell Sostar to bring a herbal remedy.”

“Thank you, you’re very kind. Make sure it’s strong.”
Tannus wanted to prolong her stay at the table. “Has 

Agnew told you about the music?”
Kaitlin looked excited. “Did you say music?”
Agnew slapped her hand on the table. “Tannus! I wanted 

that to be a surprise.”
“Sorry.” Skies, she’s high maintenance tonight. “I’ll 

stay, and we can listen together.”
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Tannus saw the familiar sparkle in Agnew’s eyes as she 
touched Tannus’s arm. “I’m honoured. Well, I mean we’re 
all honoured…aren’t we?” She turned to her group, and they 
nodded.

The buoyancy of Agnew’s team might’ve made her feel 
guilty if she wasn’t otherwise distracted. She’d never spent 
much time with them due to lack of common ground; they 
made clothes. The same old clothes, the same old styles, what 
could they discuss? Kaitlin joining the group made them 
infinitely more interesting.

Kaitlin seemed to have gone into a dream. Tannus 
waved a hand in front of her face. “Do you like music, 
Kaitlin?”

Kaitlin looked startled. “Like it? I love it. I considered a 
career in music, but I guess I chose the easy option.”

“Making clothes isn’t easy.” Agnew sounded indignant.
 “I’m sorry, Agnew. I didn’t mean it that way. I didn’t 

have the courage to pursue music even though it was my first 
love. Instead I opted for my second choice. In my world, as 
far as music was concerned, I was mediocre.” She shrugged. 
“I didn’t have the guts to test it, you know, to see if I could be 
better.”

Tannus patted her arm, wanting to be sympathetic, but 
not entirely sure how that worked. “I’m not sure we can ever 
understand the world you lived in. It seems so complicated.”

Kaitlin stared at the floor, and Tannus immediately 
missed her face. 

 Tannus placed a finger beneath Kaitlin’s jaw. “Chin up. 
We all have our regrets. Wait until you see Kami and Tibra. 
I have a feeling they’re going to inspire you…one way or 
another.”

Kami and Tibra took their places in the centre of the 
room. 

Kaitlin looked like she was going to slide off her chair. 
“My God, they’ve got guitars.” 
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Tannus nodded. “Let’s watch.”
The two women began to strum and hum, and everyone 

swayed in time to the music. Kaitlin looked disappointed, 
as if she was waiting for something more. It clearly wasn’t 
impressing her.

Tannus leaned toward her and whispered, “You look like 
you’re watching paint dry, or even, listening to it dry?”

Kaitlin raised her eyebrows. “No, not at all.”
Liar. I can read your mind.
When Kami and Tibra took a break, Tannus leaned back 

and crossed her arms. “Which bit did you like best?”
Kaitlin shoved her hands in her pockets, clearly trying 

to come up with something polite to say. “The women have 
such harmony. It’s lovely background music.”

“Would you have the same in your world?” 
“Yeah, much the same over dinner, then the tempo 

changes, depending on the occasion. Mostly for our 
generation, you know, twenty to thirty, we’d follow with a 
disco. We’d down a load of booze then head for the dance 
floor.”

“What’s a disco?” I hate being so ill-informed. She must 
think me stupid.

“It’s a combination of different types of music. It 
depends on the venue, and what sort of music the people 
request.”

Tannus shrugged. “Interesting. Different times, different 
music.” Maybe they differed on that subject. Could she come 
up with anything better? That remained to be seen.

During the break, Tannus spotted Salin talking to 
someone behind them. She was about to leave, but she called 
her over. “Salin, come and meet Kaitlin.”

Salin shuffled over and greeted Tannus. Kaitlin blushed. 
Tannus liked that for all Kaitlin’s apparent confidence, she 
still wasn’t used to being the centre of attention in her new 
world. It gave her a vulnerability Tannus found appealing. 
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“Kaitlin, meet Salin, the lady who creates all this 
wonderful food. She’s also a board member.”

Salin raised her eyebrows. “Yes, we’ve already met, 
haven’t we, Kaitlin?”

Kaitlin thrust a hand towards her. “Hello, Salin, it’s 
good to meet you officially. I’ve been complimenting you on 
your delicious food ever since I arrived.”

Salin seemed reluctant to shake Kaitlin’s hand.
Salin stuck a hand out. “Apart from the orange juice.”
I must check that out later. Tannus smiled when Kaitlin 

wiped her palm down the side of her trousers after the hand 
shake. Salin had clammy hands, but she doubted if she was 
even aware.

“Wasn’t really important. The bits make me cough, 
that’s all. But it was so fresh and tasty.” Kaitlin’s smile 
looked forced.

Salin dwarfed Kaitlin. She wasn’t taller than the rest 
of the community; just wider, and her head seemed bigger 
because her mass of frizzy hair which stuck out at all angles. 
They were childhood friends, and Tannus still had a soft spot 
for her. She was a great cook, and a respected board member. 
She hoped Salin would find a special person, someone who 
cared and brought laughter into her life. But she’d always 
lacked a sense of humour, and it could make her difficult to 
deal with. Even as a child, it was difficult to make her laugh. 
She was also prone to jealousy, and maybe she thought 
Kaitlin was getting too much attention. Tannus wasn’t sure, 
but she did know there were bad feelings. Salin wasn’t the 
sort of person Kaitlin should make an enemy of, but the air 
between them could be cut with a hatchet. 

“I’m afraid I’ll have to dash.” Salin smiled at Tannus 
and left.

Kaitlin visibly relaxed. “She makes me feel about as 
welcome as shit on a white rug.” 

“How aptly put. Sounds like you got off on the wrong 
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foot. What happened?”
“There was fresh orange juice at breakfast. I asked Salin 

if there was any, minus the bits, and she said she’d go and 
strain it for me. I thought it was really sweet of her, but she 
didn’t come back. Guess she was being sarcastic.”

Tannus laughed. She placed her hand on Kaitlin’s 
shoulder, and felt her lean in, as though she welcomed the 
touch. “Don’t worry, she’ll come around.” She changed the 
subject. “I want you to show me your ‘communication’ thing, 
will Tuesday evening suit you?”

“Sure. Any evening. I only sit in my room, alone.”
Tannus patted her arm. “You poor girl.” She’d love 

to be in her room every night. What is this woman doing to 
me? “We’ll have to remedy that, but in the meantime, I have 
work to do. I’m sure I’ll see you later.” She left and hoped 
Kaitlin would soon visit the ducks Sostar had told her about. 
One day, maybe she’d find herself real friends to converse 
with. Tannus rarely gave thought to friendships within the 
community, but Kaitlin hardly knew anyone. She didn’t want 
her to be lonely but wasn’t sure why she was so concerned 
about Kaitlin’s welfare. I care about her, that’s why.  

[\

The board approved the clothes, scarves, and the hoods. 
It was great news for Kaitlin, and Tannus was pleased she’d 
been the one to let her know. 

She sat next to Kaitlin on the window seat as she 
prepared her iPhone.

“Before we start, can I ask a couple of questions?” 
Kaitlin didn’t look up from her phone, but her shoulders were 
tense.

Tannus raised her eyebrows. Not more questions. “Fire 
away.”

“How do you get your electricity?”



Parallel Lives

75

“We have wind turbines. They only provide enough 
power for the necessities but it beats candlelight. And before 
you ask, we have solar panels for heating the water and 
running the generators.” 

“That’s fantastic, it’s almost…”
“Civilised?”
Kaitlin crossed her arms, her go-to defensive posture. 

“Sorry. I’ll say nothing in the future.”
I seriously doubt that. 
Kaitlin moved so close Tannus could feel the heat from 

her thigh. They were drawn together like a magnet. Unless 
it’s just my imagination. Whatever it was, she had to force it 
out of her mind. Her thoughts weren’t very “Chiefly.”

“Here,” Kaitlin said. “I’ve sorted out some photos.”
“This is the small house where your family lived?”
“Yes, and the housekeeper.”
Pictures of her family and friends flashed by, together 

with her boutique, the village she lived in, and ones of her 
father and brother. It was disconcerting to see men. She didn’t 
know what she’d imagined them to look like. They looked 
strange. The women seemed relaxed, but the men seemed 
to look like they thought themselves superior—just by their 
demeanour. The one called Rob had a clump of hair on his 
chin. Was that to hide something? She had no idea, but she 
had to accept it, in the same way Kaitlin had to accept an all-
women community. 

“This is my best friend, Sasha,” Kaitlin said, showing 
her the photo of a brown horse.

“We have some excellent horses here you could ride. I’ll 
get Berran to show you around the stables.” Maybe not. With 
all that hay around, I’d never trust Berran. Kaitlin nodded, 
but Tannus could see it was way too early to get excited 
about the prospect. “Can I hold your phone?” Kaitlin seemed 
reluctant to pass it over. It was dear to her, so Tannus treated 
it with respect. She held it, turned it, examined it, and said 
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she thought it was magnificent. She pressed the slideshow 
key by accident and jerked back slightly when all the photos 
began to move. Kaitlin panicked and moved as though to take 
the phone back. “Don’t worry. I promise you I won’t hurt it.” 
She held it firmly and took in the array of photos. 

“How do I stop it?”
“Press that key.”
“Show me the pictures slowly. I want to know your 

world…your life.”
Kaitlin moved close enough that their thighs touched. 

Tannus closed her eyes for a moment, attempting to obliterate 
the way Kaitlin made her feel. Out of control.

“This is last summer’s Ball. That’s my Louis Vuitton 
gown.”

“I don’t know what that means, but it looks beautiful on 
you.” Particularly as you’re almost falling out of it.

She pointed to the background, but Tannus had 
problems taking her eyes off Kaitlin. 

“That’s a ten-piece orchestra. They all have different 
instruments, and they play music all evening.”

“What is this affair?” 
“It’s an annual event to raise money for my mother’s 

charities.” 
She continued to stare at the photo. “You look 

beautiful.” 
Kaitlin’s cheeks coloured. “I scrub up pretty well, huh?” 
More photos zipped by. Her car, her plane, and shots 

taken from the air. There were mountains, fields, and beaches. 
She briefly wondered what their own world looked like 
from a bird’s view in comparison. She wasn’t going to stop 
the photos, even if she showed her the complete collection. 
Tannus was enjoying her proximity and the heat of her body. 
“It must be difficult to look at these photos now that you’re 
living here with us?” 

She shrugged. “I miss my family and Sasha. I can’t have 
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the rest, so there’s no point even thinking about it.” 
I wonder how I’d feel? I wouldn’t even have any photos. 
She flipped to some different scenes. “Brace yourself. 

These are pictures of Peckforton Castle or what you call 
Fortune Castle.” 

The first was the castle lit up at night. It was 
outstanding. Then there were the bedrooms which were 
far more luxurious. It was interesting but disturbing. The 
dining hall was identical but much more opulent. They sailed 
through another twenty photos. It was so different, and she 
doubted if they’d ever have the wealth and luxury displayed 
in the photos. Her deeper fear was for Kaitlin and all she’d 
left behind. Could she ever adapt to this simple life? Only 
time would tell. She was glad when Kaitlin switched to more 
photos of herself and her friends. They laughed together as 
she explained the one where they’d all got totally “battered” 
and ended up in the fountain on the Square. She liked 
that Kaitlin was showing her something that was clearly 
humiliating. She was more sensitive than she let on.

Enough was enough. She wasn’t sure why, but the 
photos troubled her. Seeing Kaitlin’s life flash before her 
was surreal. Even the touch of their legs couldn’t keep her 
longer. She thanked her and left. Tannus was sure Kaitlin 
wanted to show her how she was feeling. She was just seeing 
pictures, whereas Kaitlin actually lived there. But misery 
loves company and all that. She went to bed thinking about 
how Kaitlin was missing her own world and what her life 
had in store for her now. Tannus didn’t know either, but she 
desperately wanted Kaitlin to play a major role in her life. 
She stared up, as if waiting for an answer. Please, ancestors. 
Don’t leave it too long. 

[\

There was an upbeat atmosphere in the dining hall and 
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when Tannus passed Agnew’s table she heard them firing 
questions at Kaitlin from all directions. Would she cope, or 
would it make her homesick? 

Time to introduce an incentive. 
People drifted away into the other room after dinner, 

and Kaitlin was left with a couple of Agnew’s team. Tannus 
didn’t want her to slip away, and when she made a move to 
leave, Tannus called out and walked over to her. “Hang on 
there, Kaitlin. Where are you going?”

She yawned, but it looked faked.
“I’ve got things to do.”
“The night is young. Why don’t you come and play 

games with us?” I have some in mind.
“I think I’ll give it a miss tonight. Thank you all the 

same.” 
Tannus caught hold of her arm. “Do you think there’s 

something sinister beyond that door?”
She glanced at the door and quickly glanced away. “No, 

of course not. Each to their own. I just want an early night.” 
She shook her head, took Kaitlin’s hand, and entwined 

their fingers. Pleasurable little jets shot up her arm. Is she 
feeling this too? She knew Kaitlin wanted to run, but she 
dragged her forward. “Come. I command you as your Chief.” 

She led her almost like a lamb to slaughter. Tannus 
wanted to come clean and tell her the truth, but she also 
wanted a little fun. She twisted the door handle, almost in 
slow motion, until it opened. Kaitlin inhaled deeply and 
Tannus pushed it open. People were playing cards, throwing 
dice, and playing board games. 

Kaitlin moaned. “I wish the floor would open and 
swallow me up.” 

“Did you imagine some sort of wild orgy? We take our 
intimate pleasures as we choose but generally in privacy. If 
you want, I can take you to those places that aren’t so private. 
I’m sure you’ve heard they exist. I’m sorry to disappoint you, 
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but this is exactly what I said it was…a games room.” She 
grinned. “You have an overactive mind.” She was pleased 
she’d hyped it up. It was fun teasing her and watching her 
react.

Kaitlin bowed her head, looking more mischievous than 
contrite. “I’m sorry.”

“Do you play chess, Kaitlin?”
“I used to when I was young.” 
Tannus laughed. “When you were young? You’re only 

twenty-five, I believe. Is this old in your world?”
“What I meant was, I haven’t played for years. I’m 

rusty, but I play a mean game of pool.” 
“We have a pool table around the corner.”                                                         
Tannus wasn’t about to offer her a game. She’d never 

mastered pool. Pool was Berran’s game. This was her game, 
and she wanted Kaitlin on her turf, not Berran’s. “Would you 
like to refresh your memory and play chess?”

“Cool,” she replied.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” She led her to an alcove where 

the chess board lay. She couldn’t remember when she’d 
actually played chess with another person rather than herself. 
Sostar used to play, but she had so much to do and didn’t 
really enjoy the game, which made playing her harder work 
than it needed to be.

Kaitlin smiled. “Hey, I remember this little area. It’s 
really cute. Look.” She pointed upwards. “You can see 
the light shining down from that high window above. It’s 
fantastic.”

Tannus looked up. It was odd she’d never noticed it, and 
yet she’d sat there so many times. 

Kaitlin picked up a few pieces, as if to familiarise 
herself. “I’m as ready as I’m likely to be.” 

Tannus hid a black and a white piece in her hands and 
held them out in front of Kaitlin. She picked the white and 
made her opening move. The game progressed, and for a 
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while, she was holding her own. An hour or so later, Kaitlin 
studied the board. She’d backed herself into a corner and 
hadn’t seen it coming. She made a last attempt to escape, 
but Tannus cut her off before putting her in checkmate. 
“You’re better than I thought. Perhaps we can have a return 
match another evening?” She leaned forward and gazed into 
Kaitlin’s eyes. She seemed unnerved and looked away.

“I’d like that.” She started to fiddle with the collar on 
her blouse. “I obviously need more practice.” 

She ran a finger lightly down the back of Kaitlin’s hand, 
and she jumped slightly. Her cheeks coloured, but she didn’t 
move from Tannus’ touch. 

“I’m sorry about earlier, Tannus. My mum always said I 
had a suspicious mind. I think this is great, and it’ll be nice to 
have something to do every night.”

“Good. We can play games more often.” She hoped 
Kaitlin would catch the deeper meaning, but she didn’t react. 
“I’m ready for bed.” 

“Me too. Goodnight, and thank you…for the games.”
Tannus smiled. She couldn’t miss the playful undertone 

in Kaitlin’s words. 
She lay in bed thinking about the evening. Skies above, 

I’m so lonely. Nobody would ever believe that being the 
Chief was the loneliest job in the community. It felt like 
Kaitlin could be a real friend, but Tannus knew she wanted 
more. Someone to share an interest with, and someone who 
wouldn’t judge her was a start. She closed her eyes and 
smiled. It had been a long time since she’d had such a lovely 
evening.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Berran loved the weekends, particularly the parties. 
This was the best party though, the one before 

potato picking. Everyone would be worn out next weekend, 
so there’d be no parties. That’s why this one was special. 
In the games room, spirits were high, and the laughter was 
raucous. 

She joined her two favourite girls of the moment, Riva 
from the bakery and Pira from admin. They were only young, 
but both had crushes on her. She’d no intention of taking it 
further, but it did wonders for her ego and really annoyed 
her sister. How many times had Tannus told her to set a 
good example? Why? She wasn’t Chief, and she didn’t have 
anyone to answer to, even if she was the second in command. 
The more Tannus lectured her, the more she’d flirt, tease, and 
behave badly. And tonight was no exception. 

She took the wine over to the girls. She saw Kaitlin 
playing pool with Shayla, who smiled as they walked over.

“Hey you two, do you fancy taking us oldies on?”
Riva rubbed her hands together and laughed. “Yeah, as 

long as you don’t cry when we smash you.” 
“Smash us? You may be young and quick, but we’re 

mature and supple.”
Kaitlin placed her hands on her hips. “Speak for 
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yourself.”
Berran grinned. “I can vouch for Shayla, but not for 

Kaitlin…yet!” 
Kaitlin looked daggers at her, and she ducked as if to 

avoid her glare.  
Kaitlin looked nervous and downed a glass of wine 

before she bent forward to shoot. Berran gazed at her breasts 
where her blouse sagged open. She was sure she could see 
her nipples as she leaned forward. She licked her lips and 
the ball clunked into the pocket, which jerked her from her 
staring. She remembered the night Kaitlin had worn that 
delectable button blouse with the garment that lifted and 
produced that beautiful swell. Berran had been mesmerised 
even though she’d seen all manner of breasts in her time. 
She’d liked to have been Kaitlin’s bra, clinging so tightly to 
her breasts. She twitched at the thought. Her sister had also 
taken a keen interest, telling Kaitlin how lovely she looked 
to prolong the chat, so she could gawp down her blouse. 
She grinned. Seems like we both have the hots for the same 
woman. Compliments to her sister for finally developing 
good taste. Kaitlin might be her sister’s dream, but it didn’t 
mean she couldn’t share it. She smiled at Pira as she pranced 
around like a superstar. Oh, the joys of youth. She could have 
either one, or even both, but right now, she wanted someone 
she couldn’t have. Or can I? 

She was glad it was a long game, and whenever Kaitlin 
changed positions at the table, she shifted around to place 
herself directly opposite. Kaitlin had cottoned on and was 
giving her some filthy looks. She returned them with filthy 
thoughts. Berran played well, but she hadn’t seen a game 
so intense for many a year. There was a lot at stake for both 
sides. Berran thought it was all about pride, whatever it was, 
someone always had to lose. They baited and heckled each 
other, but it was all in good fun, and she was pleased to see 
Kaitlin was fair. She barracked like the others but stopped 
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when the girls took their shots. 
 And lose they did. Shayla sunk a long shot and 

followed it in with the black ball. Riva and Pira were 
disappointed, so she drew them both to her, putting an arm 
around each.

Shayla and Kaitlin jumped up and down like crazy 
horses.

Riva shook a finger at them. “Next time, we’ll give you 
a handicap.” 

“I thought I already had one.” Kaitlin motioned to 
Berran.

Berran smiled and ignored her comment. “That’s worn 
me out. I don’t know about anyone else, but I need a drink.”

“Why don’t you two come with us? We’re going to the 
best party ever, or so Berran tells us. Come on, join us. Or are 
you too worn out?” Riva jibed.

Kaitlin stared at the accessory on her wrist. “It’s way 
past my bedtime.”

“Yeah. It’s really taken it out of me. Don’t think I’m 
fit for a party. Just give me a mug of hot chocolate.” She 
punched Kaitlin on the arm, and they laughed, obviously 
sharing a private joke.

“See you crazy women some other time.” Berran 
strolled away, arm in arm with the two girls. Berran was 
relieved. Her sister would slaughter her if she took Kaitlin to 
one of her parties. And Berran couldn’t imagine what would 
happen if she did. I can dream about it, but I couldn’t bear 
the consequences. 

[\ 

Berran woke up in a bed that wasn’t hers. Luckily, she 
hadn’t been too drunk and managed to resist the advances of 
Riva and Pira. She’d never bed anyone under twenty. Well, 
apart from that one time, and to be fair, the girl had told 
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her she was almost twenty, but she’d missed out the other 
bit, which was in two years’ time. She looked twenty and 
behaved like she was thirty.

She turned to look at the woman beside her. She’d 
forgotten her name but knew she worked in the bakery with 
Riva. She was certainly a woman. They’d staggered back 
from the party around four; that bit she could recall. She 
remembered how horny she’d felt, particularly after staring at 
Kaitlin’s breasts. She kept thinking about her all night. Was I 
thinking of Kaitlin during sex? She sat up. It took a moment 
to focus, but apart from that, she didn’t feel too bad. Her 
clothes were all over the place, but she managed to find them 
all. 

The woman stirred. “Are you leaving already?”
“Got to. Need to get to the stables.”
She sighed. “Can’t I tempt you?” she said, pushing a 

hand down the front of Berran’s trousers.
If your name was Kaitlin. Berran breathed in deeply 

and removed the hand. “Maybe later. After lunch.” She bent 
down, kissed her, and left.

By the time she got to the dining hall, breakfast was 
cleared, but there was an assortment of cakes and fruit left 
out for the late-comers. She grabbed a glass of juice, some 
iced buns, and a handful of fruit. She saved the apple and 
strolled outside the door to a tree. She slumped against it and 
sat down. She rested her head against the trunk and closed 
her eyes. She thought she’d escaped the hangover, but it had 
tracked her down. When she opened them, she saw a figure 
approaching the gate house. She squinted to see who it was. 
Who else goes running for fun? She eased herself up and used 
the tree as a prop. She watched as Kaitlin ran toward her and 
enjoyed the soft bounce of her breasts with every step. She 
was breathing hard. You’re making me breathless.

“Hi there.”
Berran crunched on her apple and looked at Kaitlin 
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lasciviously. “If you want rigorous exercise, you should just 
come and see me.”

“Thanks for the offer, but the shock to my system would 
be too intense.”

“I disagree, but if you were struggling to keep up, I’d be 
kind and let you savour slowly.” 

Kaitlin shook her head. “Go take a cold bath, Berran.” 
And she walked away.                  

“I will if you’ll join me.” 
She didn’t turn and just stuck two fingers up. Berran 

understood the gesture, but she could think of a better use for 
those fingers. She sauntered back to the castle and looked up 
to the highest window. Was that her sister? Was she spying 
on her? She wasn’t really bothered. If that’s all she had to 
do, then she pitied her. A dark cloud drifted over her mind. 
Kaitlin is here for my sister, not me.

[\
   
The first day of the potato picking arrived bright and 

hot. Berran never had a problem with rising early for her 
work in the stables, but her enthusiasm didn’t stretch to 
potato-picking. There was no thrill about the boring, back-
breaking activity. The women filed through the door and 
looked as enthusiastic as she felt. Kaitlin looked like she’d 
been dragged through a pile of horse shit. Her hair was 
matted and standing on edge, and her eyes were as puffy 
as Berran’s were after a night of drink and passion. Not a 
morning person.

Berran waited for Tannus, and she strutted up to her like 
a cock in a hen house. “You look happy,” Berran said.

“It’s a beautiful day. The sun’s shining, and I’m full of 
the joys of spring.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Met someone special, or was it 
just good sex?”
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Tannus placed her hands on her hips. “Is it always about 
sex with you?” 

“Usually.”
“Come on, let’s catch up with the others.” Tannus rolled 

her eyes but smiled.
They joined the group. Berran put a hand behind her ear 

and twisted her body to where the sound came from. “Can 
you hear something? Sounds like someone’s humming or 
singing a tune.”

“Singing?”
“Yeah, you know, like when we were kids; they used 

to sing those nursery rhymes to us.” She grabbed her sister’s 
hand and propelled her forward. She let go and followed 
the others who were carried away by the melody. What was 
Kaitlin singing? Something like “Zip-up-your-doo-dah?” She 
jogged back to fetch Tannus. “This is fun, come and join me, 
Sis.” She grasped her hand. Tannus tried, but she was out of 
step and lost the rhythm. She laughed, but Berran thought it 
was more out of embarrassment.

“You go on ahead. Enjoy yourself.”
“No. I want us to do it together.”
“I can’t. What will people think? I’m the Chief.”
She stepped back and feigned horror. “Can’t a Chief 

have fun?”
Tannus frowned. “It’s not the way I was taught.” She 

waved her away. “Go on, go and join the rest. I’ll catch up 
with you soon.”

Just like when we were kids. She ran down the hill 
towards the fields and caught up with the rest of the gang. By 
that time, Kaitlin had finished that melody and started on a 
new one. 

I knew it. She’d known the first time she’d set eyes 
on her. She was going to change the whole way of life in 
Caysher, and Berran couldn’t wait. She sprinted over to join 
Carray.
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Carray was in charge of the pickers. She hadn’t skipped 
along with the others but had certainly swayed and waved in 
time to the song. Berran had a strange sense of elation. “What 
do you think, Cuz?”

“I like it. What does Tannus think?”
Back to Tannus. “She likes it too. She just can’t keep up 

with it,” she laughed.
“We could ask Kaitlin to do more. Maybe there will be 

another Tannus could keep up with.”
“She’s coming now. Go ahead.”
Carray put a hand up to halt Kaitlin, as she almost flew 

by. “Can you do more whilst we’re working?” 
Kaitlin stopped just short of bumping into them. “Sure, 

I’d love to.” 
“Will it be distracting?”    
“No, these are all folk songs. They were written for 

singing while you work.” 
“Okay, go ahead.”
Carray told Kaitlin to watch Shayla and to follow her 

instructions with regard to digging up the potatoes.
Someone shouted, “Kaitlin, what’s next?” 
She scratched her chin, but it looked affected. Berran 

was sure she’d already rehearsed this scenario. She sang 
something called “Home on the Range,” and they all joined 
in with the chorus after each verse. The cheers were loud, and 
Kaitlin was right. It didn’t distract anyone, and it was a good 
rhythm for working. There was quite a buzz around the field 
when they broke off. A few women didn’t join in, and now 
and then, they’d throw Kaitlin irritated looks. Everyone else 
seemed to like it, so Carray and Berran ignored them. Tannus 
wasn’t nearby, but Berran wondered briefly what she made of 
it all.                     

She sang a song called “Old Macdonald Had a Farm.” 
Laughter erupted every time they switched to another animal 
and then had to go through the ones that preceded it. Lots 
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were confused and gave the wrong animal noise, which 
caused hysterics. This was the best song yet. The women at 
the top of the field couldn’t hear all the words, but the row 
back would pass it on and so forth until eventually it all 
merged, followed by the raucous laughter. It just got better.    

It was lunch time, and trestle tables were covered with 
goodies of every description. Berran waved at Salin, who 
made out she hadn’t seen her, and joined the women who 
hadn’t wanted to sing. They shot a few disgruntled looks 
as Kaitlin walked by. Miserable cows. She and Tannus 
approached Kaitlin before she headed for the fields. 

Tannus touched her shoulder, and Berran felt a pang of 
jealousy.

“Not so fast, Kaitlin. You have the most stupendous 
voice. Why didn’t you tell us?”

“Thank you. I’m glad you like it. Singing is my one true 
love.” 

It was an intimate thing to confess, and Berran admired 
her honesty. 

“Then sing you shall. Our suggestion,” she said, “is that 
you concentrate on entertaining. We think you should simply 
move around the group to sing those songs of yours. Help 
with motivation.” 

“You mean not pick potatoes?” Kaitlin looked ecstatic.
Tannus nodded in that gracious, Chief-like way she had. 

“Exactly. I think we might survive without your few potatoes. 
Off you go then. Your audience is waiting.”

Kaitlin nodded and headed to the middle of the field 
and started on “Old Mac” again. She pranced around like a 
demented fairy, seemingly high on the attention, and after 
more songs, everyone got into the swing. Berran and Tannus 
watched her as they talked.

Berran laughed. “Tell you something, Sis, she’s got the 
balls of a stallion.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you. She’s good, isn’t she?”



Parallel Lives

89

Berran didn’t miss the note of deeper admiration in 
Tannus’s voice, and she had to push away the possessive 
feeling that made its way through her. “Exactly what this 
community needs.” 

Tannus hooked her arm in Berran’s, and they walked to 
the bottom of the field. 

Why can’t it always be like this? She longed for the 
special bond normally shared by sisters. Somehow, she 
couldn’t see it happening, especially with the arrival of 
Kaitlin.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Kaitlin lay in her bath tub and recalled the events of 
the past week. Lots of people would think it was a 

doddle standing in the middle of a field, singing one’s heart 
out. It wasn’t easy; rehearsing the songs surreptitiously, and 
then overcoming her nerves and “lack of confidence.” She 
giggled. Like I’ve ever lacked confidence. But she was on 
target and the ball was rolling. It had gone off just the way 
she’d planned it but was somehow more natural. Had she 
pulled off the modesty bit? Maybe with the majority, but she 
had a feeling Tannus and Berran saw straight through her 
little act.

Impressing Tannus was important. Kaitlin wanted to 
reveal her talent and show she could be useful in more ways 
than just a bit of sewing. And she wanted to impress Berran, 
too, but those reasons weren’t as clear. Kaitlin acted like 
she didn’t give a toss what people thought of her, but she 
did, although she sure as hell wasn’t going to show it. Once 
she let people know it bothered her, they’d knock her legs 
from under her. That’s how life was. Her brother had helped 
develop her thicker skin.

What was it with those two women anyway? They 
were like a bag of nuts and raisins. Was there some sort of 
competition going on, or was she just a source of amusement? 
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Kaitlin was feeling something, but whether it was from the 
heart or purely physical, she wasn’t sure yet. Berran loved 
playing games, she loved innuendos, and certainly wasn’t 
subtle. How many times had she stared at her breasts at the 
pool table? As though I’d got six tits or something. Cheeky 
bugger. She laughed. And the incident after jogging? Berran 
was coming on to her, but at least it was done with humour. 
No doubt she behaved the same with every woman she met. 
As for Tannus, she was deeper. She flirted, but it was subtle. 
Agnew told her what a wonderful person Tannus was, even 
though that did make her want to vomit. She shook her head. 
It was moronic the way Agnew fawned over their Chief. But 
if she was honest, she could see the appeal too. Tannus had 
stared down her blouse that night as well. Had she worn it to 
attract her? As if. Well, maybe. There’d been Steph, after all, 
but so what? That wasn’t serious, it was just something that 
happened when Kaitlin was in Uni. Everybody was doing it. 
We were kids, we’d drank a lot, she stayed over, shared my 
bed, and one thing led to another. Hadn’t she known Steph 
was a lesbian? She’d like to forget that, but her conscience 
continued to goad her. Okay, so I knew she was, but it only 
happened twice. And? Yes, it was fun. All right? She wasn’t 
going to admit it, but apart from it being fun, it had felt right. 
When she’d brought Steph back for the weekend, her mum 
had seemed okay with it. But she made her feelings quite 
clear when the girl left. Her parents had different plans for 
her future. In fact, her father already had someone in mind; 
some young whizz-kid in his office who was rising through 
the ranks. Kaitlin didn’t want to go against them, and she 
didn’t want to leave home. So, she’d conformed and denied 
her sexuality, whatever it was. Anyway, it didn’t really matter. 
No one had ever really launched her ship. She hadn’t had 
that many men. Just her ex and a couple of others. Oh yeah, 
and the flying instructor. Did that count? She didn’t think so. 
Well, she’d had to join the mile-high club, didn’t she? Every 
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pilot did. It was almost compulsory. She chuckled. Now 
that was memorable. Not for the great sex but for the pure 
adrenaline rush. Nothing could compare. Happy memories.

Now she was in a world where only women existed and 
half-wished she could run away from the pesky questions. 
The other half wanted to stick around and find out some 
answers.

[\

It was a beautiful day for a jog. Kaitlin ran until she was 
truly knackered. She collapsed on her bench by the lake and 
glugged her bottle of water. The ducks arrived, anxious for 
their treats, and ploughed through a big clump of daffodils.

“You little buggers can just wait now.” She tried to 
salvage a few of the trampled flowers. She put them on the 
bench, thinking they’d add a bit of colour to her room. She 
loved daffodils, they reminded her of spring, and of home. 
They were her mum’s favourite. She’d planted hundreds of 
bulbs outside her kitchen window, so she could look out on 
them in springtime. The memory made her melancholy, and 
she struggled to push it away.

The ducks quacked like crazy; she calmed them down 
and told them she had plenty of bread for everyone. They 
gobbled it up and flopped down by her feet.                                                

She rested on the bench, took in the sun, and let herself 
doze. The lack of noise was weird. No cars, planes, or phones 
were ringing. All she could hear were vague voices far away 
and the breeze in the trees. How noisy her world had been, 
but she missed it still.

She felt someone run their fingers through her hair. She 
turned to find Tannus, though she’d expected such familiarity 
from Berran.

“Sorry I startled you. Do you mind if I join you?” 
“Of course not. I was miles away.” But now you’re here, 



Karen Klyne

94

I’m pleased to be back on this planet.
“The baby ducks have arrived.” Tannus smiled.
Kaitlin noticed there were barely any laughter lines 

around her eyes. Maybe being a Chief wasn’t as much fun as 
Kaitlin thought it would be. “Aren’t they cute?” 

Tannus gave a short laugh. “Aren’t all babies cute? It’s 
when they grow up that the problems arise.” 

Kaitlin laughed. “Yeah, I think my mother would 
agree.” 

Tannus tilted her head. “I can sympathise with your 
mother.” 

Kaitlin folded her arms. “Why?” 
“Because you’re quite the handful.”
Kaitlin wrinkled her nose. “Guess I can be a pain in the 

butt.”
 “A pleasant one.” Tannus joined her on the bench.
“Kami and Tibra asked if you’ll sing with them 

tonight.” 
Kaitlin affected a shocked look, though she’d have been 

more surprised if they hadn’t. “I’d be honoured.” This was 
her ultimate goal, so why did she suddenly feel nervous? 
“What sort of songs?”

Tannus shrugged. “I’ve no idea. I’ve nothing to base it 
on.”

It was a stupid question. “No, I don’t suppose you have. 
Haven’t you ever had proper music, you know, with words 
and stuff?”

“In my time, we’ve only had the music that Kami and 
Tibra provide.”

“But music’s been going for yonks…I mean forever.”
 Tannus scratched her head. “We’ve heard stories about 

groups of people who travelled around. They took their music 
from camp to camp, but it wasn’t in my time. Perhaps it died 
a natural death.”

Kaitlin frowned. “Aren’t there any musicians, like Kami 
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and Tibra, in the other villages?”
Tannus shook her head. “It doesn’t seem to be a 

profession anyone wishes to follow. Now storytelling…
that’s a different matter. That has always been our source of 
entertainment and the single most important interest in our 
community.”

Kaitlin suppressed a yawn. How fucking boring. 
As if sensing Kaitlin’s lack of interest, Tannus reverted 

back to music. “So how would you define music?” 
 “Somebody once told me that music is what feelings 

sound like.”
Tannus inclined her head. “Then I look forward to 

comparing the two.”
 Kaitlin nodded, already compiling a list of songs.
Tannus stood. “Shall we walk back together?” 
“Sure.” 
Kaitlin picked the daffodils up and handed them to 

Tannus. “Would you like these?” What the hell am I doing?
“For me? How sweet,” she whispered.
After a brisk walk back to the castle, Kaitlin made her 

excuses to part company under the guise of a much-needed 
shower. She got back to her room, closed the door, and 
banged her head against it several times. What the heck is 
going on? She’d never given flowers to a woman other than 
her mum. She’d either lost the plot or OD’d on endorphins. 
Or maybe it’s something else…

[\

Kaitlin spent the afternoon listening to her chosen 
songs. She knew them by heart and could sing virtually 
every song on her iPhone at the drop of a hat. She’d picked 
some old music from the nineties to gently ease them into 
it. Then she’d introduce something more up to date. What 
date? As far as they knew, all the songs could’ve been written 
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yesterday. They wouldn’t give a bugger, because they’d 
never had songs. And what was the point in telling them 
who’d written them? She could have written them herself. 
She briefly contemplated passing them off as her own and 
imagined the way that conversation might go.

“What did you do today, Kaitlin?”
“Oh, I sat by the lake, feeding the ducks, and thought, 

I’ve got this constant craving for sticky toffee pudding. Hey, 
what a good title for a song. No, not sticky toffee pudding.”

She decided against it. She may be God’s gift, but she 
wasn’t quite that arrogant. 

Fifteen minutes to go before her appointment with 
the “hairdresser.” Thank heavens for Shayla. She needed a 
haircut, and Shayla said she’d bring her friend, Rea, over. She 
presumed she’d cut hair before, or maybe she was a sheep 
shearer by trade? She’d soon find out. 

They arrived, and Rea looked young, like very early 
twenties. Young even for a sheep shearer. She was striking 
though, with shorter hair than average, and a lovely 
personality. She ran her hands through her hair like a 
professional, sat her in front of the dressing table mirror, and 
laid out tools of the trade.

“I’d like—” 
Rea pressed her finger to Kaitlin’s lips. “Trust me.”
Kaitlin tensed but sat back in the chair and closed her 

eyes. What’s the worst that could happen? 
Rea did a damned good job. It was choppy, shaved 

nice and close to her neck, and the tips were still purple. Rea 
showed her the back with a mirror, and it all looked fine. The 
result was as good as her bloody expensive hairdresser in 
Wilmslow. She showed Rea how she got it spiky by putting 
some salt water on and ruffling it up. She seemed impressed.

Shayla bounced excitedly in her chair. “Do mine now, 
Rea. I want the same.”

Rea obliged, and Kaitlin styled it for her.
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How do I pay her? Just spit it out, woman. “How do I 
pay you?” 

As if waiting for the question, Rea grinned. “Will you 
make me a button blouse?” 

What a relief. “Of course. Will mid-week be okay?”
Rea nodded and also seemed relieved. “That’s brilliant. 

I’ll be able to wear it at the gathering next Saturday.”
She didn’t know anything about a gathering. She’d have 

to ask Tannus about it. 
When they’d gone, she took a soak, then dressed in her 

black leggings, boots, and new button blouse. She smiled 
at herself in the mirror. How long would she be this vain? 
Narcissism is definitely a hereditary disease. 

Off she went to the cocktail bar, as she now called it. 
A few people smiled and stared a fraction too long. Luckily, 
Shayla and Rea were already there and joined her. After 
a glass of amber, it was time for dinner. She couldn’t stay 
with them, it just wasn’t protocol, so she found her group. 
After eating, Kami and Tibra made a move to their position 
and Kaitlin took another drink. They caught her eye and 
waved her forward. She wanted to be blasé, but her heart was 
pounding, and she was shaking like a leaf. Kami passed her 
a guitar in case she wanted to strum along with them. This 
could be novel. She couldn’t say it was pretty. The colour was 
neutral, and the varnish was crude. However, the weight was 
the same, and although it had a slightly different shape, the 
sound was like any other acoustic guitar she’d ever played. 

Everyone scuttled around to join their friends. It was 
noisy and nerve-wracking, so she focused on her breathing 
until they’d settled. 

She caressed the guitar. Kami and Tibra were 
professionals, but simply didn’t have the tools to progress. 
Yet. She strummed a few chords and familiarised herself; she 
hadn’t played one for a few months and was nervous. She 
scanned the room, but nobody was watching her. It was just 
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a normal Saturday evening, where they chatted and laughed 
with their friends. Nothing special was expected, and they’d 
be happy with another delivery of Old Macdonald.

Kami tapped her on the shoulder. “What do we do?”
She smiled. “I’m going to sing something, so pick up 

the key and strum along.” She was sure they had no idea what 
to expect.

Now. How to get everyone’s attention? She strummed 
her fingers hard across the strings. It worked, and everyone 
looked her way. “Sorry about that. I’d forgotten how loud 
guitars can be.” She was glad when most of the audience 
laughed and nodded.

“Good evening, friends…I hope you’ll still be friends 
by the time I’ve finished.” This brought another titter. “This 
song is called ‘Fields of Gold.’” Where to focus? She picked 
a spot just above where the board were sitting. Tannus and 
Berran’s eyes were on her, and her stomach flipped. She 
began, and it wasn’t long before Kami and Tibra joined in. 
She smiled broadly, closed her eyes, and got lost in the music.

When she opened them after plucking the last note, she 
saw tears were in most people’s eyes. Tannus stood to clap 
and was followed by everybody in the room. The applause 
was satisfyingly enthusiastic. Her head was dizzy and 
spinning. In her wildest dreams, she’d never expected this 
response. She bowed and soaked up the appreciation, like a 
dry sponge in a desert oasis.

She pointed to Kami and Tibra, and they took a bow too. 
It was a while before the audience sat down, but Salin, and 
a few of her buddies, left the room. Their faces looked sour, 
like they’d been licking piss off a nettle. It unnerved her, but 
she remembered what her mother told her; “Never show the 
bully you’re scared.” 

“Thank you.” She spoke quietly but was loud enough 
for everyone to hear. Shayla gave her the thumbs-up, and 
it helped settle her. They continued with the songs she’d 
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planned before taking a break. Kami and Tibra put an arm 
around her shoulder, and they bowed yet again. 

She looked up to the heavens. “God, I need a drink.” 
They burst into excited laughter, and Shayla came over 

with a glass of wine.
“Did it go okay?” Kaitlin asked, trying to look 

nonchalant, but praying for a positive answer.
“Are you joking? This is the beginning of a new era for 

us. Do you realise that?”
No, she didn’t. All she was bothered about was if she’d 

sung all right. 
Shayla pulled her close. “The fact that you’re my friend 

makes me so proud. It’ll also make me more popular with the 
women. Just keep singing.” 

Tibra grasped Kaitlin’s arm. She felt like a tug-o-war 
rope.

“They’ll want more. Do you have anything else 
prepared or shall we just repeat it? If you’re tired, we can just 
strum together.”

No way! “Oh, I’ve got plenty more in me yet.”
There was a buzz about the place. Kami and Tibra said 

they’d never felt anything like it before. It made her slightly 
nervous. But the show must go on. 

She faced her audience. “You’d like some more?” She 
waited for the applause to stop before launching into the 
second half of her set. People swayed with the music. It was 
really working. She sashayed back and forth, feeling as cool 
as the moon.

When they finished again, the crowd went ballistic, and 
the three of them bowed. 

She wanted to down her wine, but she’d have to wait 
because Tannus and Berran were watching her. She wanted 
them to see her as an artist, not a piss artist. She was both 
exhilarated and desperate to impress, though she didn’t want 
to examine why.
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She heard Carray shout, “Please, one more.” 
“Are you sure?” She teased, and the response was 

unanimous. 
Kaitlin took a sip of water and acted like she had to 

contemplate what to sing. “I’d like to dedicate this to you all. 
It’s called ‘You Are So Beautiful.’ I hope I can repay your 
kindness by giving you some music.”                

She played and sang sincerely, focusing on everyone in 
the hall. She finished and bowed her head.

Tannus spoke as the applause settled a little. “Thank 
you, all. That was exceptionally entertaining.”  

After a last bow, Tibra grabbed Kaitlin’s arm, pulled her 
off stage and towards a door which led to the games room. 
The room was buzzing but there was a table left free, and in 
the centre were two large carafes of red and white wine. 

Someone squeezed her shoulder gently, and Kaitlin 
looked up to see Tannus smiling down at her. Her heart 
pounded a little harder. 

“Everyone, that was spectacular. Kaitlin, shall we take a 
picnic tomorrow?”                          

 “Yes, I’d like that.”
“Then I’ll see you outside, around midday.” She lightly 

touched Kaitlin’s cheek before walking away.
She could hardly believe it. Tannus thought it was 

“spectacular.” She had to figure out what to wear. She was 
freaked out and didn’t want to address why. 

 “Can you understand what’s happened tonight?” Tibra 
seemed drunk from the high of performing.

Kaitlin thumbed the condensation from her glass. “We 
made music together.”

“We’ve never had proper music like you played tonight. 
It’s going to change our lives completely.” 

No pressure then. “I hope it’s a change for the better.” 
They both laughed. “It’s the best thing that’s happened 

in forever. It’s dull around the village, and when people get 



Parallel Lives

101

bored, they do stupid things. This should occupy them and 
get them back on track.”

“What do you mean by ‘stupid things?’”
“Nothing too serious, you know, lots of parties, and 

heavy drinking.”
Kami’s expression was serious and intense, and her 

words humbled Kaitlin. That’s new. “So, we’ll think of ways 
to involve them. At least the music’s a start.”

It all happened so quickly, and she hadn’t thought it 
through. She’d just wanted to sing, really. Aside from that, 
she hadn’t considered the deeper stuff. Where were they 
going to practice? She made a note to approach the subject 
with Tannus tomorrow. 

Carray bounced in like she was barefoot on a bed of hot 
coals. Kaitlin waved her over.

She sat down and leaned forward. “I have a proposition 
for you all.” 

“Fire away.” Kaitlin took a sip of her wine to cover her 
nerves. God, get a grip.

“I want to join your group.”
“Do you sing?” Please say no. Kaitlin wanted the 

Chief’s attention to herself.
“I have a set of drums I’ve played since I was six. They 

gave them to me to occupy my mind and keep me from 
getting in trouble. I drum every day now. That’s why they put 
me in a room far away from everyone else. Until now, I never 
knew why.”  

Kaitlin’s smile turned into a Cheshire cat grin. “That’s 
fantastic. It’s exactly what we need to complete our band.” 
She couldn’t believe her ears. A drummer would change the 
type of music they could play. But can she actually play the 
drums?            

“So I’m in?” 
Kami nodded. “You sure are. Would that mean we could 

practice in your room?”



Karen Klyne

102

“No, it’s too small, but there’s an old storeroom 
downstairs. I’d have to clear it with Tannus, but the room 
isn’t in use, so I don’t think she’d object.”

Kaitlin put her hand on Carray’s and then pulled away, 
unsure if it was too intimate. “Carray, you’re a gem. When 
can we see it?”

“I’ll talk to Tannus in the morning. We could look at it 
in the evening.” 

“That would be amazing.” Kaitlin’s mind hummed with 
the new possibilities.

“Thank you, all.” Carray looked elated as she bounded 
across the room.

“I think this is going to be the most thrilling experience 
of our lives,” Tibra said. 

“Mine too.” It was strangely true. Am I forgetting where 
I came from? Not quite, but it was a good distraction. 

[\

No time to jog. She had so much to do. After breakfast, 
she emptied a ton of bubbles into her bath and soaked. She 
teamed her best shorts with a new polo shirt and went down 
to collect her picnic. Should she take food for Tannus? She 
contemplated and tapped the side of the container.

Salin stepped out from the kitchen. “Is there a 
problem?” 

Only you. “Maybe you can help? I’m meeting Tannus 
for a picnic. Should I take food for the two of us?”

“Why would you do that?”
“I guess that’s why I’m asking you.” Kaitlin didn’t try to 

hide the sarcasm. What the hell?
“I always prepare food for the Chief on these occasions. 

I know what she likes.”
“Thanks. That’s all I wanted to know. Have a nice day…

fucktard,” she muttered quietly as she walked away. God, 
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that woman grated on her. What was her problem? Was it the 
orange juice episode, the clothes, or the music? Whatever, 
she was sure Salin wished her back to where she came from. 
That makes two of us…I think. 

The Chief takes picnics on a regular basis. I wonder who 
with. A pang of jealousy touched her, but she shrugged it off. 
She didn’t want to think about that right now.

 She leaned back on the wall as she waited for the boss 
woman. 

 Tannus arrived and ruffled her hair, and Kaitlin smiled 
at the gentle familiarity.

“Hello, Tannus. Isn’t it a beautiful day?”
“It’s always a beautiful day when you’re around, 

Kaitlin. You bring such colour to our lives.”                
She sounded sincere, but Kaitlin wasn’t certain. 
“I thought we’d picnic at Beeston Castle.”
Now that’s what I call romantic. She’d never taken a 

picnic with anyone before, apart from her family. The thought 
sent her into a frenzy. “Magic! Are we taking the sandstone 
trail?”

“Of course. It’s the only route.”
Kaitlin beamed, and there was an extra spring in her 

step as she danced her way down to the trail. Calm down, it’s 
just a picnic. 

“It’s good to see you happy.”
“I feel like a kid on my first school outing. I love 

Beeston Castle.”
Tannus nodded. “Me too.”
The ruins came into view, and Kaitlin ran ahead at full 

speed. She came to an abrupt standstill and stared with her 
mouth open. She rubbed her eyes and looked again. The 
mirage remained, and her legs began to wobble. 

Tannus ran towards her. She must have seen her almost 
tumble and caught her before she fell. “Kaitlin. What’s 
wrong?”
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Kaitlin tried to swallow, but it felt like a cannonball 
was lodged in her throat. She gained composure and pointed 
ahead. “Is that…is that what I think it is?”

“It’s an amphitheatre.”
“Stone the crows. I’m gobsmacked. Did you build this?”
“Not personally. It’s always been here.”
“I’m baffled. Why wasn’t it here in my world?” 
“Maybe we made more progress than you. Or maybe 

there are only small similarities in our worlds, where other 
points diverge.”

“It’s awesome. Can I check it out?”
Tannus took her hand, and they walked towards the 

arena at the front of the semi-circular theatre. “It’s got 
marvellous acoustics. Even at the top, you can hear a pin 
drop. They say it’s down to the seats being made from 
limestone. We only use it for our special events, but it does 
have a canopy if it gets too hot. You’ll have plenty of time to 
acquaint yourself, so let’s go and eat…I’m starving.”

Kaitlin turned her mind to food, and when she saw 
that Tannus had a scrumptious looking pie, she pointed to it. 
“That looks scrummy. What is it?”

Tannus turned it around. “It’s Salin’s signature game 
pie. It’s simply delicious.” She cut off a piece, and handed it 
to Kaitlin “Here, try it.”

“Wow.” She was pissed she’d missed that one, or had 
Salin hidden it from her? 

Tannus unfolded a napkin carefully. Kaitlin watched 
her long slender fingers and longed to feel their touch on her 
skin. The thought confused her.

 “You surprised me last night. You have such a 
breath-taking voice, and the way you play that guitar is 
unbelievable.”

The praise made her feel like she could float up to the 
sky on a bubble. “Thanks, Chief.”

“You said you nearly took up music as a profession. 
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Was it the lack of money that stopped you?” 
 “It had something to do with it. You see, my father 

wanted me to join him in his business. I was useless at maths, 
but I wasn’t a brilliant musician either. He wasn’t prepared to 
take the risk. He was happy to give me anything I wanted, as 
long as I fell in line and did exactly what I was told, without 
question. Now, money means nothing. After all, what good 
would it do me? Maybe it’s better that everyone’s equal.”

“You make it sound like you’re settling for less?”
She shrugged. “Not really. I’m just settling for what’s on 

offer and trying to figure out how I feel about it all.”
Tannus tilted her head and looked unconvinced. “What 

about status?”
Kaitlin half-suppressed a laugh. Am I that obvious? 

“Status has always been high on my list. Is that bad?”
Tannus shook her head. “You’re honest, and I do 

understand that desire. Perhaps we have something in 
common. After all, I know what it’s like trying to keep up 
appearances, and the effect it has on one’s personal life. 
Anyway, you’re becoming a great asset. I’ll refrain from 
praising you further, I’m sure your ego doesn’t require further 
stroking.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Stroke away.” God, am I flirting? 
Hearing herself was a shock, but she loved it.

Tannus appeared to ignore the comment, and they ate in 
silence for a while.

“Carray visited me to discuss the storeroom 
downstairs.” 

Kaitlin sat up a little straighter in anticipation. “Is there 
any chance we can use it?”

“I don’t see why not. The music is for the good of 
everyone. We can see if it’s suitable.”

“That’s awesome.” Kaitlin immediately started thinking 
of all the songs she wanted to do.

 “Listen. You can’t continue working full-time in the 
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sewing room if you’re doing music too, so I suggest you 
work part-time, like Kami and Tibra do, and synchronise your 
hours to suit. Your main occupation should be devoted to 
music, as it enhances everyone’s mood. You’ll be committed 
to entertain Saturday evenings and occasionally other 
evenings. Are you prepared to take that on?” 

“I am, and I promise I won’t let you down.” 
Tannus nodded. “Next Saturday, we have our first 

occasion of the year, which is called The First Summer 
Event.”

“And will the band play here in the amphitheatre?”
“Of course.”
Kaitlin fist pumped the air. “Awesome.” 
So, that’s what Rea wanted the new blouse for. 

Whoopee. Party time. Champagne and canapés on the terrace, 
followed by caviar, smoked salmon, more champagne, and 
all the luxurious goodies one could imagine. Dancing to 
the resident quartet, followed by fireworks at midnight, and 
coaches at one in the morning. Not.

Tannus continued. “We’ll have punch and a cold buffet 
here in the castle grounds. We invite a number of guests 
from the farms, the fisheries, the vineyards, and the power 
plant. Generally, we provide music in three sessions of 
twenty minutes each, beginning after the meal. It’s obvious 
you enjoy a rapport with your audience, so I’d like you to 
welcome our visitors. I’ll give you their names as soon as I 
know who’s coming. Is that clear?” 

It sounded official, so she responded accordingly. “Yes, 
Chief.” 

She laughed. “I’m sorry if I sounded bureaucratic. I 
forgot who I was speaking to. I don’t wish to offend you.”

“No offence taken.” Bullshit. She’d always hated 
being spoken to like an underling. That’s why she was 
self-employed.

Tannus knelt and cleared the debris. When she’d 
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finished, she looked up at Kaitlin. “May I have a copy of the 
songs you plan to sing?” 

Kaitlin took a deep breath and blew out her cheeks. “Of 
course. I was planning to do that, but it’ll take a lot of time.” 

Tannus pressed a finger to her lips. “I have an apprentice 
called Pira.”

“That’s great. I know Pira. We’ve played pool together.”
 “Good. I’m sure she’ll be delighted to assist you. 

Perhaps you’ll still find a few hours to play chess with me 
occasionally?” She touched Kaitlin’s arm and ran a finger 
down to her wrist.

Kaitlin coughed and tugged at her earlobe. God, that 
sun’s hot. “Sure. What about tonight?” She’d have nothing 
else on because the room wouldn’t be ready. Who am I 
kidding? She wanted to spend time with Tannus. She wanted 
her attention.

“That would be nice.”
Tannus looked at her and smiled. It was a different smile 

to the one she used when she was talking to everyone else. 
So what does that mean? Kaitlin wished she could read her. 
Her mum could, if she was here. Why did it bother her? Deep 
down, she knew. But she pushed it to the back of her mind. 
They left the ruins, and Kaitlin took a last glance back at the 
amphitheatre. She shook her head in disbelief. Next week I’ll 
be playing this venue. If my family could see me now…

[\

Carray led them to the basement via a small stone 
staircase. It was well lit but narrow, and Kaitlin had a weird 
sense of déjà vu. She’d walked this way not so long ago. 
The passage led to a large oak door, and she knew what was 
behind it. At least, she knew what was behind it before. It was 
still magnificent, but was musty and cold, and old furniture 
was piled in every corner of the room. 
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Tannus looked concerned. “I’m not sure if this is 
suitable. It’s disappointing.” 

Kaitlin turned and grinned. “It’s wicked. It’d make a 
fantastic nightclub.” They looked at her as if she’d fallen 
from the sky again. “This used to be the old wine cellar or 
crypt. It was turned into a bar for drinking, and the wine 
cellar was moved to the dungeon.” 

“We keep our wine in the dungeon. You think the room 
will suffice? Obviously, I’d get it cleared and light the fires.” 

“I’m not sure what everyone else thinks, but I think it’s 
perfect.” I want it. I want this space.

Carray seemed mesmerised. “The atmosphere’s 
sensational.”

Kami and Tibra said nothing. They just looked at the 
space, their expressions bemused.                

Tannus placed her hand on Kaitlin’s shoulder. “Fine. In 
that case, it’ll be ready for you by Monday evening.”

“Thanks, it really is perfect.” She smiled at Tannus 
and hoped she conveyed how much it meant. Her return 
smile was gentle, like the smile she’d given her at the lake. 
Kaitlin’s pulse sped up. She held on to a post to steady herself 
and was glad when Tannus left. She always left her feeling 
off-kilter.

Kaitlin took a final look as the others filed away. Bang 
in the centre was a massive ornate pillar which branched 
down to stone legs covered with an oak surround that acted as 
a table. Hundreds of candles had lit the room when she’d last 
visited, and a moment of melancholy stole over her. She shut 
out the feeling as quickly as she shut the door and followed 
the others upstairs.

Shayla persuaded her to have a game of pool, and 
Kaitlin was glad for a distraction. The only friend she had 
back home was really more of an acquaintance. That’s how 
she saw it, even though Lisa would say that she “loved her to 
bits.” She never reciprocated the feeling. It seemed no sooner 
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you met someone, you had to declare that you “loved them 
to bits.” Most of the time, she didn’t. Was it her? Wasn’t she 
capable of feeling those emotions? If she was, Shayla might 
turn out to be the person she’d say it to.

She was a bit late from dinner, and Tannus was already 
seated at the chess table. She beckoned her over. Tannus 
looked radiant; as bright as the sun on a windscreen. She 
didn’t really want to play chess. She made a pretty lousy 
opponent and chess was definitely not her forte. She’d have 
much preferred to simply talk. It made her wish she’d paid 
more attention when her dad was teaching her. Her demise 
was coming, and her fight was feeble.                      

“Please put me out of my misery.” She rolled her eyes 
and pressed her hand to her heart.           

Tannus chuckled before placing her in check-mate.
“Sorry, I’m not improving, am I?” 
“Of course you are, and you’re sharpening up my 

technique. I dare say you’ll take your revenge one day.”
It was a kind thing to say, and it made her feel more 

comfortable.
“How come you didn’t run this morning?”
Is she watching my every move? “I didn’t have time. I 

do love running; the euphoric feeling when you push yourself 
and keep increasing the pace to the point where your muscles 
hurt. Then the endorphins come out to play.”

“Ah, the little creatures that produce opiates and 
morphine?” She said with authority. 

“Yeah, I guess that’s what they do.”         
“Then you have it all with sewing, running, singing, and 

playing guitar?”                   
“I get an incredible buzz from all of those, but it’s not 

everything. I suppose I reach about ninety percent in terms of 
personal satisfaction.” 

“There’s still room for improvement then.” 
Kaitlin felt her eyes boring into her, swallowed hard, 
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and said, “Yes, I guess I’m missing ten percent.” Those eyes. 
They were so penetrating they could melt an ice sculpture. 
Her hands trembled, and her mouth went dry. Would this 
happen every time she looked at her that way? Was she 
teasing, or was she flirting? She blushed, and Tannus helped 
her out by changing the subject.             

 “I imagine you’ve already compiled a list of songs for 
Saturday?”

“I’ve narrowed it down to about fifty.” Kaitlin wasn’t 
joking. It was a tough choice.

Tannus raised her eyebrows. “Is this an all-night 
occasion?” 

 “Hey, that’s an idea. Where I come from we have all-
nighters; music, dancing and stuff.”              

“We have all-nighters too, minus the dancing and the 
music.” She paused and smirked. “Anyway, let’s concentrate 
on our first event of the year. As you’re no doubt aware, you 
must learn to fly before you soar with the eagles.” 

I’ve already done that. Kaitlin nodded. She knew she 
was prone to getting carried away. They said goodnight, and 
she was glad when Tannus touched her hand before leaving. 
She fell asleep thinking about the way Tannus’s eyes lit up 
when she was happy and how she seemed to search out her 
company. She snuggled down under her covers and sighed. 
All the flirting and innuendos were messing with her head, 
and her insides felt as though they were balanced on a 
wispy cloud. There was only one way down and that was by 
parachute. If only I had one.
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CHAPTER NINE

Tannus sent Pira on her way, loaded down with pens 
and paper. She looked happy, as if she really wanted 

to be working with Kaitlin. There seemed to be a friendship 
between them, and Tannus supposed, just like chess, pool was 
also a great way of getting to know each other.

 She pulled her chair closer to her desk and tried to 
concentrate. She made a list of everyone attending the First 
Event. She’d have to brief Kaitlin about who they were and 
what to say. She was apprehensive. How would they view 
this newcomer? She’d arrived in a piece of metal that flew 
through the sky. It was hard to believe, and they might think 
she was some sort of sorceress or perhaps even a freak. But 
she had forewarned them. They knew Kaitlin was here from 
a parallel world and that she was different. She prayed to the 
skies they’d love her, just as she did. Love her? She’d never 
been in love, so how could she know? No, she liked her. She 
liked her a lot and was certainly physically attracted to her. 
Let’s hope the visitors don’t feel the same.

[\
 
The four of them looked anxious when Tannus met them 

in the games room, as if they’d been there all night. They 
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fidgeted and hopped around and couldn’t wait to get down to 
the basement. 

The cleaners had been busy, and the room was 
transformed. There was a huge welcome fire in the pit, and 
Carray’s drums were set up. Alongside them were their 
guitars. There was limited natural light in the room, being a 
cellar, but Valdis, the electrician, had resurrected the lighting 
system. 

Kaitlin looked incredulous. “Thanks, Tannus. You’ve 
produced a miracle.”

“I can’t take the credit. The cleaners and the electrician 
did all the work.”            

Carray grinned and sauntered over to her drum kit. Did 
she really know how to play them? How was she going to 
fit in with Kaitlin singing and playing a guitar? She asked 
if she could stay, thinking it a good idea. She didn’t want to 
be made a fool of in front of everyone at the First Event and 
wanted to know what to expect. She took a seat at the back of 
the room. 

  Kaitlin took out her iPhone and told them she’d play 
some of the songs she had in mind. She’d have loved to have 
played it through a speaker, but at least it would give them 
an idea. She handed out copies of songs and passed some to 
Tannus. Kaitlin began to play and sing. Carray listened for a 
few moments then joined in. Tannus hadn’t got a clue how 
the drumming was supposed to sound, but the combination, 
and the whole rhythm, was unbelievable. When they finished, 
she stood and applauded.

Kaitlin bowed to her and did the same to Carray. 
“Was I okay? Is that what you want from me?”
“Carray, I’ve never heard anything better. You’re a 

natural. You’re as good as Charlie Watts.”
There was a universal “Who?” from everyone.
Kaitlin shrugged. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. You’re 

fantastic.”



Parallel Lives

113

“It’s what I’ve always dreamed of.”
“Dream on, Carray. I have all the tunes you’ll ever 

need.” She paused. “So, folks, this is how I see it. We’ve 
three guitarists and one exceptional drummer. I have a low 
voice, and I’m certain you’re high and medium.” Her eyes 
fixed on Kami and Tibra, respectively. “I want to know your 
voices.”

Skies! Kaitlin expected too much from them. One 
minute they were humming and strumming, and then she 
wanted them to sing the way she was singing. Tannus knew 
them to be shy and self-conscious. Was Kaitlin expecting a 
miracle? Surely one was enough in Carray? Kaitlin played 
the songs, and both joined in with the strumming. She didn’t 
push them any further. She should have had more faith in 
Kaitlin’s awareness.

“Right. Let’s call it a night.” Kaitlin rubbed her hands 
together. “C’mon, I’m parched. Somebody buy me a drink.”

They laughed and relaxed. They seemed surprised, as 
though she’d expect more from them. Who’s a clever girl?

Tannus gestured to a table. “Take a seat. I’ll buy.”
She returned with the drinks. It was a joy to hear them. 

They were so upbeat and animated, as though they couldn’t 
wait to start, to sing songs, and play music together. She 
almost wished she could play an instrument herself if only to 
feel that same excitement. Of course, she couldn’t, because 
she was the Chief. Then again, why shouldn’t she? I make 
the rules here. Perhaps Kaitlin could teach her to play an 
instrument. Maybe the guitar? She grinned. Yes, I’d like to 
pluck her strings. 

She smiled across at Kaitlin, and she smiled back, and 
those gorgeous blue-grey eyes lit up like stars. She drifted 
into a lovely sensation, as if she were skating on stratus. 
Carray’s voice disturbed her from her reverie.      

 “Tannus, are you okay?” Carray nudged her gently.
“Sorry, I’m fine. I was miles away.” Maybe on the 



Karen Klyne

114

highest cloud.
“About our next rehearsal, Tannus. Is it okay if we do 

a big session tomorrow? You’re welcome to join us,” Kaitlin 
said.

“Thank you, I appreciate that. I’ll try and keep out of 
your way, but I’m interested in what you’ve got planned.” I 
don’t need a rehearsal for the session I have in mind. For the 
moment, she’d have to be content with the music. 

“Thanks. We won’t let you down.”
Carray stood with hands on her hips. “I take it you’ve 

assumed the role of band leader?” 
Kaitlin’s hand shot to her forehead. “God, I’m sorry 

guys, I wasn’t thinking—”
“Correct, you didn’t think. You assumed.” Carray turned 

to Kami and Tibra. “You two had the band first. Do either of 
you want to take charge? After all, you’ve been entertaining 
us for as long as I can remember.” 

Both smiled. “No, but thanks for asking, Carray.” Tibra 
answered for the two of them.

“Err…what about you, Carray?” Kaitlin asked.
“No thanks. No time.”
“So, are you happy with the arrangement as it stands?”
The three of them laughed and nodded.
Carray slapped Kaitlin playfully on the back. “You see? 

How easy was that?”
“I’m sorry. In my old world, I always had to take 

charge.”
“More like take over, and you’re not in your old world 

anymore. You’re in our world, and you have to learn to be 
part of a group. We function well here because we work 
together.”

“Point taken.” Kaitlin looked suitably chastised. 
Tannus saw what Carray was doing and knew Kaitlin 

found it difficult to take criticism. She was glad she’d hung 
around and witnessed Carray assert a little authority. After all, 
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she was third in command, but had very little opportunity to 
show it. She handled it well. Tannus felt out of her depth as 
an observer and wished she could be in the midst of things. 
But she was the Chief, and it had its drawbacks. One day, 
she’d like to be the sole focus of Kaitlin’s attention.

[\

Tannus had met with Kaitlin to discuss outfits for the 
band for special events. They’d settled for black and white, 
and Kaitlin had suggested black blouses with stand-up 
collars. Tannus loved the way the collar looked on Kaitlin. So 
“cool.” She’d never thought that word before. It was a Kaitlin 
word. Of course, she’d never use it out loud.

Agnew pulled out the big black book. It had everyone’s 
size in and was updated every month to allow for changes. 
Kaitlin seemed awestruck by the efficiency and asked Agnew 
if she could tell her the sizes for Rea and Misha. She did, and 
Kaitlin set about making blouses for them. Tannus smiled to 
herself. Kaitlin had recognised the system in her new world, 
the quid-pro-quo: I do something for you, and you give me 
something in exchange. She dreamed about the exchange 
she’d like from Kaitlin.

Later, she crept into the practice room, almost on 
tiptoes, and headed to the back of the room, out of sight. 

Kaitlin pointed out where Kami and Tibra should 
accompany her. She began with a song called “Sacrifice.” She 
remembered this from her first session and had the words in 
front of her. It was a good choice because she only needed 
Carray as her backer. 

When they’d finished, Kaitlin scratched her chin. “You 
see, the art of performing isn’t just singing and playing. It’s 
also the relationship between the band and the audience.”

“Is it similar to how the storytellers draw us in?” Tibra 
asked.
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Kaitlin shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not sure if I can 
explain it, because we don’t have storytellers.” 

“So, can you demonstrate?” Tibra asked. 
She picked up her guitar and sang. Tannus couldn’t 

wait to see her interpretation. When Carray joined in, she 
mooched over and began to play to her. Carray was a little 
embarrassed, but eventually seemed to relax to Kaitlin being 
in her personal space. It was clever, and occasionally, Carray 
looked up at her and smiled or winked. She was impressed 
with her cousin. She caught on quickly. Kaitlin went back 
to Kami and Tibra and did the same. They were shy and 
started to laugh. She stepped in front of her invisible audience 
and sang to them. She was sure Kami and Tibra wouldn’t 
be leaving their spots on the night, but Tannus was sure 
Kaitlin wouldn’t mind. She’d do it for all three and revel in 
it. Generally, it wasn’t a trait she admired in a woman, but 
Kaitlin had become the exception to most rules. Rules are 
there to be broken.

Kaitlin nodded to Tannus, and she fixed her gaze 
directly on Kaitlin. She tilted her head and smiled. Kaitlin 
looked embarrassed and broke eye contact. And there’s the 
soft underside.

“Now we’ve dealt with that, how do you feel about 
doing a duet with me?” 

Tibra turned towards Kami, who nodded. “We’d be 
happy to sing with you.” 

Tannus wanted to applaud Kaitlin’s cunning move but 
held her hands still in her lap. It was a good way to bring the 
naturally shy girls out of their shells.

They began on the duets. The emotion rose and caught 
her unawares. She had no idea music could be so powerful. 
She raised a hand to her mouth, then wiped away tears that 
were trickling down her cheeks. They harmonised so well. 
How could this young woman achieve so much in such a 
short time? She really was meant to be with us.
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Kaitlin applauded them. “That was brilliant. Let’s finish 
now, and we’ll meet later.” 

Tannus had done nothing bar sit, listen, and marvel, and 
yet, both exhilaration and exhaustion invaded her body.

She’d put a lot of pressure on Kaitlin to pull this 
together in a short time. As for Kami and Tibra, they’d never 
heard singing or real music until a week ago. Was it too 
much? Trust her. Don’t worry.

Other thoughts crept into her mind and gave her cause 
for concern. Her sister. She’d seen the way Berran looked at 
Kaitlin. It was a different look, and she was suspicious of her 
motives. She was sneaky and disguised her real feelings by 
making derogatory remarks about Kaitlin, just like she did 
about anything they both had feelings for when they were 
kids. Berran thought she was being smart. She’d say she 
didn’t like something when she really wanted it, hoping that 
Tannus would agree. Tannus would always offer it to her; not 
because she fell for Berran’s games, but because she loved 
her sister and wanted to share everything. Most of the time, it 
didn’t really matter. Now it did. I’m not sharing Kaitlin.

Was Kaitlin a plaything to Berran, like all her others, 
or was there more to it? They had more in common: they 
loved horses and the outdoor life. They both enjoyed pool, a 
game Tannus never mastered. She’d never had time to play 
frivolous games when she was young. Come to think of it, 
she’d not really had a childhood like everyone else. The 
closest she’d ever come to a game was chess. She loved it, 
but it was serious and maybe even detached from emotion. It 
had its advantages though; she could gaze at Kaitlin and get 
to know her through their play, with the bonus of a drink and 
a chat. Spending a few hours this way seemed far superior to 
pool, which might only last half an hour.

One thing was for certain; she’d had a premonition, 
and she had an idea why Kaitlin was there. She hadn’t quite 
worked it all out but knew it would soon become clear. 
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Berran may have the upper hand in some respects, but 
ultimately, Tannus would take the prize. There were great 
advantages to being the Chief.

[\

Berran needed some light relaxation. She was shattered. 
She’d had a hell of a few days with hardly any sleep and a lot 
of worry. A few games of pool would be perfect. If she was 
honest, she hoped she’d see Kaitlin and have a game with her. 
There were different games she’d like to play with her, but 
right now, she’d settle for pool.

All the younger women hung out around the pool table, 
and it was good to see familiar faces. She caught her breath 
when she saw Kaitlin. At least she wouldn’t have to compete 
with her sister tonight. This was the last place she’d ever find 
her. She hated pool and thought it the most ridiculous game 
ever invented. She was glad her sister stuck with chess, a 
good old solitary game with no social interaction. 

“Hi girls, have you missed me?” She placed herself 
between Pira and Kaitlin and brushed her thigh up against 
Kaitlin’s. Are you blushing? Berran loved the effect she had 
on her. She hoped Kaitlin got as much of a thrill as she did, 
but it was early days, and she’d already made the decision 
to take it slowly. She wasn’t sure how she’d come to that 
decision, but it seemed to be the right thing to do.

She nudged Kaitlin. “Hey, it’s great to see you. I never 
got a chance to tell you how great the band were at the 
weekend.”

Kaitlin edged away slightly, breaking the small amount 
of physical contact. “Thanks, I’m glad you liked it. Where’ve 
you been hiding? I knew there was something missing from 
my life and here you are.” 

Are you flirting with me? “Aw, I’m so glad you missed 
me.”
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Kaitlin smirked. “You look shattered. What’ve you been 
up to, or shouldn’t I ask?”

She rubbed her eyes and yawned. “It’s a long story. Do 
you want to hear it?”

Kaitlin tilted her head. “Go ahead. I’ll stop you if I find 
it boring.”

“Well, to start off with, I had my arm up a vagina for 
several days.”

Kaitlin’s face turned as red as a cranberry. “That’s 
gross.”

Berran laughed. “Oh, Kaitlin, you’re so easy to tease. 
My prize mare was due to give birth, and she was breech. It’s 
been a rough few days.”

Kaitlin’s hand shot to her mouth. “Christ, is she all 
right?” 

“She’s fine and healthy. It was worrying for a time. I had 
to move her foal and bring the legs into the correct position. 
Sostar and I helped her, and eventually she gave birth in the 
early hours. She’s now the proud mother of a beautiful colt.” 
It hadn’t been that straightforward. For a while, she thought 
she’d lost her beautiful mare. When the colt was delivered, 
a warm glow had spread throughout her body. There was 
nothing more moving than seeing a new-born.

“How marvellous. You must be so relieved.”                      
She sounded genuine, and she knew Kaitlin loved 

horses. “Thank you. I swear I suffered almost as much as she 
did, and I thank the skies I’ll never have to go through that. 
Thing is, she isn’t only my prize mare, I love her dearly.” She 
smiled. “I delivered her, and we’ve been together for a long 
time.” 

“Shit, I can’t imagine how it must have been. My horse 
means the world to me.”

Kaitlin gazed at Berran and the intensity burned. 
“Anyway, let’s play pool.” Berran picked up a cue. She hoped 
Kaitlin could see her different, more compassionate side. 
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Berran wanted to show Kaitlin she had depth.
They played a few games of pool before Kaitlin left 

to rehearse. Berran was worn out but waited until they 
returned to the games room so she could get another glimpse 
of Kaitlin. She sipped her drink and tried hard not to stare. 
She’d become a sorry state. She slammed her drink on the 
table a little too heavily. It spilled and dribbled down the table 
onto her favourite trousers. She blotted the red stain with a 
tissue, then sat back and rubbed her forehead. She needed to 
wipe this aching away. When she’d recovered, she’d pay a 
long visit to the calling house, perhaps for a couple of days, 
or even a few weeks. Surely other women could scrub Kaitlin 
from her system?
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CHAPTER TEN

As their rehearsals came to a close, Kaitlin found 
herself distracted with thoughts about meeting 

more of the community. Nerves were an unusual feeling for 
her, but she couldn’t deny she was apprehensive as to how 
they’d respond to having a stranger in their midst. And not 
just a stranger, but one from another world, who’d gate-
crashed their universe. She prayed they’d like and accept her.

She waved at Berran and couldn’t miss Carray’s obvious 
disapproval. What is her problem? She couldn’t fathom what 
she should do or how she should behave. Whatever. She liked 
Berran, possibly a little too much. No time for that. She had 
to give her full attention to the First Event and the rest of 
the band. She passed her iPhone to Carray. “I thought you 
might like to listen to the songs. I’ve compiled them into one 
section, so all you have to do is touch this.” 

Carray shook her head. “Oh no, I couldn’t.” 
“I know them all by heart, but you’ve only heard them a 

few times. Please take it.” Kaitlin surprised herself, but it felt 
like the right thing to do.     

“It’s your prized possession. I might break it. Do you 
really trust me?” 

“Of course I do.” I think. “Just be careful.” And please 
God, don’t delete my photos.
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“If you’re sure? I’ll only do as you’ve shown.” She held 
it as though it were a treasured jewel. “Thank you. I won’t 
forget this kindness.”

She suppressed the onrushing panic of giving the 
last piece of her world to someone who didn’t understand 
technology. But Kaitlin wanted Carray to know that she 
trusted her.

Carray excused herself, looking like she’d been beamed 
up to cloud nine. 

Kaitlin felt abandoned, so when she saw Agnew and 
Misha, she joined them. She smiled at Misha. “Just the 
person I want to see.” She handed her a blouse.

Misha’s eyes twinkled. “For me? Why?”
“Just a little thank you, for all your kindness.”
A smile of delight lit up her face. She held it against 

her. “I can’t believe it. It’s…it’s wonderful. I’ll wear it at the 
event.”

Hell, it’s only a blouse. It’s like she’s never been given a 
gift before.

Misha stepped closer and kissed her cheek.
Kaitlin’s head tilted, and she blinked a few times to 

quell the tears. She told herself it was a bit of hay fever 
coming on. Or am I just becoming a wuss. Hell’s teeth, I’m 
developing feelings.

Misha stood. “I’m going to try it on.”
That’s two people I’ve got rid of. Maybe I’ll give Salin a 

gift, like a round the world trip on a camel. 
“That was kind and considerate,” Agnew said. 
She couldn’t remember ever being called those things 

before, and it saddened her a little. Maybe this place is 
making me a better person. Wasn’t she already a good 
person, aside from being a tad selfish and egotistical? She 
didn’t ponder for too long, because she saw Tannus at the bar, 
excused herself, and went to join her. 

Tannus smiled and touched Kaitlin’s hand. “Can I 
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interest you in some herbal tea?”
“Thanks. I’d love some.”
 Tannus handed her a cup, along with some notes. “This 

is a list of our guests. I’ve written their names and positions. I 
want you to welcome them officially.”

Kaitlin inhaled deeply and blew out slowly. “Rats! 
When you asked me, I thought it was as a group, not 
individually.” 

“You’ll be fine, Kaitlin. I’m sure you’ll come up with 
something witty and amusing.”

Kaitlin wrapped her arms around herself. “Glad you 
have so much faith.”

Tannus’ eyes flickered. “I do. I have a lot of faith in 
you.” 

Tannus touched her hand, and her angst melted away 
like ice on a bonfire.

 “I am looking forward to meeting them all though. I’ve 
organised the music over three half-hour sessions. Is that 
okay?” 

“It sounds wonderful. You must understand how 
important this is, Kaitlin. It’s our first occasion of the year, 
and the first time we’ve ever had proper music. It’s an 
experiment to see if the outlying areas are prepared for what 
you offer. You do understand?” 

“I do.” I don’t. A world without music? Like being 
deaf, and someone turns the volume on. What a shock. The 
expectation alarmed her, and there was a slight tremble in her 
hands. 

“If you get nervous, I’ll always be close by. Give me a 
wave, and I’ll be at your side before you can say checkmate.” 

Kaitlin laughed. “Would you really?”
Tannus took her hand. “You know I would.”
She gazed soulfully into Kaitlin’s eyes, and Kaitlin was 

spellbound. Her legs wobbled like a plate of blancmange. 
Tannus leaned in close, as if she was going to kiss her. Oh, 
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my God. As if she’d read her mind and thought better of it, 
Tannus let go of her hand, and stepped backwards.

“Good night, Kaitlin. Sleep well.” 
Back in her room, Kaitlin considered the exchange and 

threw herself onto the bed. Sleep well? She must be joking. 
After that, how could she sleep? She curled into a ball and 
grabbed her pillow. She squeezed it so hard, the feathers 
poked out. “Mum,” she whispered, “you never told me 
anything about this.”

[\

She awoke to a beautiful morning with the birds 
singing. She couldn’t remember ever listening to the birds 
before. In her old world, they were just bloody pests who 
woke her up way too early. 

On her jog around the castle grounds the birds 
serenaded her. She used to run in Cheshire, but all she ever 
got was the endless sound of traffic, and the fumes always 
irritated her sinuses. Then she’d hear the screech of brakes, 
just before a cyclist nearly wiped her off the track. It seemed 
such a long time ago. Her past life seemed to be fading 
quickly. She’d vanished without a trace. Had anyone noticed, 
or even cared? My mum would. She smiled, listening to the 
whistles and trills. She had no idea what they all were. Maybe 
she’d ask Tannus.

She jogged back via Beeston hoping she’d get a glimpse 
of the arena before she played there tonight. She wanted to 
stand there, alone, and feel the thrill of it all. 

Shayla was standing at the entrance and took Kaitlin’s 
arm when she pulled up by her side. 

Shayla put a finger to her lips. “Shh. The storyteller is 
just about to start. C’mon, we’re just in time, we can sit at the 
side.”

Oh shit. Not the old biddy brigade. “I can’t. I have to—”
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Shayla ignored her protestations, took her hand, and 
led her to a seat on the edge. She pointed to the centre of the 
arena. “That’s Runa. She’s the best.”

Kaitlin thought the storytellers would be ancient, 
but Runa was nowhere near that age. She seemed to be 
surrounded by an aura of mystery, though Kaitlin couldn’t 
fathom out why. Runa must have sensed her stare and looked 
across to where they were sitting. She smiled at Kaitlin and 
gave a look, as though she’d been waiting for her. She began 
her story. The theme was based around explorers and how 
they’d come to their land. She weaved a personal tale about 
their practices in the past and the changes they needed to see 
in the future. Kaitlin was mesmerised. Instead of running 
away, Kaitlin was drawn to her. She tried to find her when the 
story finished, but she wasn’t anywhere to be seen. A prickly 
sensation surged through her body, followed by a tranquillity 
she couldn’t explain. She hadn’t got time to analyse the 
emotions, because today was the community’s First Event, 
and she needed to give it her full concentration. 

After an hour of practice, Kaitlin thought they’d all had 
enough. She certainly had. This was only a rehearsal, and it 
was too late to worry, but she couldn’t help it. Tannus kept 
piling the pressure on, and now there was a heap load of shit 
in her mind. Her stomach was knotted, and she waited for the 
wave of nausea to subside before fleeing the room. A chill 
brushed over her skin, as a voice in her head whispered, “I’m 
by your side.” It sounded like Tannus. A calmness washed 
over her, and all her tension disappeared.

She put on her newly designed band outfit and preened 
in front of the mirror. The white leggings clung snugly 
around her thighs and the black blouse fitted perfectly. She 
stood the collar up as a final touch and took a last glance. As 
cool as a shed load of penguins.

The band met downstairs, and they all looked great 
in their smart new outfits. Their instruments had been 
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transported, and a wagon was waiting to take them to Beeston 
Castle.

 Carray handed her some punch. It had a kick and a half, 
so she had another one. She always performed better when 
she had a good buzz going.                                             

It looked just like any special occasion back home, 
except for the lack of cars and mobile phones in every hand. 
A pang of nostalgia hit her like a knife in her chest. She 
closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and focused. Be in the 
present. 

Someone was staring. An unfamiliar woman, and she 
was leering unabashedly. Kaitlin responded with an ever-
so-polite smile and looked away to see Tannus approach the 
woman and say something before turning toward Kaitlin. 
She looked amazing in black leggings and a bright red button 
blouse. She thought about the song that she’d planned for 
the finale. What if she thinks I’m singing to her? Though she 
hadn’t given Tannus the lyrics, the title was a giveaway. And 
what if I am singing it to her?

Tannus put a hand on her shoulder. “Good evening, 
Kaitlin. You’re looking splendid as usual. I’d like to introduce 
you to Rani, the farm manager.”

Rani grasped her hand as though it was a cow’s 
udder. She squeezed it and stroked it at the same time, 
as if expecting milk to run down her arm. Rani wasn’t 
unattractive, but her ruddy complexion clashed with her deep 
green eyes. Her expression was that of a carnivorous weasel 
looking at prey. Maybe she’s a really nice person. Oh God, 
those hands were so hot and clammy, just like Salin’s. And 
she kept Kaitlin’s hand captive for so long. She wanted to 
pull away but knew she needed to be polite.

Eventually, Tannus prised her away. 
Rani licked her lips. “It’s been a pleasure. I look 

forward to seeing you later.”
Not if I can help it. She sauntered away, and the girls 
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giggled at her obvious discomfort. “Wow, thanks for the 
sympathy.” Kaitlin searched for something to dry her hand 
on, and Carray passed her a napkin. “Seriously, if you see her 
prowling, come and rescue me.” She knocked another punch 
back to get rid of the crawling sensation Rani’s touch had 
left. Nothing like the way Tannus’s touch makes me feel.  

Tannus announced that the buffet was open, and aside 
from the absence of caviar, it was a spread that wouldn’t 
have been out of place back home. The wine flowed, but she 
limited herself to one glass. Luckily, nerves hadn’t got the 
better of her appetite, but she resisted stuffing her face, as 
she’d be jumping around shortly. Never throw up on your new 
audience. 

It was time. They entered the amphitheatre, and the 
atmosphere was surreal. She grinned and spun around. Whoa, 
this is awesome. It was a similar feeling to the one she’d 
had in the Arena di Verona when they’d gone to see Placido 
Domingo, though that had been on a much bigger scale. If 
they don’t like me, will they send in the lions? She hoped 
not. They took their positions, and Carray did a drum roll. 
The audience nearly jumped out of their tunics. Laughter 
was followed by an expectant silence. She could pick out the 
outlier villages by their garments, the old traditional stuff. It 
looked odd. Would this change by the next event? Only time 
would tell. All eyes were upon her. They craned forward to 
look more closely, as if they were watching her walk down 
the ramp from her space ship. It reminded her of an old film 
she’d seen. She hoped there weren’t any close encounters of 
any kind. 

“Greetings, ladies. On behalf of the board and the 
community of Fortune Castle, I’d like to welcome everybody 
to The First Summer Event.” She waited for the cheers 
to stop. “Firstly, let’s congratulate Salin and her team for 
producing yet another splendid feast.” The words almost 
stuck in her throat. For whatever reason, their relationship 
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wasn’t improving. There was applause and appreciative 
comments. Salin looked proud and took a bow. Kaitlin smiled 
at the mental image of Salin as a gladiator. Maybe throw in a 
wild animal or even Rani? In my dreams. 

“I’d now like to welcome our distinguished guests.” 
She read from the list, and they each stood as she called their 
names. 

“Now sit down,” she said and was glad when they 
laughed. She glanced at Tannus, who smiled even though she 
shook her head. 

“Well, that’s ten minutes gone. At this rate, we won’t 
even have to sing. So, have you come here to listen to 
music?”

Some look bemused, whilst others shouted a vociferous, 
“Yes.” 

“Then let me introduce our band. Singers and guitarists, 
Kami and Tibra.” She motioned to each in turn. “And the 
drummer to beat all drummers, Carray. For those who haven’t 
had the pleasure of meeting me, my name’s Kaitlin. I play 
music, sing, and talk way too much. As you know, I’m not 
from around here, so thanks for making me feel welcome.”

There was more laughter, and Salin nodded, her lip 
curled into an unpleasant snarl. She glared at Kaitlin before 
leaving the group. Ignore her. Tonight is my night. 

 “On that note, without further ado, we’ll commence our 
musical extravaganza with a song called ‘Sacrifice.’”

They played each song they’d practiced. Nerves seemed 
to grab Kami once or twice, especially during their duet, but 
she soon settled. Tannus smiled, and Kaitlin felt reassured. 
She needed her approval as a Chief, and in other ways 
too. She was becoming fond of her, and it mattered. They 
finished, took their bows, and said they’d be back soon.

 There was a stampede for the desserts, as if nothing else 
mattered. With her speed, she could beat them to it, but she’d 
had way too much already. Before she could say “chocolate 
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mousse” it was time for their next session. Butterflies 
thronged in her stomach. There were way too many people 
staring, and she was beginning to feel more and more like an 
alien. As if Tannus could sense her nerves, she was by her 
side. She squeezed her hand and gave that comforting smile. 
Her fears floated away, like driftwood carried out to sea.

“Hello again, ladies. It’s mid-evening, so we’re going 
to change the tempo. A little faster and maybe a little louder. 
Can you cope with that?”

They roared and nodded. A few looked uncomfortable, 
but they didn’t leave, so that was something.

 Everyone swayed and seemed to appreciate the 
different rhythm. Again, a small group left the arena and 
amongst them was Salin. Surprise, surprise. It pissed her off. 
Did they really not like the music? I’m kidding myself. It’s me 
they don’t like. 

“Thank you, one and all. We’ll be back later with the 
finale.” They huddled together and congratulated themselves. 

The theatre slowly emptied as everyone drifted out to 
refresh their drinks. Kaitlin and the rest of the band wandered 
outside, got a drink, and watched the frantic crowd from a 
distance.

“That was magical,” Carray said, as she and the other 
two bounced around like Tigger. Kaitlin couldn’t resist doing 
the same.

 The dreaded Rani pushed her way through the crowd 
towards them. Kaitlin whispered, “Damn. Here comes Randy 
Rani.” They giggled.             

She slid herself between Carray and Kaitlin and thrust 
her glass at Carray. “Can you top this up for me?”

Yuk, she’s as slimy as a hagfish. Kaitlin mouthed, 
“Poison.”

Carray grinned and winked. She ignored Rani’s glass 
and stayed at Kaitlin’s side, but Rani spoke only to Kaitlin. 

“That was truly sensational, Kaitlin. I’ve never heard 



Karen Klyne

130

anything like it in my life. You must come and play for us up 
at the farms.” 

“Not sure about that Rani, you’d have to speak to 
Tannus.” No way!

Carray laughed and stood ever so slightly in front of 
Kaitlin. “I’m certain that’s out of the question. We’re not 
wandering minstrels. Anyway, I’d never be able to transport 
my drum kit out there.”

“Actually, I was thinking of Kaitlin coming on her 
own.” She faced Kaitlin. “We could make a special evening. 
Perhaps have a barbeque. I have some exceptional fillet 
steaks put aside for such an occasion.” 

You really know the way to a woman’s heart, the 
temptations of the flesh. Kaitlin didn’t respond, struggling 
to find something to say that wouldn’t offend Rani and 
embarrass Tannus.

Carray came to her assistance. “We’ve only just formed 
the band. I don’t think any of us wish to pursue a solo career 
at this stage.” 

Kaitlin was impressed with her wit. She hadn’t held 
back. Carray’s opinion of Rani seemed similar to hers.

Rani smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She rested 
her hand on Kaitlin’s shoulder before tracing a slow descent 
down her back. She hovered around her bra then inched her 
way southwards. Kaitlin panicked. What should she do? 
Normally, she’d punch her lights out, but she hesitated for 
obvious reasons. Rani’s offensive touch finally left when 
someone called her name.

“Ah, there you are Rani. I’ve been looking all over 
for you. Jarun and Taria want to talk to you about the new 
generator. Let’s join them.” Tannus used the professional-but-
kind tone she’d heard her use with others, a tone that offered 
no choice.

Rani seemed reluctant to leave. Kaitlin breathed a sigh 
of relief and tried to express a thank you with her eyes to 
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Tannus, who acknowledged with a tilt of her head and a wide 
grin.

“She’s a menace,” Carray said. “I’d really like to wipe 
the smile from her face. You should have slapped her, or at 
least told her to get her hand off your buttocks.”

“I wasn’t sure what to do. Anyway, Tannus took her 
away just before she reached my bum.”

Rani continued to ogle Kaitlin from a distance, and 
she shuddered with revulsion, glad it was time for their final 
session.

There was an air of merriment as everyone returned 
to their seats, and Kaitlin shook off the residual feeling of 
sliminess. It was about the music tonight, not over-sexed cow 
milkers.

“Welcome to our final session of the evening.”
The final set of songs was as good as the first two, and 

the atmosphere was even more relaxed. They finished, and 
Kaitlin stood, guitar held aloft. “Doesn’t time fly when you’re 
having fun?” There were shouts of agreement. 

Her band bowed to her. She felt tears begin to form but 
took a deep breath and tried to control herself. She’d sung 
solos at concerts before, but this was something else, and she 
knew it. Kaitlin responded with a bow, which brought a new 
wave of cheering. 

“Thank you, ladies. I think I need a handkerchief.” 
Kami passed her one, and she daubed her eyes dramatically, 
before launching into a duet with Tibra.

“I’m sorry to say we’re coming to the end.” She was 
pleased at the multiple moans of disappointment. “But where 
I come from, on special occasions such as this, we always 
finish with one particular song.” 

She saw Tannus search for the lyrics, but she’d only 
given the title of the song. 

“This is a surprise number, and under the circumstances, 
I think it’s pretty appropriate. It’s called ‘Lady in Red.’”
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She fixed her eyes just above the guest seats. She let 
her gaze fall and met Tannus’ eyes. For a few seconds, they 
locked together. Tannus’ smile illuminated her beauty, and 
Kaitlin could see she approved. Tannus was no longer just the 
Chief, she was the woman Kaitlin had become attracted to.  

She let her emotions flow in a way she couldn’t when 
she was simply speaking and bowed her head as the song 
ended. She didn’t imagine the applause could get any louder, 
but it did. The band stood in a line and lowered their heads, 
somewhat overwhelmed by the reaction.

There were cries of “One more.” She looked to Tannus 
for guidance, and she gave her a special intimate smile and 
nodded slightly. 

“We’d be delighted to do another song.” She turned to 
the band. “Is ‘Crazy for You’ okay?” The girls nodded, and 
she returned to the audience. “As you possibly figured out, 
I’m a total romantic at heart.” Yeah, and pigs might fly. “So, 
we’re going to finish with a love song.”

Tannus waited for the standing ovation to die down after 
the final song before she gave her special thanks to the band. 
It was short but sweet.

Tibra grabbed her arm. “Come on. Let’s go and get 
pissed.” 

Music to my ears. Berran ushered them to a quiet spot 
under a tree where she’d arranged a table, four chairs, and 
several bottles of wine. “Sit and enjoy, girls. You deserve it.” 
She gave Kaitlin a lingering look that somehow looked a bit 
sad, and then walked off to join a fawning group of young 
women.

“Here’s to more music and fun.” The band raised their 
glasses, clinked, and drank. Carray looked chilled. It was 
such a pleasure to see. She was usually so introverted but had 
an extrovert streak particular to playing drums. They were on 
a high, unable to settle, and they began to deconstruct the gig. 
This is magical.              
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Soon, the bosses of all the villages drifted over to thank 
and congratulate them, and all of them said how much they 
were looking forward to the future events. Kaitlin’s ego was 
on fire. Is this how a rock star feels?

She felt a finger down her back and instinctively jumped 
away from the touch. “Argh.”

Carray laughed. “It’s okay. It’s Tannus.” 
“Shit, I thought it was Randy Rani.” 
Tannus laughed. “That’s a good name. Ladies, you 

performed magnificently. Thank you all.” She took Kaitlin’s 
hand and steered her a few feet away.

“Where is she? She’s a gropey menace.” Kaitlin looked 
around, sure someone was staring at her.

“Don’t worry. You’re safe.” 
“It’s okay for you. I reckon she’s spent too much time 

hunting animals. Now she sees women as prey.”
Tannus laughed again. “I’ll share that with Berran. 

She thinks the same, though she doesn’t put it quite so 
colourfully.” 

Kaitlin relaxed. Everything was better when Tannus was 
by her side. “What shall I do if she follows me?”

“Have no fears. I’ve told her to keep away.”
“Thank you. What would I do without you?” What do I 

want to do with you?
“I’m not sure. Could you cope?” She looked serious, but 

there was a hint of playfulness in her voice.
Kaitlin’s breath caught, and she nibbled at her lip 

nervously. “Doubtful.”
“Good. That’s how I like it.” Tannus took Kaitlin’s chin 

in her hand. “Your singing was like listening to the birds in 
the trees. That used to be one of my favourite pastimes, but 
now that’s you.” 

Kaitlin opened her mouth to speak, but for once, words 
failed her. She was flummoxed. She swallowed hard and 
rubbed the back of her neck. She’d never been compared to 
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birds singing in trees, but it was a beautiful idea. 
“I’m sure you’ll be sleeping in tomorrow, but shall we 

eat by the lake at lunchtime? There are some things I want to 
discuss.”

“Yes to sleeping in, and I love picnics.” With you.
Tannus stroked her cheek. “Rani won’t bother you, but 

if anyone else does, just come to my room. I’ll always protect 
you, Kaitlin.”

Tannus grinned mischievously, and there was something 
deeper which she couldn’t decipher.

“You’re a very kind chief. I’ll bear that in mind.” It 
sounded lame and formal, but she couldn’t think of what else 
to say.

The band had a few more drinks together before they 
retreated back to their castle. She fell onto her bed without 
undressing and slipped easily into a deep sleep. Even if 
someone had knocked, she wouldn’t have heard. She had a 
strange night, tossing and turning, and her dreams were full 
of highs and lows. Her mother kept appearing, which wasn’t 
bad, but it was truly confusing. They were leading parallel 
lives. The day was the same, the month was the same, but 
they were a universe apart. Could her mother sense her 
presence? She hoped so and prayed she wouldn’t give her up 
for dead. But what if I can’t get back?

[\

Kaitlin relaxed by the lake and enjoyed the sun gently 
caressing her skin. She hadn’t jogged today—way too much 
alcohol still swam in her system—and the come down from 
their show had left her head heavy and aching. She watched 
the ducks swim to the shore and noticed how they’d grown. 
How long had she been here? She couldn’t remember, but it 
scared her because her past world was fading. Sometimes, 
she still thought it was a dream, and she’d wake up back 
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in Cheshire to her old life. Did she really want to go back, 
though? She had friends now. And there was Berran, who 
drove her crazy in more ways than one. And Tannus, 
who made her heart feel warm and squidgy like a toasted 
marshmallow. She also had enemies, and she’d have to 
confront that issue eventually. But life here felt real in a way 
her old life never had. Melancholic, she lay back and waited 
for Tannus.

Kaitlin felt a shadow block out the sun, and she looked 
up to see Tannus looking as hot as ever. “Hey there, stranger.” 
Tannus returned her greeting and sat beside her. 

“You can relax a little now, Kaitlin. The First Event 
is over. The next one isn’t until mid-June, and that’s very 
informal.”

“Great.” Kaitlin tried to hide her frown. She’d play a gig 
like that every night if she could. 

“I’d like the words to the last song you played.”
Kaitlin played with a piece of grass. “Of course. It was 

a surprise. Did you like it?” Tannus touched her arm gently, 
and the caress coursed through Kaitlin’s body.

“I was absolutely enamoured, and it’ll always be my 
favourite. I’ll make sure I wear red at every special event.” 

“You looked great.” Big mouth.
“You like me in red, do you?”
Kaitlin felt her cheeks grow warmer, and it was nothing 

to do with the lovely sunshine. “I’d like you in any colour…I 
mean…all colours suit you.” Stop talking.                           

She smiled. “Thank you for the compliment and for the 
colours. That’s another thing you’ve given us.”

“You had colour. You just weren’t using it.” 
“Before you came, I don’t think we ever considered 

fashion. Now we think about what we’re covering our bodies 
with. We’ve started using our imaginations.”

Kaitlin shrugged and thought of Salin. “Not everyone’s 
happy with that.”
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“Very true. Some want everything to remain the same.”
“Like Salin? She doesn’t approve of the new music. Or 

anything to do with me.” 
Tannus tilted her head slightly. “A few people are 

opposed to the music and the clothing, that’s true. You’ve 
brought many changes with you, and people aren’t always 
comfortable with change. You were enough of a shock for 
some people.”

“What can I do about it?” Kaitlin hated confrontation, 
and Salin was making her feel like she was back at school 
with the shadow of the playground bully towering over her.

“They’re entitled to their opinions. Play to the people 
who enjoy it,” she said, as she stroked Kaitlin’s arm. “I think 
we need to challenge ourselves or time will pass us by. Life 
is for living, and it should be enjoyed. Talking of enjoyment, 
what did you make of our storyteller?”

“Runa. She was brill. I tried to find her after…to 
introduce myself, but she’d gone.”

Tannus nodded. “Yes, she had to dash off. I was 
surprised to see her, she usually only attends the summer 
festival. I’m glad you liked her though.”

Tannus gave Kaitlin’s arm a gentle squeeze, and 
Kaitlin’s body responded without her permission. Calm 
down, for God’s sake. Tannus’ warm blue eyes were inviting 
like a rock pool that Kaitlin wanted to step inside and swim 
beyond. Tannus’ voice snapped her back to earth.

“Tell me about your dancing. We move to music in time 
to the rhythm, but when you talk about it, I get the impression 
you mean something different.”

“It’s more. You move the whole body to a beat, either 
alone or with another person. It’s something I can teach, and 
it’s also a great way of getting rid of excess energy.” Which I 
seem to have too much of.                            

 A small smile played at Tannus’ lips. “There are other 
ways, too.” 
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Kaitlin glossed over the innuendo. “Dancing can be 
energetic with the right music. Maybe over the next few 
weeks, I could teach a few girls to dance, and they could pass 
it on?”

“Yes, that’s a good idea. Of course, as Chief, I couldn’t 
join this class. You’d have to teach me alone.” 

Was that a smirk? Kaitlin inhaled deeply and tried to 
stifle her nerves. “Yes, I think that could be interesting.”

 “Agreed. We’ll start the dancing the week after next. 
I look forward to it. You’re proving to be a great asset, 
Kaitlin…so many talents.”

“Thank you.” She pushed her ever-increasing desire 
away and changed tack. “Where do people think I’ve come 
from?”

“They were told the truth. I wrote to all the village 
heads to ensure there were no rumours. They wanted answers 
we don’t have. But everyone knows.” She nudged her 
playfully. “I wouldn’t want them thinking you were from 
another planet.”

“I’m that odd, am I?” 
Tannus laughed. “Wonderfully odd.”
A flush crept across Kaitlin’s face, and she busied 

herself tidying up the remains of the picnic. Tannus seemed 
to relax. She stretched her legs and crossed her ankles in front 
of her. 

“You haven’t met Indra and Koko from the East Coast 
yet, but I think you’ll like them.” Tannus gave a small laugh. 
“Berran and I wouldn’t be here today if it wasn’t for Indra.”

Kaitlin stopped fidgeting and folded her hands in her 
lap. “Why? What happened?”

“Both of us were confined to camp after being cheeky to 
one of our teachers. We were only about six years old at the 
time. Anyway, we packed some sandwiches and a drink and 
crept off. We’d decided to run away, so we went to the beach 
and took one of the rafts out to sea. Neither of us knew the 
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raft was a work in progress and not all the timber had been 
lashed together. It came apart. Luckily, Indra was playing on 
the beach and alerted the elders.”

Kaitlin covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh my God. 
Could you swim?

Tannus shook her head. “Not very well, and we were 
quite a distance from the shore. As you can see, we were 
rescued, and it taught us a lesson.”

Tannus continued with a few more stories of her 
childhood, and Kaitlin felt privileged she’d shared them with 
her. She was seeing a much softer side to Tannus, and she 
liked it.

When she left, Kaitlin drew her knees up tight to her 
chest and wrapped her arms around them. She had a gooey 
feeling like a cream cake…soft, fluffy…and definitely moist.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Chess had always been a stimulus to Tannus but now 
it’d taken on a whole new meaning. If the chess 

board was removed, she’d still have Kaitlin. If Kaitlin was 
removed…she’d have nothing. The admission saddened her. 
She couldn’t bear the thought and tried to shake it off. 

She saw Kaitlin walking towards the alcove and waved. 
“Red wine?”

Kaitlin nodded. She looked gorgeous in just a white 
sweatshirt and the tight trousers she called leggings. It was a 
simple outfit, but she looked exceptional, and Tannus could 
hardly take her eyes from her.

Kaitlin seemed self-conscious. She blushed and fiddled 
with her time-piece, twisting it from side to side. She always 
did that when she was embarrassed, and Tannus thought it 
was sweet. Kaitlin appeared so full of confidence but actions 
like that hinted otherwise. It made Tannus want to know all 
of her.

She picked the white and made her first move. Kaitlin 
was improving, but she wasn’t a challenge quite yet. Tannus 
prolonged the game so she’d stay longer.

Kaitlin slumped on her elbows at the end of the game 
and pouted. “That was crap, wasn’t it?”

Tannus laughed. “Would it help if I told you I’ve never 
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been beaten?”
“A bit, but I’m too competitive to stop trying.”
“Yes, I believe you’re the most competitive person I’ve 

ever met.”
Carray joined them, but as much as she loved her 

cousin, she didn’t want her to hang around. She looked 
hopeful. “Can I borrow your iPhone again?” 

“Sure.”
Kaitlin pulled it from her pocket and gave it to Carray. 

She smiled broadly, and Tannus could see how much the 
gesture meant to her.

“See you tomorrow,” Carray said and left.
“You lend your precious device to Carray regularly?” 

Surely I’m not jealous of Carray?
“Yeah, she has it most nights.” She sipped the tea, put it 

back down, stuck out her tongue, and fanned it with her hand. 
“Christ, that’s hot.”

Seeing the tip of her tongue peeking out from those 
beautiful pink lips sent Tannus into a frenzy. That’s hot.

 “Before I burned my tongue, I was about to say thanks 
for getting Randy Rani off my back. I really did appreciate 
it.”

Tannus sniggered. “I don’t think she necessarily wanted 
to be on your back, Kaitlin, but then again...”                             

“That’s not even remotely funny.” 
I’d like to see you in that position. “Rani is quite an 

influential woman, sixth in command. Apart from all the 
farms, she also looks after the crops, the mill, and the dairy. 
You could do worse.” Tannus’ stomach knotted at the thought 
of Kaitlin with Rani. She was glad Kaitlin was repulsed by 
her.

“Are you banishing me to the farm?” Kaitlin sounded a 
little panicked.

“I’m just teasing. If I had any, I wouldn’t send my worst 
enemy to join her. But she’s a very important part of our 
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lives.” Tannus waved her hand dismissively. “Changing the 
subject, how do you choose the songs to sing?” 

“Most of them are from an era I’m fond of. In my old 
world, music was used to convey messages of love, respect, 
jealousy, elation, etcetera, etcetera. I chose them because I 
like them.”

“Do you have a favourite?”
She thought for a moment, “Yes, it’s a French song 

called ‘Je taime moi non plus’…but it’s probably not 
appropriate for your shows.”

Tannus wasn’t sure what French was but given the 
different sounds she assumed it was the language of another 
culture. “‘Je taime moi non plus.’ It’s a beautiful title.”

“Wow, you have a great accent.”
“I’m just a good mimic. Why is it not appropriate?”
She scratched her chin as if thinking of an explanation. 

“Because it’s too risqué. It’s considered the most erotic love 
song ever written.”

Tannus laughed quietly. “May I have a copy of the 
lyrics?”

Kaitlin nodded. “Of course.”
“What about sex?”
 Kaitlin looked a little stunned. “Pardon?”
“Messages, you know…sexual communication. You 

said music was used to convey different emotions?”
Kaitlin cleared her throat. “Right…yes, that too.”
Kaitlin dabbed at her forehead, looking nervous. Tannus 

liked the effect she was having on her.
“What event is next? I’d better make a note of them—I 

have a busy diary, you know?” 
 That was a quick switch. Clearly, talk of sex made 

her uncomfortable. “We have the coastal weekend in June. 
Basically, it’s a holiday. We swim a lot and take in the sun. 
Some people fish, and there are lots of other activities. In the 
evening we have a campfire and barbeque on the beach. It’s 
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optional, so not everyone comes.”
“That sounds like fun. Have Kami and Tibra played at 

this event?”
“Yes, and it’d be nice if your band could play. But it’s 

a break for you too, so that would be your choice. Following 
that is the Summer Hog Roast in August. It’s spread over two 
days, and it’s the most important one of the year. There’s lots 
of entertainment and competitions throughout the weekend, 
and it’d be wonderful if the band could play on both 
evenings. Saturday is the main event, and Sunday is possibly 
a little lower key, but music would be lovely to finish with.” 
Especially if you sing “Lady in Red” to me again. “After 
that, there’s nothing special until October’s community 
birthday celebration. There are so many birthdays, so we 
have a combined party.” 

Kaitlin pouted. “Oh…”
You’re so adorable when you pout. “How did you used 

to celebrate your birthday?” 
“With family and friends…and gifts.”
“Which date? For our records?”
“It’s June 22nd.”
I’ll be sure to give you a birthday you won’t forget.

[\

Tannus was in Kaitlin’s bedroom but not for the reason 
she would’ve liked. She tapped her foot impatiently. “All 
I want is a general idea. Instead of sitting and doing the 
movements, I take it one just stands?” Tannus hated being a 
novice at anything.

“Kind of. I’ll put on some music, and we’ll run through 
it.” 

Kaitlin pressed something on her machine, and Tannus 
liked what she was hearing. Kaitlin looked nervy but began 
to dance, much the same as when she had her guitar in hand. 
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She copied it easily.
“You see, whatever music is playing, you just move to 

the rhythm. You change it to suit the particular beat.” 
“Yes, I think I understand.”
Kaitlin played more songs she recognised and observed 

her intently. She was a good mover, and Tannus watched her 
swaying hips appreciatively. 

“That’s basically it.”
“What happens with a slow song like ‘Lady in Red?’” 
“You tend to dance slowly with another person.”
She played something, and Tannus smiled. Perfect 

choice. Kaitlin placed her hand on Tannus’ shoulder, and 
she took her hand. Hmm…closer. They twirled around in 
time to the music, and when it ended, she asked her to play 
it again. Tannus drew her closer into her arms. Her head 
almost lay on Tannus’ breast, and her hand rested in the slope 
of her back. The warmth penetrated the layers of her skin. 
Tannus’ breathing was fast and erratic, and she licked her 
lips in anticipation of something else. The voice in her head 
commanded. Not yet. The song finished, and they parted. 

Tannus smiled. “This is a beautiful way to move 
together.” 

Kaitlin nodded. 
“I think everybody will take to this well. Can I listen to 

‘Lady in Red?’” 
Kaitlin placed an earphone in each ear. Her hands were 

trembling, and Tannus wondered if it was their closeness. Not 
close enough. 

“Beautiful. Your machine is phenomenal. It’s as if 
the person is singing in your head… though I prefer your 
version.”

“I’m flattered, but I’m not sure I agree.”
Tannus returned the earbuds and stretched her arms, 

feigning a tiredness she didn’t feel. But there was only so 
long she could spend in a bedroom with Kaitlin without 
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wanting to fall into bed with her. “Time for me to leave. 
Thank you for the lesson.”

“You’re welcome. Goodnight, Tannus.”
She reached the door and paused. “Perhaps one day, I’ll 

teach you something new in return.” She left without waiting 
for Kaitlin to respond. Horizontal dancing perhaps. Tannus 
found the new recreation physically stimulating, but it also 
frightened her. She guarded her personal space as she would 
her castle. Somehow, this closeness lowered a drawbridge for 
people to cross. Perhaps it’s time to let somebody in.

[\

Berran headed up the queue for the community dance 
lesson. If there was a chance that Kaitlin needed a demo 
partner, she wanted to be first in line.

Carray opened the door. “I might’ve known you’d be at 
the front.”

“I have to set a good example.”
“More like you want to get your arms around as many 

women as you can.”
Berran laughed. “Shame on you, Carray. Anyway, I 

thought only a few would show, so I came to give it my 
backing as second-in-command.”

Carray gestured to the queue. “I never expected to see 
all this lot. There must be about fifty people.” 

“Then we’d better get to it.” Berran strolled into the 
hall, desperate to see the woman she really wanted in her 
arms. She’d been trying to keep her distance in an effort to 
give her feelings time to cool off, but the lack of Kaitlin’s 
presence was just driving her to distraction. When she’d sung 
that love song directly to Tannus at the festival, Berran hadn’t 
been able to ignore the depth of her jealousy, so she’d stayed 
away. Tonight, Kaitlin looked ravishing as she welcomed and 
thanked everyone for such a good response. She started with 



Parallel Lives

145

the faster songs, and they soon cottoned on. 
Berran was shocked when she saw Tannus. Hadn’t 

she said something about a date tonight? Why was she 
there when she’d already had her very own private dancing 
lesson? Berran would’ve killed for that opportunity, but it 
seemed reserved only for the Chief. She was certain her sister 
planned it that way. That’s just plain greedy.

Tannus had great timing, but then she had been shown 
all the moves a few nights before. She danced with Agnew, 
whose adoration for Tannus was blatant. Why didn’t Tannus 
fancy her back? She was a beautiful young woman and a 
great asset to the community. They’d make a good pairing, 
but Tannus had her sights on Kaitlin.

Berran caught Kaitlin watching them and wondered if it 
was jealousy or professional interest in their movement. What 
had Tannus got that she hadn’t? Ah, yes, she’s the Chief. I’d 
be Chief, if she hadn’t kicked me out of the way in the birth 
canal. 

“Next is a nice slow one, so either dance alone, or grab 
a friend. Kaitlin, why don’t you demonstrate with Tannus?” 
Carray laughed and ducked the paper Kaitlin threw at her.

Damned traitor, Carray. I thought I was your favourite 
cousin. Much to Berran’s chagrin, they moved together 
perfectly, and although she danced with someone, she 
couldn’t stop watching the pair across the dance floor. Shame 
I haven’t got a banana skin. Tannus kept her distance, then 
leaned in a little closer, and Berran could almost imagine the 
hot breath on Kaitlin’s cheek. Keep your distance, woman. 
Behave like a Chief.   

When the music finished, Tannus gazed into Kaitlin’s 
eyes and caressed her cheek before stepping away. 
“Unfortunately, with regret, I have to leave. I have a prior 
engagement.”

Yippee. On your way, Sis. Berran edged around the 
group to get closer to Kaitlin once Tannus had made her exit.
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“What’s next, Kaitlin?” Rea asked.                
Kaitlin seemed a bit put out by Tannus’ departure. “I 

don’t know. What would you like?”
“‘Crazy for You.’” Carray had no such problem making 

a decision.
Before anyone else hogged her, Berran caught hold of 

Kaitlin’s waist, pulled her close, and sang along. She felt 
Kaitlin relax into her arms. Are you swooning? But she’d 
looked disappointed when Tannus left. Maybe she was 
confused about who she actually wanted. Berran would 
have to work harder to gain Kaitlin’s affections. Is this a 
competition now?

Berran drew her closer, and a warm glow spread 
through her body. She was more hot than warm, like she’d 
been hugging an oven. Her hand trailed down Kaitlin’s back, 
and Kaitlin shivered to her touch. She didn’t do anything 
stupid, but she did touch her cheek to Kaitlin’s. The softness 
of her skin was divine. Berran wanted to whisk her off her 
feet and carry her to her bedroom. But the song ended, and 
the spell was broken. Still, she’d remember and cherish this 
memory for a long time to come. She squeezed Kaitlin’s 
hand and whispered, “I’m crazy for you.” She stepped away. 
Kaitlin thanked her. Berran noticed she was flushed and 
seemed reluctant to let go of her hand.

Carray did a short drum roll. “That’s it, folks. Make sure 
you get plenty of practice.” 

For the love of stars, why can’t she play just one more 
song?

Everyone cheered and shouted a big thank you. Berran 
said she’d get some drinks and dashed upstairs before anyone 
beat her to it. Carray disappeared, possibly to play pool, and 
Kaitlin took a seat. 

Berran took the drinks over. At least she could stay with 
her a little longer without the presence of her sister. She slid 
into the seat next to her. Kaitlin was frowning. Berran thought 
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there was something wrong, and she hated to see her looking 
sad. “Are you okay, Kaitlin?” 

“Yeah…well no. There were loads of people at the 
dancing, but there was also a large group missing.”

“Like who?”
Kaitlin’s head drooped. “Salin and her crowd.”
Berran slipped an arm around her shoulder. “Don’t 

waste your time. You’ll never see that lot dancing around and 
having fun.”

Kaitlin leaned in. “Why not?”
“Because they’re stuck in their ways.” Berran glanced 

around to make sure nobody was listening. “They’re also a 
miserable bunch of shits.”

“Berran! Where did you learn such a word?”
Berran grinned. She didn’t remove her arm until she 

saw Carray approach the table. Carray reported everything 
back to her sister, and she didn’t want to take any risks. She 
hadn’t decided if she was really going to make a play, but she 
wanted to do it on her terms if she did.

They started talking music, and it looked like Carray 
was installed there for the duration. Berran thought she’d slip 
off though she didn’t want to. I don’t like sharing. She was 
about to excuse herself when Pira and Riva all but pounced 
on her. 

“C’mon, Berran. It’s Friday night. Time to party.” Riva 
grabbed her hand and pulled her from her seat.

Kaitlin smiled. “Have fun.”
Kaitlin’s smile seemed fake—it wasn’t echoed in her 

eyes. She couldn’t get a read on it but hoped it was masking 
some jealousy. Berran shrugged. “Duty calls. I’ll try.” She 
walked away with her arms around both of the girls and knew 
who she’d prefer to be having fun with.

[\
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Kaitlin had pushed herself hard on her daily run. Now 
her thighs ached and were a bit shaky, like she’d been shot 
with a Taser. Her head buzzed with thoughts of Tannus and 
the dancing lessons. Had she pulled Tannus closer or was 
it the other way around? She wasn’t sure. Her hand on her 
back made her heart clunk against her rib cage. Had she felt 
her sweaty palm? Did she know the effect she was having 
on her? She could hardly breathe and had lost track of where 
they were in the song. Then the music ended, and she was 
sort of relieved. Yet…

She couldn’t take her eyes off her. She was so alluring, 
strong, and solid. It was all too much. She didn’t know how 
to respond with a Chief. More to the point, she didn’t know 
how to respond with a woman. After all, she’d only had a 
brief relationship with a girl. I’m out of my depth.

At the community dancing, she was there again even 
though she’d said she couldn’t be there. The next minute, 
they were dancing together. Then she disappeared on a date 
of some kind. Berran took over, and Kaitlin couldn’t deny 
the physical desire for her too. And she’d been so kind, 
reassuring her about Salin and her “miserable shits.” She was 
so funny. And more…

Thank God she was seeing Shayla now. Maybe she 
could tell her more about how relationships here worked. 
They took their wine down to the lake, and Shayla seemed to 
sense her preoccupation. 

“Have you got something on your mind?” 
Kaitlin nodded. “I don’t really understand relationships 

here. Do people want to dance together? Is it okay to show 
emotions in public? How do things work in general? I haven’t 
got a clue, and I’ve been here for months.”

Shayla sighed. “It makes sense that you’re confused. I 
imagine we do things very differently to what you’re used to. 
Before we leave the coast, we’re aware of our future life. We 
know which station of work we’ll be attached to, and we’re 
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also taught about sexual pleasures, something of interest from 
the time of puberty.” 

Kaitlin struggled to supress a smile at thoughts of a “sex 
school.”  

“We arrive here sexually active, and there are plenty 
of ‘entertainment’ places for us to take sexual pleasure from 
those who work there or with one another. It gets more 
complicated when we mature and are looking for something 
more meaningful. It’s difficult to find a partner because 
we’re all friends, and we’ve grown up together. We want 
someone we have things in common with, to share our lives 
with, and of course a person we fancy. If we’re lucky and 
find that person, where do we go from there? The majority 
of women, at some point, choose a partner they wish to 
share their lives with. Some don’t, and that’s fine.” She 
smiled at Kaitlin and gave her hand a squeeze. “Before you 
arrived, we had nothing social apart from the games room 
and the entertainment venues. But we needed more. You 
introduced music, and we’ve more to talk about and develop 
relationships over. You’ve brought us dancing, and new 
relationships will doubtless form because of that. Even if it 
doesn’t, we can have some fun instead of wondering what to 
do on a Saturday night.”

My God, I’m opening up a can of worms. She must’ve 
looked unsteady, because Shayla put her arm around her 
shoulder. 

“Don’t be anxious. I love what you’ve brought to us. Is 
all this so different from where you come from?” 

Absolutely. “There was a lot more choice. Certain things 
were easier, even though it’s way less complicated here in 
a lot of ways. General education sounds much the same, 
but nobody taught us about sex. We just...meet people, and 
if it clicks, we see where it goes. If it doesn’t, we just keep 
trying with other people.” Was I even trying? “I guess we 
experiment with sex early on, but we aren’t taught how to 
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do it, and sometimes it’s not a lot of fun. If we find someone 
attractive, who we respect, then we get together on a more 
formal basis. In theory, it’s supposed to be for life. In 
practice, it rarely lasts forever. Some friends seemed perfect 
together, but after a few years, they’d grown apart and it was 
over.” It sounded cynical and made her think of the women 
she was attracted to, something she definitely didn’t want to 
discuss yet. “On a brighter note, some are together all their 
lives. Is there someone you’re attracted to?”

She sighed with a thoughtful smile. “Maybe. Because of 
you, I’ve spent a lot of time with a woman I find attractive. I 
thought we didn’t have anything in common, but now I find 
we have. We’ll see. What about you?”

She coughed nervously, not wanting to admit who her 
real crush was. “Not at the moment, but I can’t rule it out. It’s 
all new to me.” Liar. 

What am I doing? Introducing music, dance, and colour 
to a society that didn’t have it. Had she just brought along 
complications from her own world? It was dizzying to be 
responsible for such change. Her thoughts tormented her. She 
was becoming attached to Tannus, and Berran made her laugh 
and stirred up different emotions. Because of their positions, 
though, she didn’t think she could talk to anyone about it. 
Somehow, she’d have to figure this one out on her own.

 
[\

Kaitlin grabbed a drink and stood by the pool table in 
view of Tannus and a large group of friends. She didn’t want 
to impose, but Tannus motioned her over. 

“Bring a chair and join us.” She shifted around and 
made space.

Salin got up. “She can have my chair.”
Kaitlin clenched her jaw at Salin’s reaction to her 

presence. She wished Salin would just tell her what the issue 
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was.
Tannus looked surprised. “Leaving us so early?”
“Yes, I’ve got…other things to do.”
 “I arrive, and she leaves. Every time,” Kaitlin said 

quietly.
Tannus nodded and looked thoughtful.
Carray waved across the table to get her attention. 

“Kaitlin, let me introduce you. This is Valdis, who looks after 
our electrical work, and this is Roska, who looks after the 
carpentry. Between them they take care of our plumbing.” 

Kaitlin shook hands with them. They looked nice, 
and any friends of Carray’s had to be good people. Her 
preconceptions of electricians and carpenters was generally 
male and macho. Here, she was faced with two well-dressed 
women who were young, tall, and attractive. They smiled at 
her. Is this the “in-crowd?” She couldn’t shake the feeling 
she didn’t quite belong. Will I ever?

 “Roska’s constructing a raised platform so more people 
can see the band. Tannus thought it would be a good idea. 
Isn’t that great?” Carray almost bounced in her seat with 
excitement.

“A stage? That’s terrific. It’ll make such a difference.” 
She turned towards Tannus. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, but it’s for everyone’s benefit.”
She kissed Tannus lightly on the cheek. Shit. “For the 

stage…thanks.” There was a moment of silence, and it was 
obvious they didn’t know what else to say. The others at the 
table were oblivious, engaged in their own conversations.

“Chess then?”
Kaitlin was glad of the abrupt change of subject. “Not 

tonight,” she replied, surprising herself. “I don’t really test 
your skills…”

“At what?” 
Her teasing was obvious. “Chess.”
“Ah, that game. I wasn’t sure which game you were 
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referring to.” 
Tannus leaned back in her chair lazily, and Kaitlin 

admired her slender physique. She adjusted her gaze, and 
their eyes met. Disaster. She was locked in with no escape. 
Kaitlin’s mouth grew dry, and she licked her lips. Her jaw 
clenched, and she’d never felt more wanted.

“Can we discuss the coast weekend?” Tannus asked 
suddenly.

My God, this woman is such a tease. She squeezed her 
thighs together to shut out the intense throbbing the exchange 
had initiated. 

“Have you organised some songs?”
Kaitlin forced herself to focus on the words instead of 

her feelings. “Sure. I’ve chosen a variety that should work 
well outside. How do we get there, and how long does it 
take? Do I need to bring anything special?” 

 “I’ll let you know nearer the time.”
Why couldn’t she tell her now? Why did it always have 

to be so clandestine? She gently stroked the back of Kaitlin’s 
hand, perhaps in an attempt to placate her. Was this just one 
big game for her? Did she act this way with every woman? 
Maybe it’s just a power trip. Disappointment seeped into her 
soul. She hated the idea of not being as special as she wanted 
to be. 

[\

They arranged their seats and instruments on the new 
stage. It was a great idea, and from higher up, Kaitlin could 
see the whole audience. The board sat, and everyone followed 
suit. As usual, Salin’s table was noticeably empty. It still 
bothered her, but she tried to shove her feelings to the back 
of her mind. She gave a special thanks to Roska and her team 
for the work they’d done, and got on with the show, working 
hard not to sing every song to the ever-attentive Tannus.
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Their set was over in what seemed like no time at all. 
“We’re going to play you one more—my favourite song, 
‘Simply the Best.’ I hope you love it as much as I do. We 
dedicate this to you all.” 

They ended to tremendous applause. The atmosphere 
was electric; with the dancing and the new stage, everything 
was just perfect. Outside, Tannus and Berran remained on the 
periphery, as though they were observing everything around 
them. They looked powerful, intense, and beautiful, and 
Kaitlin’s stomach flipped as she gazed at them.

She pulled her focus back to the people asking questions 
about her world. She loved getting the chance to talk about 
it and tried to answer diplomatically. “My other life wasn’t 
perfect. Perhaps there were some parts that were better, but 
I think this life is a great improvement. This is a far more 
desirable place to live.” Not as though I have a choice.

“You appear to have everything in your world: 
wonderful technology, communication and music machines, 
and I’ve even heard that you have picture machines. Your 
transport system is advanced. Why do you say our world is 
preferable?”

Tricky. “I’ll try to answer that if somebody refills my 
glass.” The women laughed, and her wine arrived within 
seconds. She was amidst a crowd of admirers and loved being 
the centre of attention.   

“Our class system is the problem. It’s based on money, 
which we use for payment instead of bartering. Those with 
lower status have a poor quality of life. They’re given support 
and help, but they’d tell you they’re ‘the forgotten people.’ 
That’s mainly due to bad education when they’re young. We 
failed them. The middle class have a much better quality 
of life, but sometimes, even they struggle. The upper class 
appear to have everything. Bottom line is, if you have a lot 
of money, you have an easier time. Believe me, nobody has 
everything. I was lucky to be born into the latter. I had a 
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good education and anything I desired, but my world was full 
of discontent.” And loneliness even in a crowd like this. “I 
was surrounded by jealous, envious, aggressive, and greedy 
people. I haven’t come across that here.” Though Salin is 
pretty damn mean. “There’s a sort of status thing here, but 
you all eat the same food, drink the same wine, and share 
the same amenities. Am I right?” There were general nods of 
agreement. “Does that answer your question?” Her world was 
far more complex, but she couldn’t do it justice. She wasn’t 
even going to try to explain the internet to people who didn’t 
have music, let alone a global communication system.

A girl shaped like a keg of beer persisted. “Yes, but 
you seem to have far more access to other outlets. You can 
sing, play a guitar, design and make clothes, and you can do 
archery.”

“Do you want to do any of those things?”
Beer-keg girl nodded. “I’d like to design and make my 

own clothes when I’m not at work.”
“Okay, we call those things hobbies, and you do them 

when you’re not working. There are highly qualified people 
here, like Agnew for instance, who could teach you in night 
or weekend classes, maybe. It doesn’t take time away from 
your regular job.”

“Perhaps we could ask the board about starting such 
classes?”

“I can’t see any reason why people shouldn’t learn these 
hobbies.”

The unmistakeable voice of Tannus interjected 
and startled Kaitlin. She hadn’t seen her join the group 
surrounding her.

“Thank you, Tannus,” she said. She glanced around to 
see Berran, Carray, and Sostar nodding. When did you lot join 
us? I hope I haven’t spoken out of turn. Predictably, Salin 
shook her head but didn’t say anything.

“Anyone else who’d like to do the same?” 
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Someone shouted, “I’d like to learn to sing.” 
“Wonderful. I’m sure Kami and Tibra would be happy 

to teach you. They know everything about singing.” 
A young girl waved her hand frantically for Kaitlin’s 

attention. “I’d like to play the guitar as good as you.” 
Kaitlin smiled at the compliment. “How old are you?”
 “I’m nineteen,” she said, as she straightened her 

shoulders to stand a little taller.
“It took me fifteen years to get to this standard. By 

the time you’re thirty-four, you’ll be able to play like me.” 
Kaitlin’s ego was buoyed by the raucous laughter. She 
pointed to a girl in the middle. Her hair was tied back in a 
ponytail, pulling her pale face into a permanently haughty 
expression. She’d obviously never seen the sun, or maybe she 
worked underground. “What would you like to learn?”

“What was wrong with the music we had before? Don’t 
you think you’re inflicting your past life on us? What’s wrong 
with us staying in the stations we were groomed for? Are you 
just trying to recreate your world?”

A Salin crony? Kaitlin looked at Tannus, but she simply 
shrugged and gestured for Kaitlin to answer the question. 

“There was nothing wrong with Kami and Tibra’s 
music. I just come from a different world with other types of 
music, and I thought it might be nice to share that music with 
you. If people don’t like it, I’d be happy to stop.” Like Hell I 
would. “As can the clothes and anything else I’ve forced upon 
you.” As much as she loved being the focus of attention, she 
hated confrontation. But she sure as hell wasn’t about to back 
down, either. 

Berran responded before the crony could. “Thanks for 
the clarification. I think the majority want to continue with 
the new music. I know both Kami and Tibra have taken to 
it like ducks to water. Of course, I know your fondness for 
ducks.”

The in-joke made Kaitlin smile and broke the unease 
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she was feeling.
Berran continued, “And those who don’t wish to 

participate, don’t have to. There’s nothing compulsory about 
any of the new concepts being introduced.” 

 She felt slighted, with a lump in her throat the size of a 
golf ball, but she’d have liked to kiss Berran for her support. 
She wanted to run away, far away, and if her plane was in one 
piece, she’d have flown away in a heartbeat. Her head spun, 
and she had an acrid taste in her mouth. Berran must have 
realised she was struggling and handed her a glass of water. 
She gave Kaitlin a wink to show she was okay. 

Another girl stood and waved her hand. “I’d like to take 
up archery.” 

Kaitlin grinned. “I’m sure Berran will be happy to teach 
you.” 

Berran said a little more seriously, “I’ll be happy to hold 
a class for anyone who’s interested.”  

With Berran by her side, Kaitlin felt stronger somehow. 
“You’re bright, young people. Get off your beautiful arses 
and organise your lives. If you want to learn something, 
figure out how to do it. No one is keeping you from doing it 
in this world, so for goodness sake, go for it.” And so ends 
the political broadcast on behalf of the Caysher liberation 
party.

Tannus motioned, and the group dispersed, clearly 
dismissed by their Chief. Even Berran nodded and left, 
though she didn’t look happy about it.

“Phew.” Kaitlin sighed and reached for a hard-earned 
glass of wine. Tannus touched her shoulder, and her body 
responded the way it always did lately.

“That was a surprise, but you handled it well.”
She shrugged. I’m barely holding myself together. She 

didn’t want to hang around. She wanted to be alone. And 
to be honest, she was a little miffed Tannus had left her to 
drown while Berran had stepped in to help.
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 Tannus lifted her chin and attempted to make eye 
contact. “Kaitlin…talk to me?”

“No point. Don’t have anything to say.” It was all she 
could manage without breaking down in front of her, and she 
was certain Tannus wouldn’t be impressed by her weakness.

“I imagine you thought you’d come out and have a quiet 
drink?” 

“Something like that.”
“For some, you’ve become a mentor.” 
Kaitlin scoffed. “I don’t want to be their mentor. I’m 

bloody useless at that sort of crap.” 
“I think you’ve proven what a good mentor you are. 

If you don’t want it…tough shit. You’d better get off your 
beautiful arse and run with it.”

How quickly she picks up my slang. “That’s what I feel 
like doing. Running.”

“Why? Because somebody challenged you?”
“They hate me, and my music, and all the other stuff.” 

She felt petulant and considered seeing if stamping her feet 
would make her feel better.

“Hate is too strong a word. Some prefer the old ways, 
that’s all.”

“If it hadn’t been for Berran’s support, I’d have run off 
crying.”

She saw Tannus’ jaw clench, and she looked away for a 
moment. Are you jealous?

“Funny, but I never put you down as a defeatist.” 
Kaitlin shrugged and stared at her feet. What Salin’s 

crony had said about her old life versus this new one stung. 
Was she forcing it on people? Did she want elements of who 
she was, the world she knew, in this one? What if that wasn’t 
fair to the people in this world?

“Not everyone is going to love change, Kaitlin. 
People will question and resist. But I wanted you to answer 
her question in your own words, because you’re the one 
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advocating change. And you delegated very well. For a 
moment, I thought you were going to take all of the classes 
yourself,” Tannus said, and laughed gently.

“Sure, I could divide myself and have all my evenings 
taken up teaching. Guess that’s what you still think I am? 
Showing everyone how great I am and taking over?” She 
made to leave, but Tannus grabbed her wrist firmly.

“I was only joking. Don’t go. I want your company.” 
Kaitlin was irritated, but she stayed. I need yours too.
“I like your high spirit, Kaitlin, but you must accept 

others’ opinions. This is your community now. You belong 
here as much as anybody else, but that doesn’t mean 
everyone is going to like you or what you bring with you.”

Kaitlin finally looked up and found comfort in Tannus’ 
gaze. “I love it here, and I’ve never been happier, apart from 
tonight. But I wish you’d stop inferring I’m self-centred. I 
was, but I’m trying to change. Okay, so I like the limelight 
when I’m performing, and I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t, but 
I’ve learned a lot about myself, and I do want the best for 
everybody.”                                 

Tannus gently stroked the side of her face. Kaitlin 
wished she hadn’t lost her temper. She smiled, took Tannus’ 
hand in hers, and felt an extreme closeness she’d never 
experienced. She was exposed, but Tannus eased her 
weakness. Her strength spread through her palm, and Kaitlin 
squeezed her hand tightly.

“I think you’ll enjoy the coast. We all need a holiday, a 
change from the mundane, and your music will bring extra 
pleasure.” 

“I’m looking forward to it.”
Tannus squeezed Kaitlin’s hand again, and Kaitlin 

wondered what her hands would feel like elsewhere. She tried 
desperately to dismiss the thought, but it didn’t work.

“I do appreciate what you’re doing, and I’m sorry you 
were upset. I think you’re more sensitive than you let on, and 
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I should take this into account.” 
It was late when they parted. Kaitlin threw off her 

clothes and drew her duvet up to her neck. If I’d been at 
home, Mum would have come and cuddled me. She missed 
her so much. She needed a mother to talk to, to confide in, 
and to tell her that everything was going to be okay. I’m just 
a child masquerading as an adult. She grabbed her pillow, 
hugged it, and curled into a foetal position. She thought about 
Berran and how she’d supported her, and how, if Tannus 
hadn’t been around, she’d have run to Berran for comfort. 
The more she questioned, the less she knew.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Tannus woke with a smile on her face. As she came 
to, it turned to a wide grin. She swung her legs over 

the side of the bed, reached for her dressing gown, and pulled 
it on. She almost skated to the window and flung the curtains 
open to let in the sunlight. She brought her palms together 
and raised her head towards the skies. “Thank you, my 
ancestors, for revealing the prophecy. Thank you, Sky. Thank 
you, Clouds. Thank you, all.”

Would Kaitlin thank her? Tannus had wished her away 
from her family and the world she knew. Could she be as 
happy as Tannus? She could only hope. She closed her eyes. 
Could anything be more perfect? If only everyone could 
celebrate her happiness. Two people never could. They’d be 
devastated by the prediction. Now, she had to share the news 
with the board and face the consequences.

Within the hour, Tannus pushed the library door open. 
They were waiting. Berran looked pale.

“You have news, Tannus?” asked Salin.
Tannus beamed. “Everything is wonderful. Let me tell 

you about my visitation.” She perched on the edge of the 
table. “Kaitlin is to become my partner.”

Berran bowed her head as Tannus had expected. Salin 
simply groaned. Carray and Sostar looked positively joyful. 
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“That’s marvellous. I knew she was here for a reason. 
Tell us more.”

Tannus cleared her throat. “I’m to ask her to be my 
partner on the last night of the August event.”

Sostar frowned. “Why wait until then?”
“She needs more time to settle, and more time for us 

to get to know one another. Our ancestors think it would be 
a perfect time because the majority of the community will 
be here. It’ll be good for them to see their Chief choosing a 
partner, and it’ll boost morale.”

Sostar clapped her hands. “How wise.”
Still Berran said nothing, and Tannus felt bad that her 

sister was hurting.
Salin rocked back and forth in her chair. “Couldn’t you 

just take her as a mistress? Surely, it doesn’t have to be so 
final?”

Tannus shook her head. “I don’t have a partner, so why 
would I take a mistress? Should I hide her away in the tower 
as a secret lover?”

“She’s an outsider. It’s too soon.”
“The prophecy has been revealed, and I’m certainly 

not going against it purely because you have a ridiculous 
personal vendetta. There’s nothing more to be said.” Tannus 
stared at Berran. “Do you have anything to add, Sister?”

Berran lifted her head and smiled, though her eyes were 
glassy. “It’s wonderful news. You deserve happiness.”

She knew this was difficult for Berran, and her words 
made Tannus happy. “Thank you, Berran.”

The prophecy Tannus experienced had been loud and 
clear. She’d had a few before but none as important as this. 
Every Chief had visitations, but she’d never heard of them 
selecting a partner…especially from another world. They’d 
also told her to watch over Kaitlin. Whatever they meant, she 
wasn’t taking any chances.

Tannus addressed Carray. “You’re to protect Kaitlin as if 
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she were your little sister.” 
“What? You mean like a guard?”
“Exactly. Make sure there are no unwanted admirers.”
Carray nodded. “My pleasure. I already love her as if 

she were family.”
“I know you do, and I’m glad.”
Tannus felt Carray was genuine about her feelings for 

the prophesied relationship. If only Berran felt the same.

[\
 
Berran was in shock, her thoughts in turmoil. She 

headed to the stable to get carrots and continued out to the 
field. She whistled Star, and he galloped over. He nuzzled her 
and tried to prise the carrots from her hand. She gave in and 
couldn’t resist a smile as she stroked his mane. 

It can’t be true. She hoisted herself onto his back and 
they hurtled across the fields and down the dales at full 
speed. They kept on riding until they reached the other side 
of the lake. She slid off his back and slumped to the ground 
beneath her favourite tree. Why did she feel this way? Kaitlin 
was just another woman. No, she isn’t. She’s the one. My 
one. She knew it. She tried to shake it off and put things into 
perspective. If only Tannus had invented the dream, but she 
hadn’t…it was true. Tannus had the good dream, and she’d 
had the nightmare. Dread and loss. That was all she’d got. 
Stop being selfish. Tannus’ future was uncertain. Surely she 
deserved some happiness.

 But how did Tannus know Kaitlin wasn’t Berran’s 
future? What if Tannus had seen Berran and Kaitlin together 
in her premonition? Would she tell her? Would she be that 
honest? She didn’t know. She did know that she was going to 
put up a fight.

Berran mounted Star and headed back to the stables. 
Kaitlin would probably be around the sewing room, doing her 
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usual job, given there were no performances to practice for. 
Tannus had asked Berran to pass on the details of the coastal 
weekend, so she decided to use that as an opportunity to get 
close to her. Time was running out for Berran. She couldn’t 
compete with a vision, but she was going to have a damned 
good try. They arranged to meet after dinner, and time 
couldn’t pass fast enough.

Later in the dinner hall, Berran beckoned Kaitlin over 
and patted the seat beside her. She offered Kaitlin a glass of 
wine.

“Come on then, fill me in.”
Berran saluted. “Patience, lady.” I want you to be my 

lady. “I take it you’ll want to ride on horseback with the rest 
of us?” 

Kaitlin practically beamed light in obvious excitement, 
and Berran wanted to garner that reaction in other ways.

“Could I?”
“Of course. I have just the horse for you. She’s 

special, my idea of a perfect woman: feminine, funny, fiery, 
flirtatious, and…fankful.” Berran burst into laughter. “Sorry, I 
couldn’t think of any other word beginning with f.” Fuckable 
perhaps? 

Kaitlin laughed and punched her on the arm. “You 
idiot.”

A besotted idiot. 
“Will I need to carry anything?”
“No, the wagons take all the clothes, food, and 

everything else. Most of the community go in the wagons 
at about eight a.m. We travel faster, so we don’t leave until 
after nine. We’ll meet up with the rest of our group to arrive 
together for a light lunch around midday.” 

Kaitlin looked panicked. “What clothes do I need to 
take?”

 “It’s really informal. Shorts, t-shirts, maybe long 
trousers. Whatever you need for two days.”
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Kaitlin’s face flushed, and she looked somewhat shy.
“What do we wear for swimming?”
Not a stitch, and I can’t wait. “For swimming? Nothing. 

Why would we want to wear anything in that wonderful, 
warm sea?”

Kaitlin looked doubtful. “And where do we sleep?”
“The coast people set up tents. We take sleep bags, 

because it’s warm in the evening, and we don’t need anything 
more.”

“Sounds good to me.”
Berran crossed her arms, then uncrossed them. No point 

trying to guard your heart. That ship has sailed. “Do you 
have plans for the rest of the evening?”

“No. Why, do you want to play pool?”
“No, not tonight. What about a game of chess?” Tannus 

had a rendezvous, and there was no way she’d be around. 
Berran wanted to know what it felt like, just the two of them 
sitting and gazing into each other’s eyes.

Kaitlin failed to hide her surprise. “I had no idea you 
played chess.”

“There are many things you don’t know about me.”
Kaitlin smiled, and Berran’s heart jumped in response.
“Obviously.”
Berran led her to the alcove, where the chess pieces 

were already set up. “Which colour do you want?”
“That’s a bit unorthodox. Shall I hide the pieces?”
“Nah, just choose one.”
Kaitlin picked white and made her first move.
Berran kicked her shoes off. She rested her elbows on 

the table and studied the pieces. She picked up a knight, and 
L-jumped over her pawns. That bit I can remember. 

Kaitlin glared at her. “That’s my leg, Berran.”
And? “What?”
“My leg—you’re fondling it with your foot.”
Berran smirked. “I wondered why I was getting turned 
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on.”
Kaitlin shook her head and smiled. Then she slid her 

bishop across to the firing line. “Check.”
“Oh.” What the skies does that mean? 
Kaitlin pushed Berran’s shoulder. “You’re a bloody liar. 

You can’t play chess at all, can you?”
She laughed and pointed to a piece. “I know those are 

called horny pawns.”
Kaitlin sighed. “Just go and fetch some tea, Berran.”
She was pleased with herself and did as she was told.
Kaitlin tutted. “You’re as daft as a brush.”
Berran leaned forward. “I love it when you talk dirty.”
“What?”
Berran sighed. “Brush—pubic hair.”
Kaitlin punched her shoulder. “I said ‘bush.’ Really, is 

that all you think about?”
She nodded. “Only when I’m around you.”
“I forgot to ask you earlier, who will I share a tent with? 

And don’t say the obvious?” 
Sadly, not me. “I share a tent with Tannus. You’ll share 

with one other person.”
“Can I ask who?”
“Randy Rani.” Tannus had told her what had happened 

and how Kaitlin had nicknamed her. She thought it was 
highly amusing, though she also wanted to take Rani and 
drown her in a pond. 

Kaitlin’s eyes narrowed. “You are joking?”
Berran smirked. “Yeah. You’ll be sharing with Carray.”
“Good. I’m okay with that. I trust her implicitly.”
Shayla appeared behind them. “Who do you trust 

implicitly?”
“Carray. Apparently, I’m sharing a tent with her.”
“Really? Thought you’d be sharing with Berran and 

Tannus.” She pulled Berran’s hair, playfully.
In my dreams. “She’d wear us both out.”
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Shayla giggled, and Kaitlin bit her lip in a way that 
made Berran melt inside. You’re crazy sexy, and you barely 
know it. Berran was as happy about the tent arrangements as 
she could be. Carray was no threat. In fact, she was the only 
woman in the community who didn’t pose a threat. 

With Shayla seemingly installed for the duration, Berran 
reluctantly excused herself and left the girls chatting.

The noise of the hall was minimal since it was a work 
night, and only a few people remained to study the list of 
classes on the wall.

Kaitlin pointed to the seat next to her. “Come and join 
me.”

Shayla scratched her chin. “Now that sounded like an 
interesting conversation.” She looked conspiratorially in both 
directions, before she inched closer to Kaitlin. “Which one 
would you trust more in a tent: Tannus or Berran?” 

 Kaitlin frowned, thinking. “Tannus doesn’t seem nearly 
as...sexual as Berran.”

Shayla squeaked like a mouse and raised her eyebrows. 
“Berran and Tannus are almost the same. Berran is simply 
more open, and Tannus is just—” 

“Subtle?”
“Subtle isn’t quite the right word, but it’ll suffice. Just 

like Berran, Tannus takes what she likes, when she likes, and 
with whom she likes. She just does it with more decorum.” 
She whispered, “For the record, when they were in their early 
twenties, Berran and Tannus were known as ‘over-sexed 
monsters.’ Five years on, I can say they’re both still known to 
enjoy sex immensely.”                     

Too much information. She could believe it of Berran; 
she was permanently “on heat.” As for Tannus, there were 
lots of innuendos. She teased and flirted, and she oozed sex-
appeal, but Kaitlin hadn’t heard anyone bragging about being 
in the Chief’s bed since she’d been among them. That didn’t 
mean there hadn’t been, though, and that thought made her 



Karen Klyne

168

stomach twist. Was she a wolf in sheep’s clothing? Shayla 
appeared to be talking from experience, and her experience 
seemed a little bitter.

“You don’t seem to be very enamoured by Tannus?”
“She’s a great leader.” Shayla shrugged and looked 

away.
“That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Did you 

have problems?”
“I had a bad experience, that’s all.”
Kaitlin was intrigued. Shayla couldn’t say something 

like that and leave the rest unsaid. “And?”
“I was young, and I hadn’t been here long. You might 

call me naive. Tannus requested my company, and I was 
honoured. When we’re taught about sex, it’s beautiful, gentle, 
and pleasurable. I expected that from Tannus. Instead, I found 
the whole experience dreadful.”

“That bad?”
“At the time, yes. Now I’d just say it was rougher than 

anything I like. Back then, I was young and vulnerable, and 
needed someone tender and caring. Anyway, that’s in the 
past, and I never went there again.” 

“Gosh, I’m so sorry, Shayla.” 
“I got over it, and it didn’t put me off sex. I’m only 

telling you so you can bear it in mind.”
Kaitlin didn’t bother to protest there wasn’t anything 

between them. She liked Shayla and considered her a friend. 
“Thanks for your honesty. I appreciate that. I’m glad that 
Tannus has only ever treated me with respect.” 

“That’s because you’re special.”
 “What do you mean?”
Shayla shrugged it off. “Just special.”
Kaitlin was disappointed. It was enough that Tannus’ 

flirtation seemed to be something she did with everyone. Time 
to switch off and go to bed. Her last thought went to Berran, 
who’d really made her laugh. Play chess? She hadn’t got a 
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clue. And when she’d rubbed her foot against her leg, she’d 
let her do it for a good while before she’d said something. 
Because I enjoyed it. Jeez, life was much simpler in Cheshire. 

The next day, she made a slip-over for when she came 
out of the sea. After the conversation with Shayla, she didn’t 
want to stroll around naked, even if that was what everyone 
else did. And it’d protect her from the sun. Easy excuse.

Agnew liked it so much she made one for each of the 
board members. Kaitlin guessed which member she wanted 
to impress. I suppose Agnew will get brownie points for 
putting in the extra work. I wonder if they’ve ever had sex? 
The thought made her stomach turn.

Her vacation wardrobe was complete with her original 
outfit to ride in and a selection of changes. It was a year 
since she’d last been to the seaside. She thought of Bermuda; 
laying on a pink sand beach with a group of friends and her 
family. They swam at midnight and partied ‘till God knows 
what o’clock. Who was there? She couldn’t really remember. 
How quickly I’ve forgotten so much of my old life. What were 
they all doing? Were they still thinking of her? She hoped 
they hadn’t written her off. Written her off? It dawned on her 
that she hardly gave them a thought anymore. She’d moved 
on way too easily. But maybe it was time to cut the apron 
strings. I’ve flown the nest, now stand on your own two feet. 
The thought scared her. 

[\

The dining hall was bereft of people aside from the ones 
who’d remain to look after the castle. Everyone else had left 
earlier with the wagons. Kaitlin couldn’t wait to get onto the 
back of a horse and wondered which she’d be riding. All the 
horses were gathered outside. The board members had their 
own horses and the rest had horses on loan.

Berran beckoned her over. “Good morning, Kaitlin. 
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Here’s your horse for the holiday.”
She was the image of Sasha: perhaps slightly bigger and 

possibly younger, but her appearance was virtually identical. 
Kaitlin smiled with true delight. Sasha, her Sasha, she so 
missed her. Tears welled up, and she couldn’t believe she’d 
never see her again.

“Cappa, this is Kaitlin. Kaitlin, this is Cappa.”
She wanted to hug and kiss her straight away. “She’s 

beautiful.” She stroked her and brought her face close to hers. 
“Yes, she is. I delivered her as a foal. I’ve watched her 

grow, and I’ve trained her. She has a lovely temperament, 
although sometimes a little skittish during her menstrual 
cycle. Apart from that, I think you’ll find her a joy to ride,” 
Berran said.

Her pride was obvious, and the care she took with her 
horses was just another thing that Kaitlin found endearing. 
Berran cupped her hands and hoisted her up as though she 
was as light as a feather. She was so strong. “Thank you.” 
She chose to ignore that thing her stomach did whenever 
Berran was around.               

She bonded with Cappa quickly, and she sensed what 
she wanted from the word go. It was a wonderful feeling 
she’d almost forgotten, and she was in paradise. She hardly 
spoke to anyone apart from Cappa, and they had a great 
conversation. She snorted just like Sasha at the appropriate 
moments. Conscious of being anti-social, she re-joined the 
rest of the group.                

They were laughing at her like she was some crazy 
person. Berran, of course, was gratified. Kaitlin guessed she’d 
put loads of hours in with this horse over the last few years. 

Tannus and Berran both rode stallions, but she didn’t 
envy them. It made sense they’d be on such powerful horses. 
But Kaitlin was ecstatic with hers. They flanked her on either 
side, and in that moment, she did feel the “special” Shayla 
had said she was. 
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They changed the pace of the horses every so often, 
so as not to tire them, and when they reached trotting mode, 
Berran dropped back to ride alongside Shayla. Tannus was 
by her side and was grinning at something private she didn’t 
bother to share.

At the top of a hill, she looked down and saw the 
wagons. It was a terrific sight, like something from an old 
western movie. They cantered down, and it was breath-
taking. They rode to the front of the wagons and people 
waved and shouted greetings as they passed. 

Kaitlin turned towards Tannus. “This will sound bizarre, 
but can I do something I’ve always wanted to do, ever since I 
watched my first western film as a child?”

“I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about, Kaitlin, but 
if it will satisfy your desire—do whatever.” 

She rode to the front of the pack and shouted at the top 
of her voice. “Wagons ho!” She raised her right hand in a 
forward motion gesture. There was laughter, because they 
hadn’t got an inkling what she was about. Power burned 
through her bones. She was leading the wagon train through 
the mountains, through the Wild West to safety and a new 
promised land. Only up another hill and around the corner 
into the coastal village, but for Kaitlin, it fulfilled a tiny bit of 
her fantasy.                      

She could smell and practically taste the salt air. It was 
heavenly. The village came into view and sprawled above the 
sea shore. Tannus led, and as they rode towards the village, 
people rushed to greet them. 

Representatives from the West Coast, Malla and 
Loa, greeted them. Tannus embraced both, and Kaitlin 
remembered she’d met them at their first event. They were 
lovely people, and she could see they were honoured to be 
the hosts. She hung back and helped with the horses.

“She’ll be okay.”
Berran could obviously see Kaitlin had formed a bond 
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with Cappa and didn’t want to leave her. She let go of her 
reluctantly, and they strolled beyond the village. Hundreds of 
tents of different colours and sizes were spread around a field. 
They mingled until all the different districts arrived. Only 
Indra and Koko represented the East Coast fisheries because 
it was so far to travel coast to coast, or so they told her. She 
recalled the drive from coast to coast and figured it would be 
a hell of a lot harder by foot or horseback.             

She was welcomed and so many people introduced 
themselves that Kaitlin didn’t stand a chance of remembering 
them all. She couldn’t imagine what they were thinking. 
Some gave her funny looks, as if she was an alien. Is this how 
E.T. felt? 

She followed Carray towards a blue tent, positioned 
next to Tannus and Berran, with Sostar and Agnew on the 
other side. She didn’t know where Salin was, but hoped 
they’d pitched her tent somewhere near the sea. Preferably on 
the edge of a crumbling cliff. 

Carray threw her bag on one of the sleep bags. “Home 
sweet home.”

Kaitlin put her hands on her hips. “Where’s my 
wardrobe?”

Carray laughed and pointed to the floor. They didn’t 
bother unpacking, and Kaitlin put her slip-over and iPhone 
into a bag. She planned to relax on the beach and listen to 
music after she’d had a paddle. Carray led her towards the 
rocks. There was much more privacy, and they’d be in the 
shade later. They threw their belongings down, and then 
came the difficult part–stripping off. She wasn’t worried 
about Carray, but she was mighty anxious about a few others. 
Randy Rani sprang to mind. How would Berran and Tannus 
react? Would they be polite and look away? No, she doubted 
it. She wished she didn’t have these inhibitions, but she’d 
always been that way. However, if she’d made a bikini, 
they’d probably stare and laugh even more.
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She’d have felt better if Carray was by her side, but 
she’d already buggered off to join the screams of joy coming 
from the sea. There were hundreds of them, flailing and 
thrashing around in the water. It was wicked. And there she 
was, standing naked and shivering, with her arms wrapped 
around herself, even though it was boiling hot.

She stood there on the water’s edge like an idiot. Riva 
signalled her to join them, so she walked a little further 
out. Then she heard splashing and screaming behind her, 
and Tannus and Berran were suddenly on either side of her. 
Tannus put a hand underneath her arm, and Berran did the 
same on the other side. Her feet and body were lifted as they 
hoisted her up in the air. She squealed and yelled but was 
helpless. 

“No. Stop. Please, no.” She screamed and laughed, the 
feel of the two women touching her at the same time making 
her a little light headed. 

They thrust her onward until the water was just above 
waist height then let her go. For a moment she panicked, until 
she found she could stand. She scooped handfuls of water and 
splashed them both. They laughed uncontrollably, and for a 
moment, Kaitlin saw the Chief’s formal mask slip just a little.

 She plunged into the water and swam to get warm, but 
a hand gripped her ankle. She struggled to stand and found 
Tannus by her side.                   

“Did you know that you have a little mammal crawling 
up your left buttock? Can I touch it? I want to see it move.”

Kaitlin covered her bum with her hand. God, she’d 
forgotten about her dolphin tattoo. The thought of Tannus 
tracing the outline of her ink sent her into a quiet frenzy. 

“Will it come off in the water?”
“I wish it would swim away. We’d been on a ‘girlie 

weekend,’ and we were off our faces…you know, drunk. 
We passed this tattooist, and to cut a long story short, I love 
dolphins, but not on my bum. It’ll be with me for life.”
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Tannus raised an eyebrow. “Good. That means I’ll see it 
again.” 

When will she see it again? Her mind went loopy at the 
thought.

Tannus stared at her body, and she stared back. She 
licked her lips. Her breasts are oh-so-beautiful.

For a few minutes they didn’t speak, as though in a 
world of their own. They snapped out of their dream when 
disturbed by a hoard of screaming girls rushing to the shore. 

Tannus followed slowly, then broke into a splashing run. 
“C’mon, race you to the beach.”

She wished her dolphin would whisk her to shore, but it 
didn’t, and now she was last out.

Berran and Tannus faced her on the sand, with Tannus 
holding a towel. They took their time wrapping it around her, 
and both were obvious in their appreciation of her body. And 
I was worried about Randy Rani.

Berran held up a container. “Here, you’d better take this. 
It’s a balm for sun protection.”

“Thanks, Berran, that’s kind of you.”
“Would you like me to apply some?” She grinned at 

Tannus, who shot her a warning look. 
Absolutely. Kaitlin bit back her initial response and 

avoided Berran’s lascivious grin. “It’s okay. I’m sure Carray 
can do that for me.” But then again...

She excused herself, strolled back to her spot, and lay 
down a few feet from Carray. Her thoughts were occupied 
with the image of the sisters’ naked bodies. She lay on her 
mat and sighed with pleasure, as the sun dried her damp skin. 
The vision continued to slash through her mind, together with 
thoughts of how they both made her feel. She shook her head 
and tried some music, but even that didn’t distract her. She 
nudged Carray and held up the iPhone. “Do you want this? 
I’m just going to wander along the beach.”

“Please.”
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Carray seized it quickly, as if worried Kaitlin might 
change her mind.

She found a nice spot and took the time to breathe in the 
fresh sea air. Seagulls swooped down onto the cliffs above. 
This had to be nirvana. When she was more relaxed, she 
headed back to Carray.

She jumped up. “There you are. We’d better go. We’ve 
got lots to do before the evening’s entertainment.”

“That quick huh?” She couldn’t wait for the next 
instalment. Anything to get my mind off my libido.

[\

Kaitlin heading towards the water had taken Tannus’ 
breath away. Her body was just as she’d imagined; slim, 
supple, and sexual. She tried to put the latter thought out of 
her mind, but why should she? They were almost betrothed, 
even if Kaitlin didn’t know it yet. She was in the dark, and 
Tannus felt a bit guilty. 

She and Berran left the tent to join the others who 
were swarming down to the beach. They headed for the 
rocks, and on the way, they collected a few carafes of 
wine. Carray and Kaitlin joined them, and for once in her 
life, Tannus felt relaxed. For a few days, she was relieved 
of her responsibilities to some degree. And doesn’t it feel 
wonderful?                         

They sat on mats, eating the wonderful feast, and 
enjoying the balmy evening on the beach. Half the population 
were there, about a thousand people scattered across the 
shore. The beach buzzed with chatter and laughter, and the 
heads of department joined them, together with the leaders 
from all the other areas. 

Tannus squeezed Kaitlin’s hand. “If you’re ready, now 
would be a good time for music.”

They’d set the instruments up at the far end of the 
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beach, and Berran had organised the seating; the heads at the 
front, and their community at the back. Salin and her little 
group sat to the side, locked in what looked like a serious 
conversation. Tannus swallowed her irritation and tried to 
focus. This was a holiday, but when they returned to the 
castle, she planned to have a serious talk with Salin.

Carray smashed her cymbals, and Kaitlin addressed the 
crowd. “Good evening, ladies.”

The crowd echoed her greeting.
“What a fantastic location. You’re so lucky to live here.”
Loa, the second-in-command shouted back. “You should 

try it in winter.”
The women laughed, and Tannus was happy to see 

everyone so relaxed already. It justified the whole holiday. 
The fact that they’d not only allowed but welcomed Kaitlin 
into their midst was also an excellent thing to see.

“I’ll take your word for it. It’s been a perfect day, and 
we’d like to make it a perfect evening with a few songs. For 
those of you who know the words, we’d appreciate some 
help, as the acoustics aren’t quite the same as the hall or the 
arena.”

She sang one of Tannus’ favourites and followed it with 
a compilation of songs appropriate for the venue. They sang 
along, danced, and the mood was cheery for the most part, 
though Salin’s group seemed to have grown. 

When it finished, lots of couples disappeared over to the 
sand dunes. Tannus wished she could join them with the girl 
destined for her. Not yet. 

Carray guided Kaitlin to Tannus’ group by a campfire. 
She thrust a glass of red into her hand and sank down onto 
the mat beside Tannus. Berran excused herself, and she saw 
her meet Koko on the edge of the dunes. Happy that Berran 
was out of the way, as part of her still felt a little guilty 
showing affection when her sister was so obviously smitten 
as well, she put an arm around Kaitlin and thanked her for the 
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songs. Tannus felt a little drunk, and she wanted Kaitlin in the 
same headspace. As soon as Kaitlin emptied her glass, she 
quickly refilled it. The atmosphere was electric. They all got 
closer and huddled together around the fire. 

She spotted Rani, who stood on the periphery with her 
eyes on Kaitlin. Even in her inebriated state, Tannus was 
aware. 

After a few wines, Kaitlin was giggling like a school 
girl and resting her head on Tannus’ shoulder. Tannus put 
an arm around her waist and pulled her closer. It was warm, 
sensuous, and pleasurable, and she didn’t want it to end. 
Unless it ends in bed. 

 Carray jumped up, yawned, and reached for Kaitlin’s 
hand.

“C’mon you, let’s get you to bed.” 
Tannus smiled, but she narrowed her eyes. “Oh, 

Carray’s so impatient. She can’t wait to get you to her tent.”
Kaitlin sighed, made a feeble attempt at moving, and 

fell back into Tannus’ arms. She reached for Carray’s hand, 
but missed it the first time, so Carray grabbed her arm and 
pulled her to her feet.

Tannus lay back on her mat and tried to mask her glare. 
“You’re such a killjoy, Cousin. Let her stay, and I’ll walk her 
back.”

Kaitlin toppled. “That’s a good idea.” 
Carray frowned at Tannus. No words were necessary. I 

didn’t ask you to guard her from me. But she knew she’d get 
it in the neck from Carray the next morning, so she kissed 
Kaitlin’s knuckles and reluctantly let her go. There’s time. I’m 
so close.

[\

Kaitlin awoke to the squawking seagulls. She 
remembered very little from the previous night, apart from 
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giggling a lot. 
Carray pulled her ear pods out. “Aha, my sleeping 

beauty has awoken.” 
Kaitlin yawned, stretched, and sat up. It was only then 

that she realised she was almost naked. She pulled her sleep 
bag back over herself, and Carray laughed. 

“I undressed you to make you more comfortable.”                
“Thanks. Guess I was in no fit state to do it myself?”
“No, far from it.”    
Kaitlin sniffed the delightful aroma of cooking bacon. 

“Wow, that smells good.”
“I suppose you want me to bring food to you?”
“I could go…” But please don’t make me.
“No, we’ll have breakfast in bed together. It’ll give 

people something to think about, although I’m sure they have 
plenty on their minds.”

“Was I that bad?”
She gave her a look of slight disapproval and shook her 

head as she left.
By rights, she should have a giant hangover, but she 

didn’t. Small mercies. She was dressed when Carray came 
back with two plates of food, and she held the tent flap open 
for her. “Did you remember the special sauce that Salin 
makes?”

“I have everything, just as madam ordered.”
 Carray poured milk into her tea, and she took a sip, 

then smothered her bacon rolls with the brown sauce and 
tucked in. Carray followed suit. The brown sauce oozed from 
the rolls. She licked her lips and caught it before it escaped. 
She finished one roll, took a slurp of tea, and momentarily 
rested.                            

“You might like to chew the other one.”
Kaitlin smiled and dabbed at the corners of her mouth 

guiltily. “Sorry. I’m always super hungry after a lot of 
alcohol.”
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“Whilst you’re recovering, may I ask you a question?”                      
“Sure, go ahead.”
“Do you know why they placed us together?”
Kaitlin shrugged. I have no idea. “Because you fancy 

me like crazy?” She nudged Carray gently. “I guess it’s 
because you’re different. They figure I’m safe with you, and 
you’re my protector?”

“I don’t find women attractive.”
“Shame about that. You don’t have too many other 

choices, do you?” She chuckled but realised her comment 
hadn’t amused Carray. She looked so sad. “When did you 
come to this conclusion?”

“I always knew. At my initiation, I just wasn’t aroused. I 
hoped I’d change when I came to the community, but I didn’t. 
I just don’t fancy women.”

“Does that cause any problems here?”
Carray shook her head. “No, nothing like that. There’ve 

always been women who don’t choose partners. They’re 
perfectly welcome and just remain single all their lives.” 

Carray looked depressed by this admission, so Kaitlin 
moved to sit beside her. She put an arm around her and pulled 
her close. “Listen, I think you’re terrific. You’re like the sister 
I never had, and I love you to bits.”

“I feel the same about you, but I don’t fancy you.” 
All right, no need to hammer it home. “Thank God 

we’ve cleared that one up. On that subject…did anything, 
you know…happen last night?”

“You and Tannus were very drunk.”
“And?” Kaitlin wasn’t sure what she wanted the answer 

to be. If something had happened, she’d be mortified she 
couldn’t remember it. But then, if nothing had happened, did 
that mean Tannus didn’t want her that way?

“I nipped it in the bud.”
Kaitlin stuck her tongue out. “Spoil sport.”
“Funny, that’s precisely what Tannus said. I could have 
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let her walk you home via the sand dunes. Would you have 
preferred that?”

“Nah, not really. I’d prefer to remember if I’d been a 
naughty girl.”

“I thought so.” Carray looked relieved. 
“Thanks, Carray. But if I’m sober, leave me be, huh?”
She shook her head. “Going back to my confession. In 

your world, I heard there were choices. You had men.”
“Yes. It was assumed we should be with someone of the 

opposite sex. It doesn’t always work out that way because 
plenty of people are attracted to their own sex. I’ve had 
relationships with a few men, but they never lived up to my 
expectations.”

“Do women live up to your expectations?”
“I do feel equal here.”
“Have you had sexual relations with a woman before?”
Kaitlin felt her cheeks warm and moved away from 

Carray a little. Christ, shouldn’t I be drunk for a game of 
truth or dare? “Yes.”

“Could you have a relationship with a woman here?”
“Some women are certainly in the running.”
“Women?”
“I think I’ve said enough for a sober person. Try me 

again when I’m drunk.”
Carray’s eyes knitted in a frown. Kaitlin wasn’t sure if 

she disapproved of her answer or was worried by the plural. 
She adored Carray, and didn’t want to upset her, but facts 
were facts, and she’d told her the truth. She hoped that Carray 
could understand. 

After food, they made their way to the beach. They 
swam, and lay in the sun to dry, and it was heaven. Tannus 
and Berran passed by and both were naked. Their bodies 
looked incredible. Kaitlin couldn’t help but stare. The longer 
she stared, the more something stirred. Close your mouth 
woman, you’re slavering.
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The evening went much the same as the previous 
night, but more low-key. Tannus looked stunning in a pair of 
shorts and red t-shirt, and she wondered who’d made them. 
No prizes there. When they played “Lady in Red,” Tannus 
danced with Agnew, but at least she kept her distance, and 
she’d smiled at Kaitlin all the time. It was easy to see Agnew 
worshipped Tannus, but there wasn’t any response. It was a 
relief. She didn’t want Tannus to fancy Agnew. She wanted 
her all to herself.                                         

They played some music, and they all joined Tannus’ 
group again, but tonight there was no campfire. The 
atmosphere was lacking, like the fizz had gone out of the 
champagne. Although Tannus was attentive to Kaitlin, there 
was a simmering tension between them, and she seemed 
subdued and withdrawn. Wine was consumed, but nothing 
like the night before. Not as though she could remember. 
Berran was conspicuous by her absence. She’s possibly 
having fun in the sand dunes. She wouldn’t have minded 
some of that herself, but tonight, Tannus made no attempt to 
delay her, and eventually they all drifted back to their tents.

She lay in her sleep bag with a contented smile on her 
face. What if they’d had another night and she’d walked her 
back to her tent? Would she have kissed her? Was she ready 
for this? She closed her eyes, and a pleasurable glow flowed 
through her entire body. Yeah. I’m ready.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Upon their return, the atmosphere in the castle 
was one of anti-climax. It was the usual subdued 

post-holiday, but by Saturday everyone’s energy levels had 
returned. 

Saturday, June 22, 2016. Kaitlin’s birthday. She made 
an attempt at being cheerful. “Happy birthday to me, happy 
birthday to me.” No gifts, no birthday cake, no bouquets, no 
champagne. Poor me. On the bright side, she was alive, fit, 
happy, and contented—perhaps for the first time in her life—
and had the profession that she’d always longed for. She also 
had friends, real friends. She missed her mother but couldn’t 
do anything about that. She had photographs from last year 
and could replay the video of her mother bringing in the cake 
with twenty-five candles. That was her past, but she didn’t 
want to accept it. She craved her memories and had an all-
over feeling of being needy. 

The only thing to get her out of her funk was a run. The 
sun beat down on her body, but it failed to settle her. She ran 
harder and faster in an attempt to block all thoughts. By the 
time she reached the stables, all she could concentrate on was 
the pounding of her heart. 

She was pleased to see Berran approach on Cappa. She 
placed a hand on the saddle, dismounted with a flourish, and 
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landed perfectly. 
Kaitlin laughed and applauded. “Very impressive. And 

for your next trick?”
“I shall make the horse disappear.”
Kaitlin shook her head, not understanding.
Berran handed her the reins. “Cappa is yours, Kaitlin. 

Take care of her.”
She took them but didn’t comprehend. She looked 

around, and Tannus stood by the door.  
“Sorry, I think the run affected my brain. What did you 

say, Berran?”              
“I trained Cappa to a very high standard. Now she needs 

a good mistress…don’t we all?” 
Lewd bugger. Her mouth curved into a smile. “I can’t 

wait to be Cappa’s mistress.” I’ve no desire to be anyone 
else’s puppet. 

Cappa was hers? She put her arms around Berran and 
held her close for maybe too long and was incredibly aware 
of Berran’s solid body pressed against her. She released her 
and ran to Tannus. 

“I can’t believe this,” she said, throwing herself into her 
arms. 

Tannus hugged her tightly and whispered, “Enjoy your 
special day. Happy Birthday, Kaitlin.”

She couldn’t believe this was happening. “You 
remembered. This is the best present ever.” She wiped the 
tears from her face. 

“Go and enjoy.”
She bolted back to Berran, whose expression was 

hard to read, though she was smiling. “I need to change my 
clothes. Can I ride her then?” It was all too exciting. 

“Do whatever. She’ll be here when you return.” Berran 
tilted her head, let out a heavy sigh, and headed to the stables 
with Kaitlin’s new horse. Kaitlin stared after her, bemused. 
Had she upset her? She didn’t think so, and she put it from 
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her mind as she raced to change her clothes. 
When she returned, both sisters were still there. They 

seemed to be embroiled in a deep discussion...or an argument. 
Tannus was shaking a finger at Berran, and Berran’s face 
seemed to be crimson with fury. Judging by their demeanour, 
she didn’t think they were discussing the merits of manure. 
That was bullshit. They both turned as she approached. They 
smiled at Kaitlin, but their smiles seemed forced. 

Berran gave her a lift onto Cappa’s back.
“Now go easy, Kaitlin. Get to know her and bond.”
“Sure, yes, of course. I’ll only take her for half an hour, 

then more tomorrow.” She was like a kid with a new toy.
They laughed as she trotted off with pride. Kaitlin spoke 

to Cappa throughout their trip. She was receptive and seemed 
to appreciate that she now had an owner, or a mistress, as 
Berran put it. 

When she returned, Berran showed her Cappa’s stall. 
“The team will feed and groom Cappa, but if you wish, you 
can help out.”

 “I’ll groom her tomorrow before our next outing.” 
She hugged Cappa, and went over to give Berran a hug, too. 
Berran didn’t reciprocate. Her arms remained firmly at her 
side, and her fists were clenched. It saddened Kaitlin. She 
was sure this was a result of the squabble she’d witnessed 
earlier and couldn’t help thinking she was to blame. She 
made her way slowly back to the castle. She wrote an email 
to her mother and told her the news about her birthday gift. 
She could never send it, but it made her feel better.

At dinner, Salin served her every course personally, but 
Kaitlin could practically feel the resentment flow from her 
like a river. She wondered if she’d spat on any of her food.

Salin’s sourpuss didn’t get her down. Her mood soared 
with energy as the band played to the crowd. After that, they 
all joined the board members. She sat between Tannus and 
Berran and accepted a glass of wine. She grinned widely 
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when Salin sneered at her. Kaitlin was determined she wasn’t 
going to ruin her day. 

More tears threatened to escape when she took the hand 
of each of the women beside her. I’m such a wuss. “I’ve had 
an amazing day. Thank you, both.” 

Berran laughed. “I hope you’re not going to start 
blubbing again.” 

Kaitlin punched her lightly. “You’re so insensitive.”
Tannus stroked her hand gently. “I hope we’ve repaid a 

tiny amount of what you give us.”
Berran stood abruptly. Her eyes looked watery, and her 

mouth was compressed in a hard line. “Have a good evening, 
you two. I’m off for some action.” 

“You’re going already?” Kaitlin was genuinely upset.
Berran glanced back and forth between the two of them. 

“Yes.”
She left, but it felt like she had more to say. Kaitlin 

wondered if Berran was jealous because Tannus was being so 
attentive. Or was it something else? The something Kaitlin 
felt whenever she was around Berran…

There was a moment of tense silence until Carray told 
them about the new course she was taking in plumbing. 
Tannus squeezed her hand gently, and the awkwardness 
passed.

Later, when Kaitlin was at the bar alone, Salin 
approached. Her smile didn’t fool Kaitlin. 

“Congratulations, Kaitlin. You have a horse?” 
“Yes, isn’t it wonderful? She means so much to me.”
“Lucky you. Some people wait a lifetime for such a gift. 

Do you think you deserve it?” 
Here we go. She smiled back. Kaitlin didn’t want 

anyone else drawn into this childish conflict. “What is your 
problem?” she whispered.

“You’re my problem. You come here thinking you’re a 
gift. You inflict your old life on us and think we should eat 
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out of your hand.”
She laughed heartily, playing the same charade as 

Kaitlin.
“What do you suggest? We go head-to-head?” 
 “Willingly. You think you can wheedle your way into 

our Chief’s bed with all your whims and fancies. I have 
influence, and I intend to use it. I’d send you back to where 
you came from if I could, but since I can’t, I’ll make it as 
unpleasant as possible for you.”

Kaitlin continued her false laughter. She slapped Salin 
on the back rather hard and hoped it hurt. “I’m sorry you feel 
that way. But I’m not going anywhere.” She returned to her 
table.

“What was all that about? I didn’t think Salin was your 
number one fan,” Shayla asked, obviously not fooled by the 
exchange.

In this case, the only fan relevant was the one that shit 
hit. She dismissed the question with a wave of her hand. “She 
loves me really.”

It had been one of the best birthdays she could 
remember. She lay in bed and hugged her pillow. The 
rivalry between the sisters was playing on her mind. Tannus’ 
attention had ruffled Berran’s feathers big time, but what 
could she do? She liked them both in different ways. She 
wasn’t sure what the hell that meant or what she was 
supposed to do about it. And what about Salin? She was the 
last person Kaitlin wanted to think about in bed. I don’t have 
enemies. Apart from that girl in uni whose boyfriend she’d 
stolen. She’d nearly scratched Kaitlin’s eyes out, literally. 
She’d had a few in the fashion world, but that was normal. 
She couldn’t tell Tannus, what with Salin being her friend. 
Perhaps Berran would understand, but Carray certainly 
would. What is her game plan? She perked up. If she plays 
dirty, I have a secret weapon: my iPhone.
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The weeks to the Summer Hog Roast seemed to be 
racing by. The thought of performing to a crowd of nearly 
two thousand was weighing heavy, so Kaitlin went for a run 
to clear her head. It didn’t help much. She imagined people 
she hadn’t met, staring, pointing, and judging her. She had to 
clear the negative thoughts from her mind, so she ran faster.

She freshened up and was about to head for lunch, but 
when she went to her dressing table for her watch, it wasn’t 
there. Where the hell is it? She searched the floor, rummaged 
through her dirty clothes, checked the bed, and the bathroom. 
Nothing. Her heart raced, and her mind went blank. I can’t 
lose my watch. It’s my world! She went into panic mode. You 
idiot, you’re not fit to own it. You’re so damned careless. 
But she hadn’t been careless. It was here, I know it was. 
She pressed a finger against her lip. Could someone have 
taken it? If so, who, and why? Nobody came into her room, 
except Misha, and she was above reproach. She wiped the 
thought from her mind and turned the room upside down 
again, desperately trying to remain calm. Flustered, she went 
down to the dining hall, with no clue where to look anymore. 
Maybe she’d lost it down there the previous night.

Tannus came out of the dining hall, deep in conversation 
with Salin. She hovered impatiently and tried to attract her 
attention. Why the hell can’t she see I need to talk to her? She 
rolled her shoulders and scratched the back of her neck.

“Did you want something, Kaitlin?”
Tannus looked annoyed, but Kaitlin wasn’t about to 

enquire as to why. She had to find her watch. “Yes, can we 
talk?”

“Now?” 
“Please.” 
Tannus turned to Salin. “Sorry about this. I’ll see you 
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later.”
Kaitlin waited until Salin disappeared around the 

corner. “My watch,” she said, pointing to her wrist. “It’s 
disappeared.” 

Tannus looked at her as though she’d just fallen from a 
Christmas tree.

“Your timepiece?”
“Yeah, it’s gone. It was in my room, and now it’s not.”
Tannus raised an eyebrow. “Your watch? You’ve lost 

your watch?” 
“Yes.” Why are you acting so dumb? This was a major 

dilemma.
“Would you like me to arrange a search party?” Tannus 

shook her head. “It’s a watch, Kaitlin. It’s hardly a disaster. 
Are you worried about missing your dinner?”

This wasn’t the response she’d expected. She was 
obviously pissed off about something else and taking it out on 
Kaitlin. And that pissed her off. 

“I don’t possess your powers. I can’t tell the time by 
looking at the sky, or whatever you do, but that’s not the 
point. My watch is precious, and I don’t mean the value, 
before you come back at me. I mean, it’s from my old life. 
It’s from Cheshire, a present from my dad. It was in my 
room, and now it’s gone.”

“Are you suggesting someone’s stolen it? That’s a very 
serious accusation.”

Tannus crossed her arms. Her reaction suggested she 
was defensive. Kaitlin shrugged and tried not to cry. Why 
can’t you understand how much it means to me? “It just 
seems odd that it’s disappeared into thin air.”

“You’d better put that thought out of your mind. I’m 
surprised you can even consider that option. We don’t steal 
from one another here. It’s unheard of.” 

This isn’t getting me anywhere. “Sorry I bothered you.” 
She walked away. Of all people, she thought Tannus would 
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understand. They’d shared so much, and Tannus knew how 
hard it still was to let go of her old life. She could practically 
hear what her dad would say: “What have you done with it, 
Kaitlin? You never value anything, do you? We’ve given you 
too much.”

She turned the corner and walked straight into Salin.
“I hear you’ve lost your watch?”
Kaitlin clenched her jaw. Guess you weren’t out of 

earshot then. She straightened her shoulders. The last thing 
she wanted to do was show her vulnerability. “Yes.” 

“Such a beautiful item. You really shouldn’t be so 
careless,” she said and walked away, smirking.

Kaitlin frowned. It was a strange thing to say. Salin 
looked so smug, and Kaitlin figured she’d heard how Tannus 
reacted to her loss. Unless there’s more to it, and Salin knows 
exactly where my watch is. 

Tannus had been so dismissive, it made her feel 
insignificant. She’d thought they had something interesting, 
something…more. Clearly, she’d read it wrong. She 
contemplated running away. She’d take Cappa and find 
her plane. Except it’s broken, and I’m no mechanic. She 
could pack her things and ride away from here, but she had 
nowhere to run, and no one to run to. Maybe I can be some 
kind of explorer. Maybe I can find people in other areas. The 
idea had merit, though the thought of living off the land, on 
her own, put a serious damper on it. What am I going to do?

[\

Tannus wandered down to the bench, the one she knew 
Kaitlin was so fond of. She’d been caught unawares when 
Kaitlin accosted her. She shouldn’t have snapped at her, and 
the moment she had, she wanted to pull the words back. It 
was only a timepiece, but it obviously meant more than that 
to Kaitlin. She looked so sad, huddled on the bench, rocking 
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slightly. Is she crying? Tannus felt worse about dismissing 
Kaitlin’s problem so easily. She cared for this woman, and 
she’d let her down.

 She touched her shoulder. “May I join you?” There was 
no response. “I’m sorry, Kaitlin.” She placed an arm around 
her shoulder. “I shouldn’t have taken my troubles out on you. 
It was unforgivable.”

“It’s okay.” Kaitlin wiped her nose with the back of her 
hand.

Tannus noticed her hand was red and grazed. She took it 
and held it gently. “What happened?”

Kaitlin snatched her hand away. “It’s nothing.”
“It’s not nothing. It’s swollen, and red.”
Kaitlin focused on something near her foot. “I punched 

the wall.”
Tannus shrugged. “Why?”
“Because I couldn’t punch…anything else.”
Tannus scratched her chin. “Did you want to hit 

someone?”
Kaitlin lifted her head and stared into Tannus’ eyes. 

“Yes. You just didn’t get it, did you? My watch is my part 
of my old world. I don’t know what happened to it, but 
in my world, I’d have sorted it, one way or another. Here, 
in Caysher, it’s a bit like whatever will be, will be. And 
everybody’s so bloody trusting. I’m crying because I’m 
angry. I’m no wimp.” 

Tannus pulled out a handkerchief. She lifted Kaitlin’s 
chin and gently wiped away her tears. “I’m sorry you feel this 
way, and I can understand your frustration. I can’t replace 
your watch, Kaitlin, and I wish I knew what happened to it. 
But moving forward, we can have Misha wake you every 
morning, for dinner, and any other time you need. And 
perhaps you could study the sun at certain times of the day to 
learn our ways.”

“Thanks. Poor Misha, as if she hasn’t got enough to do.” 
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“Misha offered. She cares about you, as we all do.” 
Kaitlin rested her head on Tannus’ shoulder. She kissed 

her brow and pulled Kaitlin into her arms. 
“You seemed really stressed yesterday. Is it something I 

can help with?” 
It was a sweet offer and one that made Tannus feel that 

much guiltier. “Thank you, but you see, you’re my problem, 
and I’m not about to give you up.”

“Is it to do with Salin?”
“Yes and no. Rest assured, the matter has been dealt 

with.”
Tannus wished she could replace the watch, but that 

was impossible. She felt for Kaitlin and could only hope 
the timepiece showed up. She hadn’t supported Kaitlin, 
she’d been totally preoccupied with her duties as Chief. I’m 
clueless. She’d never been given lessons in emotion, let alone 
personal relationships. This was new territory, and it was 
something she’d have to learn and balance.

[\

Kaitlin had spent the next few days in misery. She’d re-
traced every movement, tore her wardrobe apart, stripped her 
bed again, and searched every nook and cranny. But it was to 
no avail. Her misery enveloped her like a tar-covered coat.

After a particularly dour work day she came back and 
flopped onto her bed. The loss of her precious reminder of 
home felt akin to grief, and it showed no signs of fading. 
The sunlight streamed through the window and bounced off 
something on the window ledge. It can’t be. She shot off the 
bed like a bullet and swept it up as though it might vanish. 
Her watch. She caressed it and put it on. Someone’s playing 
silly buggers. She rushed upstairs, along the corridor, and 
pounded on Carray’s door. 

Carray flung it open. “Is there a fire?” 
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Kaitlin held out her wrist and said nothing.
Carray smiled. “Oh, that’s wonderful. Where did you 

find it?”
“On my window ledge.” 
“But you looked there.” 
Kaitlin nodded. “Exactly.”
Carray frowned, and her eyes narrowed. “Someone took 

it only to return it?”
Kaitlin nodded again. She wanted to hear someone else 

say what she’d been thinking all along. “Yes.”
“Who would do such a thing?”
Kaitlin smiled at Carray’s incredulity. They were all 

convinced that in their lovely little commune, everyone was 
nice to each other. “I think it’s somebody who wants to stir up 
trouble for me.”

Carray pulled Kaitlin into her room. She checked the 
corridor before closing her door. “Goodness, Kaitlin. Theft is 
a very serious matter.”

“It wasn’t necessarily stealing; more like mischief-
making. I think someone took it to mess with me. What 
happens if they take my iPhone next? I’d go insane.”

“Unless you have proof, I think you’ll have to tread 
carefully.”

Kaitlin sighed. There is no proof. “Do you believe me 
though? It’s important to me that you do.”

Carray nodded. “Of course. I just can’t believe someone 
would want to hurt you like this.”

“Good. That’s all I need to hear. Thank you.”
“Are you going to tell Tannus?”
“I’m headed to see her now.”
The weight of her watch comforted and buoyed her in 

equal measure. She found Tannus sitting with Salin and a 
few others. “Hey, look what I found,” she said, pointing to 
her wrist. Tannus smiled, and Kaitlin’s breath was once again 
caught by her beauty. As furious as she’d been with her, the 
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feelings she had for her were undeniable.
“Where was it?”
“On the window ledge.”
Tannus looked puzzled. “Surely you looked there?” 
“Not sure.” Kaitlin glanced at Salin. “You know how 

scatty I am.”
“Some might call it careless.” A cold smile flashed 

across Salin’s ugly mug.
Kaitlin smiled and didn’t rise to Salin’s bait. “See 

you later. I’m off for an early night. Big day with Berran 
tomorrow.” She strode away with an exaggerated strut. 
She wouldn’t let Salin see her rattled, but she damn well 
knew who’d taken it. And if she were honest with herself, 
mentioning the fact she’d be spending time with Berran might 
irk Tannus, and it gave her a small sense of satisfaction. 

The following day, she joined Berran for her first lesson 
in bareback riding. Berran had mentioned it a while ago, and 
it sounded like a challenge. Right now, that’s exactly what 
she needed.

Berran put a lunge on the horse. “I’ll walk with you for 
a while.”

As they moved around the field, Berran gently gave 
her further instruction. “Sit more forward, by the withers…
Remember, balance is important…If you need to hold on, 
grab the mane…Focus where you want to go, and Cappa will 
know by the movement of your head…Keep your legs in the 
same position as if you had stirrups.”

It was a lot to take in, but she wanted to impress Berran 
and she knew damn well why. Cappa began to walk, and she 
soon relaxed into it.

“Okay, ask her to turn to the right. Look, leg, rein.” 
She followed her instructions and cottoned on that 

Cappa was already trained. She’s training me.
After a few days she got the hang of it, and they moved 

on to trotting. Kaitlin wanted the training to last forever. 
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Berran had an effect on her, and she relished the special 
attention. When Berran looked at her, really looked at her, 
Kaitlin lost all train of thought, and her co-ordination went to 
blazes. She was sure it was mutual, but she wasn’t sure where 
it was leading.

By Sunday, they were on to cantering. Berran continued 
to give her detailed instruction. “If you need to, grip her body 
with your calves and thighs. Just like you would a woman’s 
body.”

Berran laughed in the dirty little way Kaitlin had grown 
to really appreciate, and she did squeeze her thighs together, 
but it was more to stop her physical response than to control 
Cappa. “Haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about.” 
My nose should be growing like Pinocchio’s. When they’d 
finished, Berran helped her down. She grasped Kaitlin around 
her waist as she aided her drop to the ground. Berran held her 
that little bit too long, and Kaitlin was loathed to move away. 
When she did, she missed the connection more than she 
wanted to admit.

They led Cappa back to her stall. Kaitlin turned to leave, 
but Berran blocked her path. Her eyes were focused south of 
Kaitlin’s face. She glanced down to see her top button had 
come undone, revealing part of her breast. Berran placed her 
riding crop gently on Kaitlin’s chin. She lifted her head to 
expose her neckline, and Berran slowly traced it smoothly 
downwards. The stiff leather crossed her throat, and the 
sensuality of it against her bare skin drove her insane. Berran 
inched the tip of her crop to lower Kaitlin’s blouse and reveal 
more naked skin. Kaitlin’s whole body tingled with pleasure.

Earth to Kaitlin, are you receiving? No! Mayday, 
Mayday, Mayday. Go away. Tannus! Well, that’s a dirty 
trick. As soon as Kaitlin heard her inner voice, she made her 
choice.

Kaitlin grabbed the crop firmly and pushed it, and 
Berran, away. Her hands trembled as she fastened her blouse. 
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She looked up to see Berran with her eyes closed and her 
head rested against the door. 

“Shit.” 
“Yeah. Shit.” What else can I say? Kaitlin knew it 

couldn’t go any further, and in that instant, she knew it had to 
be Tannus. 

“I’m not sorry, Kaitlin.” Berran’s smile was sad, her 
expression resigned.

She shook her head. She wasn’t sorry either. “Shall we 
go?” Kaitlin slipped her arm through Berran’s. Can we go 
back to just friends after this?

Berran took Kaitlin’s lead and changed the subject. “I 
was surprised you hadn’t enrolled for my archery lessons.”

Kaitlin swallowed against the emotions raging through 
her. “I would’ve done but the lessons are for beginners, and 
there were no classes for the advanced.” 

Berran laughed and shook her head. “Confident much?”
“Saying that, can you loan me a bow, so I can brush up 

on my technique?” 
“Of course. Would you like some arrows as well, or do 

you just shoot by imagination?” 
Kaitlin laughed. “Arrows? What are they?” 
They walked on, and Berran put a hand around her 

shoulder. “If only you hadn’t stopped me.” Kaitlin didn’t 
reply. She thought it was a statement. The sadness in Berran’s 
voice was unmissable. Kaitlin knew what could have been 
and a small part of her wanted that. But the answer had come 
loud and clear in her mind.

 Berran was a bright burning flame, which could be 
extinguished quickly if she got bored. With Tannus, she saw 
glowing embers that could smoulder forever. Life’s never 
simple.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

A week later, Kaitlin was sitting on the lawn with 
Tannus and her arm was draped possessively over 

Kaitlin’s shoulder. Tannus stroked her arm, and Kaitlin’s 
body responded with a thudding heart and tingly tummy. 
She rested her head on Tannus’ shoulder and breathed in 
the heady perfume of jasmine. It was always stronger when 
Tannus was there, as if she drew out the fragrance.

“It’s bewitching, isn’t it?” Tannus whispered.
You are. “What is?” 
“The jasmine...you.” 
Kaitlin’s confusion was bewildering. One day she was 

near to rolling in the hay with Berran, and then she was 
melting into the arms of her sister. It was scary. She’d never 
felt this way about one woman, let alone two. She’d told 
Berran, kind of, that it wasn’t going to happen between them. 
But her body hadn’t quite followed her mind just yet.

She looked at the rowdies behind them. “Don’t you 
want to join them?” 

“Sometimes I’d like to party. Berran can do just that 
because she’s second in command, but I’m the Chief. 
Anyway, I’d rather be with you.” 

Kaitlin liked the sound of that. “Is there a matrilineal 
descent?”
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“Yes. We’re twins, but I was the first born.”
“I haven’t seen any other twins around. Is it only the 

Chief who has a twin?”
Tannus continued to trace light patterns on Kaitlin’s 

shoulder, and she shuddered.
“Very astute, Kaitlin.” 
“So, does the woman munch two green berries?” Kaitlin 

giggled. “Hey, you could have a dozen kids and get it over 
all in one go.” She was glad Tannus was in an information 
giving mood. Though she’d learned a ton, she still had a lot 
of questions about her new home.

“I’m glad you find it amusing, Kaitlin. However, it’s 
nothing of the sort. There are special berries called Baca 
albus procreo––they’re white. These are only for the Chiefs. 
Legend has it that these particular berries give leadership 
qualities and the second sight to the children created from 
them. Subsequently, only the Chiefs’ partners are allowed to 
eat these to get pregnant.”

“How come the other women don’t steal them?”
Tannus frowned. “In our community, we don’t steal.”
And that’s a load of bollocks. “Well, they would in 

Cheshire; they’d be trading them on street corners.”
“I dare say. Luckily, this isn’t Cheshire. Going back to 

the original question about matrilineal descent; was it the 
same in your world?” 

Kaitlin thought for a moment before responding. She 
was finding it hard to concentrate on a regular conversation 
with Tannus’ touch driving her to distraction. “I guess so. 
Our head of state is the Queen. She had a sister, Margaret, 
four years her junior. She was never expected to rule, but her 
father died, and at twenty-five, she took the crown. At some 
point, Margaret went off the rails a bit.”

“She did what?”                           
There was something slightly vulnerable about Tannus 

when she didn’t understand Kaitlin’s references. It was cute. 
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“Sorry. She liked the high life, you know, parties and all. She 
also liked a drink or two. Saying that, I liked her and always 
felt a little sorry for her.”

“Do you feel sorry for Berran?”
That’s not one of the many feelings, no. “No. It’s just 

how the cards have been dealt. It’s not your fault. I could 
be sitting here with Berran and you could be partying, but it 
wasn’t meant to be.” I nearly was. “I’m a great believer in 
fate and destiny.” 

“Do you think there’s a difference?”
“I think fate is more negative. Destiny is more positive, 

and can be shaped and changed through one’s decisions,” she 
said, speaking with knowledge she didn’t have.       

“On that principal, is it your fate to be here in our 
world?” 

Kaitlin took a large swallow of her drink. “I could’ve 
changed my destiny by not choosing to fly my plane on 
that fateful day,” she said, and laughed. If she hadn’t, she 
might’ve cried. The thought that she could still be at home 
with her family if she hadn’t made that decision raised issues 
she was trying hard to bury.

“Your fate is our destiny. Do you think you’re here for a 
reason, Kaitlin?”

“Maybe, but I don’t know what it is. Do you?” As if 
you’re some divine being.  

“Yes.”
Kaitlin wasn’t prepared for her answer. How could that 

be? “Are you going to tell me?”
“No, not now. Possibly one day.”
“Oh, so it’s one of those ‘one day’ moments? Why the 

hell can’t you tell me now?”
Tannus crossed her arms. “Because I’m the Chief, and 

when I say, ‘one day,’ I mean ‘one day.’”
Kaitlin clenched her fists. “So why did you bring it up in 

the first place?”
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“Because the conversation led to that. On reflection, 
because it’s you, I shouldn’t have said a word. No one from 
this community would ever have challenged me.”

Am I not a member of your community? Is that what 
Tannus is implying. Maybe I’ve picked the wrong sister. There 
didn’t seem any point in continuing this stupid conversation. 
She was pissed off and wanted to stomp away. She yawned.

Tannus placed an arm around her shoulder. “I’m sorry, 
Kaitlin. I promise you that everything will resolve itself.”

“Yeah. Sure it will. In the meantime, I’m really tired.” 
She was fed up with Tannus always calling the shots, and she 
hated being dictated to. If I was meant to be controlled, I’d 
have come with a remote.

Tannus stood and offered a hand. Kaitlin refused it.
Tannus scanned the gardens. “I’ll call Carray.”
Kaitlin jammed her hands in her front pockets. “Don’t 

bother, I can find my own way to my room. Goodnight.”
Tannus looked resigned and said good night. 
Kaitlin didn’t think she’d be having a good night.

[\

Berran had been watching Kaitlin for a while. She’d 
seen her practising her archery every day for the last week. 
Kaitlin had found a spot on the perimeter of the field and 
propped a target up on the fence. Berran had hid herself 
behind a tree and felt a bit guilty, as if she was a voyeur. 
Even though Kaitlin wasn’t naked, Berran had definitely 
been getting something sexual from it. If Kaitlin had spotted 
her, she’d planned to say she was checking up on how 
good her archery was. It had been nothing of the sort; she’d 
just wanted to gaze at her. She pulled a piece of bark from 
the tree, and rubbed it between her fingers, reflecting on 
recent events. Bad news travelled fast around the castle. 
The argument between Tannus and Kaitlin was spreading 
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like butter. Salin lathered it with jam, fed it to Berran, and 
Berran relished it. Tannus had obviously pissed Kaitlin off. 
She’d heard they weren’t speaking. Is this my opportunity 
to make a move? But what about the prophecy? Shouldn’t 
she be steering clear of Kaitlin? Kaitlin made her choice, 
when Berran made a move in the stables. Maybe Kaitlin 
had second thoughts? Is that what I want though? Did she 
only want Kaitlin because she couldn’t have her, or because 
she belonged to her sister? She could have any woman, or 
women, and remain gay and fancy-free for the rest of her life. 
Did she really want to get tied down to one woman? Yes, I 
want Kaitlin, and only Kaitlin.  Was it all coming to an end? 
Would Kaitlin be in her sister’s bed in a few weeks’ time? 
She shuddered the unwelcome thought away. She’d hardly 
seen her sister, let alone talked to her. It was like a wedge had 
been driven between them. All over a woman. But it wasn’t 
just any woman. It’s foretold. It can’t be changed. 

She was brought back to the moment, when she heard 
Kaitlin calling Cappa from the other field. She’d finished 
practicing with her bow, mounted Cappa, and was galloping 
around the corral. She and Star joined her. 

“Are you stalking me?” Kaitlin asked and grinned.
“Coincidence. Sorry to disappoint.”
It was sticky hot, and they made their way back to the 

stables. One of the hands brought them some cold lemonade, 
and they sat together in the sunshine. Berran stole a furtive 
glance as Kaitlin stripped to her tank top.

“I want a nice tan for the show,” she said and leaned 
back in her chair. 

And I want to be the sun rays caressing your body. She 
remembered their conversation about Kaitlin making her 
something for the big show to thank her for the bareback 
riding lessons. It was scant consolation for their all-too-brief 
encounter. Berran would’ve much rather Kaitlin had given 
herself, instead of some stupid outfit. “Did you get around to 
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making me something?” Berran finally asked.
Kaitlin nodded. “Of course.”
“When do I get to see it?” She couldn’t hide the edge 

in her voice. Are you still choosing Tannus? She wanted to 
scream the question.

“Mañana. That means tomorrow.” 
Berran slumped lower in her chair. “Sadly for me, 

tomorrow never comes.” 
“What do you mean?”
Berran looked at Kaitlin for a moment before 

answering. What if you were mine? She had to let go and 
stop torturing herself, but she couldn’t. “Because I’m not 
my sister. I’m not the Chief.” She held her breath and hoped 
Kaitlin would say Tannus and her had broken up. But she 
didn’t.

Kaitlin squeezed Berran’s forearm tightly. “I care about 
you, Berran. I really do, but I can’t—”

“Don’t say any more, Kaitlin. Please.”
Kaitlin moved to leave, but Berran placed her hand on 

Kaitlin’s arm to stop her.
“Kaitlin, there’s something else I want you to do.”
Kaitlin raised an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”
Take me instead of Tannus. “Would you cut my hair?” 

Coward.
“But it’s beautiful the way it is.”
“I want it short, like yours. I’m fed up with tying it back 

or scrunching it up under a hat. It’ll be so much easier to 
manage, especially when I’m…riding. And I want a change.”

Kaitlin smiled. “I suppose long hair does get in the 
way.” 

“It does. Maybe I’ll perform better; you can try me out 
first.”

Kaitlin shook her head. “Hah bloody hah. I’ll arrange it 
with Rea.”

“No.” Berran bit her lip. I’m being too eager. Calm 
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down. “I’d like you to do it.”
“Don’t be daft. I do many things, but I’m no 

hairdresser.”
“I want you to do it. Rea can style it.”
Kaitlin shrugged, and Berran was glad she hadn’t put up 

too much of a fight.
“Okay. But if you look a prat, you can’t blame me. 

Come to me after dinner.”
She walked away, and Berran watched her go. The easy, 

silly flirting that had been so natural between them was gone, 
and she missed it. She spent the rest of the day trying not to 
be consumed with thoughts of the woman she couldn’t have.

That evening, Berran popped her head around the door. 
“Are you ready for me?”

“C’mon in. I’ve got to organise a couple of things.”
She motioned to Kaitlin’s bed. “Shall I sit here?” She 

wanted to ask to do more than sit. She wanted to lie with 
Kaitlin and show her exactly why she should choose her and 
not Tannus.

“Sure, go ahead.”
Berran took off her shoes and propped up the pillows 

behind her. She lay back and put her hands behind her head, 
fully aware it would make her blouse ride up and display the 
taut abs and muscular physique she worked so hard on. She 
wanted Kaitlin to see what she was missing. Berran caught 
her looking and couldn’t resist a smug smile.

Kaitlin looked away and motioned at the chair. “Okay, 
I’m ready. Come and sit here.”

Berran did as requested. “Why are your hands 
trembling? Am I making you nervous?” 

“No, I’ve just never cut anybody’s fucking hair before.”
Berran laughed. “I trust you.”
She felt Kaitlin twist her pony tail and cut. The thud of 

her hair onto the plastic sheet was surprisingly loud, but the 
instant relief and lightness was surprising.
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“Agh! This is awful. Your beautiful mane. Gone.” 
Kaitlin’s fingers slid over Berran’s ear as she continued, 

and Berran twitched at her touch.
“Keep still, or I’ll end up cutting your ear off.”
“How can I? You’re caressing my ear, and your leg 

keeps rubbing against my thigh.”
“It’s a bloody haircut. I have to be this close. You’re not 

supposed to be having an orgasm.”
Well I bloody well could get there. “Stop touching me 

then.” Please don’t. 
Kaitlin lightly kicked her shin. “Stop winding me up.”
I’d like to wind you up and crash you into ecstasy. 

“Ouch! That hurt. Haven’t you made my heart suffer enough 
from unrequited love?”

“Are you sure it’s love?”
Positive. But she said nothing. There was an uneasy 

silence as Kaitlin continued, and Berran did her best not to 
react to the closeness of her body and her intoxicating smell. 
She’d put herself in this position, so she’d have to endure.

Kaitlin put her scissors down. “That’s it. That’s the best 
I can do.” She showed Berran the back of her hair with a 
hand mirror.

“Brilliant. Can you put that stuff on and spike it up, like 
yours?”

“No, I’d better get Rea in first. She can shape it up, and 
then we’ll do it.”

“No, it’s perfect. I don’t want anything else.”
“If you’re sure…”
Kaitlin sprayed something into her hair and scrunched it 

up.
Berran turned her head from side to side. I look hot. “I 

love it.”
“Perhaps I missed my vocation, but I think I’ll stick to 

my other jobs. This is way too scary. It does look great. It’s 
more…you.”
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“I agree. Thank you, Kaitlin. I’ll think of you every 
time I look in the mirror.” Adding to all the other times I’m 
thinking of you.

Kaitlin rolled her eyes. “You’re incorrigible.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment. Can I have my new 

outfit to go with my new look yet?”
“No. Still tomorrow.”
Berran cared about it only because Kaitlin had made it. 

She did care about Kaitlin, and she was about to lose her.       

[\

Berran focused on teaching her apprentices, which was 
a welcome respite from the tumult of emotions constantly 
buffeting her. The girls were attractive, but she was serious 
and never flirted or messed around until her work was over. 
They adored her, worshipped her, and many of them made 
it clear they were in love with her. She enjoyed the way 
they watched her with a sort of awe. She tried to pass on her 
passion, knowledge, and experience. Sure, she was strict, 
but always strove to be fair and praise them when they 
deserved it. She earned their respect. But it wasn’t enough. 
She wanted Kaitlin’s awe. She needed Kaitlin’s respect. Her 
love. She doubted if she could have the latter. The castle 
grapevine informed her that Tannus and Kaitlin were now 
speaking. That didn’t last long. She wondered if her sister 
had apologised to Kaitlin, or if Kaitlin was just a pushover. 
She imagined Tannus wooing her with fancy words––she was 
always good at wheedling her way out of bad situations. I 
have no chance now.

As if to torture her, Kaitlin entered the barn. 
“Hope this isn’t a bad time?” 
Seeing you is never a bad time. “It’s perfect timing. I 

needed a breather.”
Kaitlin held up the hanger and uncovered the garments 
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with the dramatic flourish Berran so loved about her. It was 
a chocolate button blouse with gold buttons, and a pair of 
mustard cropped trousers. Berran held them up to examine 
them. She laid them against her and knew they’d suit her 
perfectly. They were so special. She placed the coat hanger 
on a nail and took Kaitlin’s cheeks in her hands. For a brief 
moment their eyes locked, and she almost kissed her. What’s 
the point? It wasn’t fair, especially since Kaitlin admitted she 
felt something too.          

Instead, she placed a kiss on her forehead and gave her 
a warm hug. Reluctantly, she released her. An almost painful 
silence enveloped them. 

“It’s the best outfit I’ve ever had. Thank you, Kaitlin.” 
Berran finally managed to find words far less emotive than 
the ones she wanted to use.

“My pleasure. Enjoy.” She looked at the ground and 
kicked at the dirt but didn’t make a move to leave.

One of her more attractive apprentices returned, and she 
placed her hand on Berran’s shoulder. “Star is a little skittish. 
Would you come and see what’s wrong?”

Kaitlin smiled, but it didn’t seem as genuine as usual, 
something flashed across her eyes too quickly to interpret. 
You can’t be jealous.

“I’ll leave you to it.”
Berran watched her leave and sighed. 
“She’s lovely. Is that your girlfriend?”
Berran shook her head. “Sadly, no.” And she never will 

be.

[\

Kaitlin had been in Caysher nearly five months, and 
yet it felt more like five years. She’d learned more in those 
months than she ever had in her previous life. Thank God 
Tannus and she had made up. Kaitlin had gone through hell. 



Parallel Lives

207

She so missed her company and her attention, but she was 
determined she wouldn’t be the one to back down. Tannus 
had promised she’d never keep anything from her in the 
future. Kaitlin wanted to believe it, but she had that nagging 
feeling that Tannus spoke with a fork-tongue. Only time 
would tell. Her relationship with Salin hadn’t improved. 
She’d half expected a truce after the watch incident, but it 
didn’t materialise, and every group conversation ended with 
her opposing Kaitlin. She hated confrontation, but this had to 
be done.

She braced herself for a potentially unpleasant 
encounter as she entered the kitchen for mission Salingate.

“Hello, Salin. Thought it was time we had a chat.” 
Kaitlin boosted herself onto the counter top and swung her 
legs, casual as could be.

Salin scrunched her nose as if there were something 
smelly on her shoe. “What’s to talk about?”

Let’s do this. “Why did you take my watch?”
She scoffed. “Your precious time thing?”
“Yeah, that one.” 
“Because you needed to be taught a lesson.” 
“Okay, lesson learned.” Whatever the hell the lesson 

was. “Can we have a truce now?”
She scowled, wiped her hands down her apron, and 

peered around the kitchen, as if to check there were no 
witnesses. “Certainly not. I have a few more cards up my 
sleeve yet.”

Kaitlin shook her head. It was naïve to think Salin 
would just back down nicely. “You’re not done with your 
silly games?” 

“Not by a long shot, Kaitlin.”
“Why?” None of this made sense. She’d done nothing to 

Salin to warrant this ridiculous feud.
“To stop you gaining power.”
“Power? What are you talking about? I’ve landed in 
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another world. I no longer have my family or friends, or 
anything I knew in my old life. I didn’t ask to be here, but 
I’m stuck, so like everyone else, I have to make the most of 
it. What power do I possibly have?”

“Am I supposed to feel sorry for you? You’ve wheedled 
your way into the Chief’s heart to gain power.” She paused 
and wiped her brow with a tea-towel. “People like you 
shouldn’t have any control. You turn things upside down 
and make people think they can be something they’re not…
something bigger than they’re supposed to be. You’ve 
introduced insecurity and conflict in a place that was happy. I 
won’t let it happen.”

Jesus, she’s crazy. “‘People like me?’ What on earth are 
you even saying? You’re deluded.”

“I’ll get rid of you eventually, and they’ll thank me one 
day.”

Got you. Kaitlin jumped down. “I doubt it,” she said as 
she left.

She ran up to the second floor and skipped along the 
corridor until she reached Carray’s room. She knocked 
lightly. 

“This is becoming a habit. Are you trying to get into my 
bed or something?” 

“Oh, Carray, you’ve sussed me.” Kaitlin sank to the 
floor on one knee. “Please be my bride. I shall love you until 
the desert freezes.”

She clearly wasn’t impressed. “Get up, you idiot. Why 
are you acting so strange?”

Kaitlin got up and danced into Carray’s room. “Brace 
yourself.” She pushed Carray into her chair and perched 
beside her on the edge of the bed. She pulled out her iPhone. 
“Listen to this.”

As the conversation played out, Carray’s expression 
turned from mild amusement to one of horror. “Is…is that 
who I think it is?”
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“Depends who you think it is. Say her name.”
“It’s quite clearly Salin. Play it from the beginning.”
She did as requested, but Carray now looked sad. 

Kaitlin never intended to hurt her. She hadn’t thought of the 
consequences of this revelation. Salin was not only the cook, 
but a highly-respected member of the board and a lifelong 
friend. Too late now. “I’m sorry. It’s the only way I could 
prove it.”

Carray nodded. She rested her head in her hands. “I feel 
sick, Kaitlin. How do you feel?”

“I’m just happy to have proof of what she’s done and 
how she really feels about me.”

“What are you going to do?” 
“Nothing. If she does anything else underhanded, I’ll 

take it to Tannus.”
Carray shook her head. “I have responsibilities, Kaitlin. 

My job is to help people feel secure, not to let them be 
bullied.”

“But if this gets out, she could lose her position on the 
board; everything. Anyway, I’d miss her cooking,” Kaitlin 
said.

“After what she’s done, I thought you’d be happy to see 
the back of her.”

“She’s a bitch for taking my watch, and I hate that 
she thinks I’m power-crazed, but I don’t want to cause her 
problems.”

Carray clearly wasn’t convinced. “I’ll have to give this 
more thought.”

Kaitlin nodded. Again, she’d been thinking of her as a 
friend, not as a high-ranking member of the community. Now 
she might have to deal with the conflict that would come 
about if Tannus had to deal with it. A flicker of doubt made 
her wonder if Tannus would choose Salin over her if she had 
to choose at all. She stood and headed for the door.

“Can I borrow your machine? There’s a song I want to 
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practice.”
Kaitlin handed it over and pushed down the feeling that 

Carray might play the Salingate recording for Tannus without 
telling her. “Sure, take my prize possession. I was only going 
to read a book tonight.”

“Talk to yourself. That should send you off to sleep. It 
works for the people around you.”

She stuck out her tongue. “I love you too, darling.”
That was that, it was done. Had she done the right thing, 

trusting Carray with the iPhone and thus, the recording? 
But she had other things to think about; mainly her problem 
with Tannus and Berran. She’d come between them, and 
now they hardly spoke to each other. And what was with her 
hormones? The lack of sex seemed to be making every touch 
from Tannus or Berran hyper-sexual. There’d never been any 
earth-shattering experiences back home, and though they 
were fun, she’d always been left wondering if that was as 
good as it got. She’d hoped there would be someone able to 
send her into a frenzy. Now it seemed that there might be two 
women who could do exactly that. 

Back in the sewing room, Agnew asked if Berran liked 
her outfit. She seemed happier about it than was warranted. 
Perhaps she thought Kaitlin had channelled her desires 
towards Berran, which would leave Tannus available for her?

“Definitely.”
Agnew smiled. “Berran has a lovely nature, and she 

seems to be very fond of you.” 
She almost fell over a pin. It sounded like a description 

of a horse rather than a person. “She’s great. She’s been 
teaching me to ride bareback. The outfit was just a thank you 
gift.”

“She’s a lot more exciting than her sister.”
She certainly excites me. “I think they’re both exciting 

in different ways. So, it’s Berran you fancy? There was me, 
thinking it was Tannus.”
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Agnew’s face turned crimson. “No, I don’t…I mean…”
“Agnew, I’m only teasing you.” I bloody wasn’t. 
“Yes, yes, I know.”
Agnew giggled, but it seemed forced.
“Happy daydreams either way.” I don’t think so.

[\ 

Kaitlin enthusiasm for the summer event hadn’t kept 
her from thinking about her mum’s summer ball or any other 
do she organised. She wiped away a tear and tried to think 
happier thoughts of the weekend. She may not have the 
dances her mum liked to throw, but she had festivals here and 
her band was a big attraction. It was enough. Almost.

She watched as people arrived. Berran and her girls 
led the horses into one of the fields and helped to unload the 
wagons. She must have done it a hundred times and had it off 
to a fine art.

She spotted Salin scuttling back and forth to the kitchen 
loading food into the wagons to be transported to Beeston. 
There’d been no run-ins for a while, and she hoped it would 
remain that way. 

After lunch, the games began in the arena, and the teams 
flexed their muscles. Kaitlin cringed when she saw Randy 
Rani leading her group. Their unpleasant encounter was still 
unwelcomingly fresh in her mind. There were representatives 
from all six areas, and Kaitlin set about taking photos. 
The hilarious competitions took her mind off her earlier 
melancholy. 

She found a seat to watch Berran give a demonstration 
of bareback riding. She hardly recognised her when she 
galloped past. Her new haircut looked amazing; it was almost 
as if you could see the real Berran for the first time. Her eyes, 
cheekbones, and mouth were all accentuated by the way her 
hair framed her face. She hurtled by with her arms behind her 
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back, and the crowd gasped. She swept up flags staked in the 
ground, and the crowd stood and cheered. Kaitlin’s heart was 
in her throat as she watched her physical prowess. Bareback 
riding was tough, but Berran made it look easy. She finished 
off with some dressage and received a standing ovation. 
Kaitlin glanced around to soak up everyone’s reaction and 
felt a certain pride in being vaguely associated with Berran. A 
thrilling sensation rushed through her body, which reminded 
her of films she’d watched on the telly when she was a kid. 
One of the knights would give a splendid performance, 
and an admiring damsel would wave her handkerchief and 
show her interest. I could’ve been that damsel. She waved 
frantically at Berran to let her know she was there to support 
her. She winked, and it sent Kaitlin’s stomach on a roller 
coaster ride. 

When Kaitlin took her place for the archery 
competition, she felt two sweaty palms clasp her shoulders 
from behind. Rani. 

“I’m rooting for you, Kaitlin.”
“Thank you.” She shuddered and tried to focus.
These were the elimination stages, and the forty 

competitors were given three arrows. Three targets were 
set up to speed things along. She counted only about six 
serious contenders and hoped she’d fall into that category. 
Her stomach fluttered with nerves, and her first arrow wasn’t 
brilliant. It struck the eight but was on the line and got a nine. 
Her next arrow was a bullseye. She enjoyed the cheers. I’ve 
got quite a fan club. Still, she was peeved when her last arrow 
only scored a seven. Twenty-six out of thirty wasn’t going to 
be good enough. 

Berran patted her on the shoulder. “Not bad, my lovely. 
But watch this.” She quickly put down her three arrows for 
a score of twenty-nine. Berran’s boasting clearly wasn’t 
just talk, and Kaitlin watched her with admiration. Were 
her feelings for Berran increasing? If so, Kaitlin was in big 
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trouble. Would the sisters oppose each other on their chargers 
with lances in hand? It sounded thrilling, but she was 
probably overthinking it.                              

Kaitlin was determined to get through the second round. 
Her arrow hit the nine, followed by an eight, and then the 
centre. She hoped it would be good enough to beat the quality 
archers from the farms. They equalled her score, and Berran 
came out top again with a twenty-nine. The final six had been 
decided, and she was in with a shout. She thrust her fists 
in the air and pivoted around the arena. Wasn’t that Tannus 
standing on the edge of the stadium? When she checked it out 
again, there was nobody there. Why would she hide? She’d 
enjoyed competing against Berran, and the thought of Tannus 
watching them both was quite a turn on. I’m being pulled in 
two directions. Berran was physically stronger, but Tannus 
held a different power, she was supreme…the leader, and she 
held the key to Kaitlin’s heart.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Tannus joined the band in the centre of the arena 
shortly after eight. She tried hard not to stare at 

Kaitlin as she did so. Being Chief meant she still had to show 
a certain amount of propriety, even if she didn’t want to. 
“Good evening, ladies. Welcome to the Summer Hog Roast. 
Are you having a good time?”

The reaction was unanimous, and the crowd cheered 
vociferously.               

“Thank you all for attending, and I’m sure the rest of the 
weekend will be as good as the beginning. Let’s not stand on 
ceremony, we’re here to enjoy. Like me, I’m sure you want to 
get on with the show, and it’s going to be one heck of a show, 
because tonight, for the very first time at our Summer Event, 
we have our resident band.” Tannus smiled, pleased at the 
almost-deafening response. 

She introduced the band one by one and held her 
hand up to quieten the crazy reception. “Before the party 
commences, I want to say a big thank you to Kaitlin, for 
bringing new music to our community.” 

Kaitlin bowed to the audience. 
She held up both arms. “Go, girls.” Kaitlin was already 

speaking before Tannus left the stage, and her sultry voice 
made her tingle in ways no one else ever had.
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“Hi everybody. We’re going to start with a slow song, 
but don’t worry, we’re building up gradually,” Kaitlin said.

There was no specific dance floor, but the arena was vast 
and could accommodate many. Their girls did their bit and 
dragged the newcomers up to dance. They’d drank a lot and 
inhibitions had disappeared. The songs flowed, one after the 
other. As the pace quickened, so did their energy levels, until 
the first intermission. They let rip with the applause. Tannus 
was besieged by people telling her how much they enjoyed 
the music, so she didn’t have time to talk to Kaitlin before the 
intermission was over. But she kept an eye on her and noticed 
that Berran kept her distance as well.

When the band got back into position, the music got 
faster, and the dancing wilder. Tannus watched Rani at the 
front of the crowd, showing off to Kaitlin like a bird of 
paradise trying to attract a mate. Over my dead body. She was 
a good mover, a little suggestive, but she certainly enjoyed 
herself. Berran danced with everybody, but when Tannus 
tried to catch Berran’s eye, she turned her back on her. It hurt 
when Berran shunned her. How could she get things back 
on track? She doubted if she ever could. Tannus remained in 
a group, and it wasn’t long before Agnew joined them, and 
Tannus smiled when she saw Kaitlin’s eyes narrow slightly. 
Jealous, my love? No need.

Kaitlin sang something about making a wish, and she 
was looking directly at Tannus. I’ve already made it, and 
tomorrow it will be granted.

At the next break, Tannus joined the followers. They 
fawned over Kaitlin, and it was her turn to feel jealousy. Riva 
told her she was amazing.

“Do you think I’m amazing?” Carray asked with a 
teasing grin.

Riva was clearly embarrassed, and her face reddened. It 
was obvious where her crush lay.

“I knew drumming was the wrong choice.”
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Tannus had never seen her cousin so laidback, and she 
looked happy, as if she’d found her niche. 

Berran stepped up, put an arm around Riva, and 
comforted her. Ever the saviour, Sister.

“Thanks for your support, Riva. I know you’ll enjoy the 
next session.” Kaitlin touched her arm and smiled broadly.

Tannus watched the way Kaitlin handled her fans. She 
was diplomatic and kind and made the people around her feel 
special. Tannus wasn’t under any illusions, though. She knew 
how much Kaitlin loved the attention. But she handled it 
well, and that was what was important. Especially when she’s 
in her new role.

The band took their place for the third session. When 
the drums and guitar came together, it was mind-blowing. 
Oh, another Kaitlin phrase.

Throughout the set, Kaitlin was the focal point of 
attention for many. Rani looked like she wanted to rip 
Kaitlin’s clothes off. Just let her try. No doubt Kaitlin 
enjoyed the devotion, and it was certainly arousing, knowing 
other women wanted her. It also made Tannus’ hackles rise. 
She hated them ogling Kaitlin. When she’s my partner, it’ll 
change. She was the Chief.

The band departed the central arena to overwhelming 
applause, and the masses wandered down the steps and out 
of the theatre. Tannus watched Carray steer Kaitlin to the 
board’s table and a seat next to her. The group had grown to 
about twenty, mostly heads from all areas. Kaitlin glanced 
around and acknowledged them. Tannus sensed she was 
nervous, possibly because it was different to the usual 
Saturday night crowd. Tannus reached for her hand beneath 
the table and squeezed it gently to reassure her. She edged 
nearer and Tannus topped up her quickly-emptied glass. 
Tannus knew she was comfortable on stage, but strip her of 
her guitar, and she looked far less so.

“The band were exceptional. The new songs were 
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tremendous. You were tremendous.” Tannus stared into 
Kaitlin’s eyes, trying to communicate her desire, and felt the 
heat surge down her body. 

“Thank you. I had so much fun. I’ve never played to 
such a large audience. It was so cool.”

“You’re so cool.” Tannus tilted her head. “I think I have 
a new favourite song.”

“Oh yeah, which one?”
“‘Move Closer,’” she whispered. 
“I don’t think I can get any closer.” 
More’s the pity. Tannus laughed. “I’m referring to the 

song. It’s beautiful, almost erotic, and you performed it very 
provocatively. You’re a true exhibitionist.”

“You mean I’m a show-off?”
Kaitlin appeared to tense, and Tannus was quick to 

placate her. “Not at all. You’re a performer, an artist. This is 
your forte, and you do it well.”

Tannus rarely gave compliments, but this one was 
rewarded when Kaitlin placed her hand on her thigh.

She noticed Rani watching them. She’d ogled Kaitlin in 
the archery, then in the arena, and even now. She was talking 
to Sostar but looked irritated and grumpy.

“What’s her problem?” Kaitlin asked.
Tannus put an arm around her shoulder and drew her 

closer. “You’re her problem, Kaitlin. She is also lacking in 
basic manners, otherwise she wouldn’t stare so blatantly, 
especially when you’re sitting with her Chief. It’s clear she’d 
like to take you back to her farm, lock you in her room, 
and...I’ll leave the rest to your imagination. Can you blame 
her?”

Kaitlin laughed. “I have to say, I was tempted by the 
promise of unlimited fillet steaks…”

Tannus stroked her shoulder, glanced towards Rani, and 
smiled. She turned away without acknowledging her. You 
should have heeded my warning. 
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The night wore on with plenty of laughter and drinking, 
and when Kaitlin started yawning more than talking, Tannus 
leaned over and whispered in her ear. “I think you should get 
some sleep, Kaitlin. Tomorrow is a big day for everybody. 
Carray will escort you back to the castle. We don’t want any 
unwanted admirers following you, do we?” 

Kaitlin shook her head, obviously alarmed at the 
prospect, and bid her farewells to everyone.

Tannus leaned back and gazed at the stars. Please, let it 
be. 

[\

Today is the day. Tannus relaxed in her bath thinking 
about the day ahead. Was it really meant to be? She stared 
skywards, as if waiting for confirmation from her ancestors. 
There were no words, but a warm glow spread throughout her 
body. Her mind was settled, and she went down to breakfast 
to entertain her guests. In the afternoon, the team games 
continued, and Berran rode in on Star. Kaitlin had a front 
seat, and Tannus observed from a distance, watching for any 
signs that Kaitlin might want Berran. But if she did, it was 
too late. It has to be too late.

The competition continued with a community favourite: 
the sheep poo sweepstake. A sheep was let out into the field 
and there was an absolute cacophony of sound with everyone 
doing their utmost to encourage the sheep to poo in their 
chosen square.

“Move your sheep ass to square number seven. Go, go, 
go,” Kaitlin shouted.

Tannus smiled at her passion. No matter what she did, 
Kaitlin always threw herself into it fully. She wished she 
could be that free. 

It was time for the archery finals. She wasn’t sure how 
she felt about Berran competing against Kaitlin: who was she 
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supposed to support? Berran had never really had a challenge 
before Kaitlin, and it was proving to be a real contest. You 
can win this one, but please dearest skies, not the other.                                 

Berran smiled at Kaitlin, but it was a smile Tannus 
couldn’t decipher. It seemed deeper than her usual glib self. It 
troubled Tannus, but it was out of her control. She put down 
twenty-nine with her first three arrows, beating Kaitlin by 
one point. The pressure was on, but Kaitlin responded with 
twenty-nine. 

Kaitlin looked like she was really enjoying herself. 
“Beat that.” 

Berran’s first two arrows hit the centre. She turned 
to Kaitlin and smiled as she released the third. It went 
straight into the centre, nearly splitting the previous arrow. 
Tannus watched to see how Kaitlin handled the loss. She 
congratulated Berran and bowed deeply.

Berran tapped her on the shoulder. “You may rise now, 
Kaitlin.” 

Tannus let them enjoy their moment and didn’t intrude. 
Soon enough, all those moments would be hers alone to 
enjoy. Instead, she wandered over to a corner of the theatre, 
where a large group were gathered around a storyteller. Runa, 
the main storyteller wasn’t there this time. Tannus suspected 
she wouldn’t be. Runa had already seen Kaitlin at the first 
event and seemed extremely happy with the “newcomer.” She 
loved that their traditions carried on, even as Kaitlin brought 
so much change.

The reception was at six-thirty and signalled a close to 
the end of the event. Tannus was with a few of the heads, and 
when she saw Kaitlin, she went to join her. She looked a little 
upset.

“Are you all right, Kaitlin?”
“It’s sad…you know, coming to an end. It’s been so 

fantastic.”
“Tonight is only the beginning. It may be the end of the 
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Summer Event, but it’s the start of a new chapter.” 
“Possibly, but every phase is new to me.”
She looked long and hard before she replied, not 

wanting to divulge too much until later. “It might be the 
phase that changes your life.”

“You don’t think jumping into a different universe did 
that?”

Tannus nodded. “You have a point, but this will be a 
change in this world. For all of us.”

Kaitlin shrugged and raised her glass, clearly not feeling 
the sense of gravity Tannus was. “Whatever you say. Let’s 
drink to it.”

Berran walked across the lawn. She looked stunning, 
and her new outfit highlighted her skin and eyes. “She looks 
good.” Too good. “You picked colours that do her justice.”

“Thanks. She wears it well.” Kaitlin eyed Tannus up and 
down. 

Tannus hoped she was as hungry for her as her look 
suggested and was equally glad her gaze hadn’t stayed on 
Berran. Thank the skies. Everything will be okay.

“I have to say, you look terrific.”
“Well, thank you, Kaitlin.” She’d given instructions to 

Agnew to make her something to accentuate the contours of 
the muscles she worked hard to maintain. She was competing 
with Berran for Kaitlin’s attention, even though she knew it 
was foolish. “Agnew made them for me.”

Kaitlin ran her fingers over the buttons. “She’s excelled 
herself. Nice touch with the differently coloured buttons.”

“She’s started using more imagination since you 
arrived.”

Kaitlin sighed and stepped back. “I feel really 
inferior when I look at you and Berran. I always see you as 
thoroughbreds, whereas I’m like a mustang. 

Then I look forward to taming you. Tannus laughed. 
“Hardly. You have a wonderful pedigree. And you’re 
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beautiful, Kaitlin.” She blushed and looked away. Tannus put 
her arm around her. She kissed her forehead, and the feel of 
her soft flesh on her lips left her wanting. What will it be like 
when we first kiss? She shivered at the thought.                        

“I’m afraid it’s time for your next performance.” Tannus 
didn’t want Kaitlin to leave, but knew within hours, she’d 
have all the time in the world.

“Let’s play music.” Carray addressed the audience once 
Kaitlin was back on stage. 

Tannus hoped her remarks about “Move Closer” 
wouldn’t deter Kaitlin from playing it. Perhaps it was a mite 
too risqué, but when she watched her hips gyrate, Tannus’ 
heart raced. Shayla slipped in front of the band, raised her 
hands above her head, and mimicked Kaitlin’s movements. 
Kaitlin beckoned her to join them. Their hips and bodies 
swayed in sexual motion, and everyone was enjoying the 
show. Tannus and Berran flanked each side of the stage. Was 
it a thrill for Kaitlin, to have them both watching and wanting 
her? I hope you only have eyes for me.

Carray stood. “Like you, I’m sorry the event’s coming 
to an end. As has become our tradition, we’ll finish on 
the beautiful song that has absolutely nothing to do with 
our Chief’s choice of clothing.” The crowd cheered and 
applauded, and Tannus inclined her head. 

“Kaitlin?” Tannus moved to the front of the stage and 
held out her hand. “May I have this dance?”

Kaitlin looked puzzled before she looked over her 
shoulder. “Carray?” 

Carray gestured for Kaitlin to go. She took Tannus’ 
hand.

“Who’s going to sing?”
“Kami and Tibra can manage. Perhaps not as well as 

you, but they’ll cope.”
She pulled Kaitlin towards her. The community either 

took a partner, or they danced in groups. Was anyone 
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watching? There wasn’t anyone who wasn’t watching, apart 
from Berran, who was making a swift exit. Shayla scowled 
and looked concerned, but Rea pulled her to the side.

They were close, and Tannus eased nearer. She pressed 
her body against Kaitlin’s. The vibrations of their hearts beat 
hard in unison. She kissed Kaitlin’s neck and whispered, “I 
want you.”

It wasn’t a question, it was a statement. No reaction 
necessary. The song ended, and they gazed at each other for a 
long moment, ignoring the bustle and laughter around them.

“I want to talk to you alone.” Tannus led her out of the 
theatre, away from the crowds.  There was wine on a table, 
and a couple of chairs set up, by the side of a tree. She filled 
their glasses and handed one to Kaitlin, who gulped it down. 

“You haven’t said anything for a while, Kaitlin. That’s 
most unusual.” Unheard of, in fact.

She shook her head slowly. “I’m not quite sure what to 
say.”

“Didn’t you imagine this would happen?”
“I wasn’t sure. It seemed inevitable…I just didn’t know 

when to expect it.” 
“You’re such a romantic.” She laughed and put an arm 

around her. “Would you like to sit down?”
“No thanks. I need to stand for a while.” She leaned 

back against the tree.
“You see, Kaitlin, it’s our destiny to be together.” 
“Who said it’s our destiny?”
“It’s been prophesized.”
Kaitlin raised her eyebrows and jerked her head back 

slightly. “Oh right. That’s fine then. And when you say you 
want me, what exactly do you mean?” 

“I want you as my partner…to share the rest of our lives 
together.” When the words were out, Tannus relaxed. It was 
done.

“Holy shit, that’s a bit sudden. One minute we’re 
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just having picnics together, and flirting, and then we’re 
becoming partners. We haven’t even kissed yet, and you want 
to play house?”

Tannus was stunned. Being chosen as a partner by the 
Chief was the utmost honour in their community, and she’d 
simply assumed Kaitlin would understand that. But Kaitlin 
wasn’t one of theirs. She’d come from a world where they 
had choices. She wants Berran! Panic almost set in. I’m the 
Chief. I can handle this. She smiled gently and took Kaitlin 
in her arms. She caressed Kaitlin’s cheek with her warm 
breath. Her lips skated across Kaitlin’s, and then she pressed 
them against hers, kissing her gently at first, and becoming 
stronger. She parted her lips with her tongue and entered 
her mouth. Her heart rate increased, and Kaitlin seemed to 
respond naturally. The tips of their tongues touched, and 
electricity shot through her body. It was divine, and she 
wanted more. She sensed Kaitlin did, but she withdrew, 
which seemed torturous for both of them.

Kaitlin sighed. “Hmm, that was pretty damned good.”
Tannus moved closer. “Let’s try for amazing this time.”
The next kiss was exquisite and seemed to last for an 

eternity. She held Kaitlin tightly, and let her hands roam over 
her body, wanting to become familiar with all the parts she’d 
longed to touch. Tannus pulled away. She wanted to make 
love to her, right there and then. All in good time. 

Kaitlin seemed breathless. “Yeah, that was bloody 
amazing. That’s the nice part, but what happens if we don’t 
get on or something? What happens if I don’t live up to your 
expectations, or the community’s expectations? Some already 
don’t like me.”

Tannus moved her head back. “Do you want to be my 
partner?” Of course you do…it’s foretold. Please, say yes. It 
dawned on her that she was taking a risk; an unanticipated, 
panic-inducing, risk.

“Yes, but it seems like it’s out of my control. I do…want 
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you, but, for me, it’s a big step.”
Tannus stared at the ground, trying to figure out what to 

do next, and then looked up into Kaitlin’s eyes. “Let’s have 
a period of getting to know each other, with a view toward 
being together as partners.” Why? I know her already. But I 
can wait a little longer.

Kaitlin nodded slowly. “Yes, we could give it a try. It 
works for some people, but it all seems a bit contrived. I 
prefer spontaneity.” 

 “It may have been foretold, Kaitlin, but believe me, 
there’s nothing artificial about my feelings for you.” She took 
her hand. “Come, we’d better get back, otherwise there’ll be 
rumours.”

“Like what?”
“Perhaps they’ll think I’m making love to you.”
Kaitlin’s face turned the colour of Merlot.
She guided her back to the main group and didn’t 

release her hand in front of the group, and the community 
knew their Chief had selected her partner. Granted, Kaitlin 
hadn’t quite accepted that yet, but she would, in time. It was 
enough that the community know, for now. She would let 
things with Kaitlin work themselves out the way they needed 
to.

Salin clearly wasn’t excited about the decision, 
but she’d mustered up the semblance of a smile. I wish 
Berran could do the same. But she knew Berran would be 
inconsolable. Tannus escorted Kaitlin back to the castle, and 
to her room. She pulled Kaitlin near, and her lips brushed 
Kaitlin’s briefly. Then she said goodnight. The colour had 
drained out of Kaitlin’s face, and she’d hardly uttered a word 
on the way back, which was most untypical. She’ll come 
around.     

 The kiss was a tease, and Tannus longed for more. 
She knew she had to wait and waiting would be part of the 
pleasure.
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[\ 

Berran ran to the stables, clutching a bottle of liquor. 
At least Star was pleased to see her. She scooped up the 
straw with a pitchfork and heaved it into the empty stall. She 
needed physical exercise to take her mind off what had just 
happened. She couldn’t help thinking she should have fought 
harder. Fought at all. 

As dramatic as it seemed, teaching Kaitlin bareback 
riding had been the best few weeks of her life. They got on 
so well, shared jokes, and laughter, and there was no way her 
sister had the same rapport with Kaitlin. Stop thinking.

If Kaitlin hadn’t stopped her that day in the stall, maybe 
things would have been different. Seeing her naked flesh had 
driven her insane. She wanted Kaitlin like she’d never wanted 
anyone before and was sure Kaitlin had felt the same. Maybe 
the draw of being the Chief’s partner was greater.

Berran tossed the pitchfork to the ground and kicked the 
stable door. Star whinnied.

“Sorry, Star.” She stroked his mane to settle him down. 
Kaitlin had said she cared about her. When Berran had 

ridden Star in the arena, she was in the front row, cheering 
her on. The archery had been a well fought contest, and she’d 
never had that before. She’d taken it well, and they’d walked 
off, arm in arm.

She touched her temple and tapped it with a finger. 
There’s something here, something buried deep. She could 
feel it but couldn’t access it. 

She’d known it was coming, and she should have been 
mentally prepared. But she wasn’t. She had a nagging feeling 
that Tannus might change her mind or have another dream 
and forget about Kaitlin. But it didn’t happen. It had just been 
wishful thinking.

It was a strange sensation, when they’d stood on either 
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side of the band like horny teenagers wanting the same 
woman. Berran should have left earlier and found someone 
else to distract her. Instead, she waited and watched. She put 
herself through the misery. Tannus offered her hand for the 
dance, and that was that.

Berran needed to get away. She’d pack some things 
tomorrow and head to the East Coast to find solace in another 
woman’s arms. Koko would console her. She didn’t know 
for how long. A week, maybe two. She couldn’t stay here, 
watching them and wondering what might have been if only 
she were first born. She took a long drink of the bitter alcohol 
and settled in with Star to finish the bottle. I have to leave.

Later, Berran crept out of her room in the early hours, 
not wanting to be seen. She heaved her rucksack onto her 
back and took a last look up at Kaitlin’s window. There 
wasn’t much point, as she wouldn’t be there anyway. She 
would probably already be in her sister’s bed. Berran 
swallowed back the tears. Time to get over it. She jumped 
onto Star’s back and galloped away from a destiny she 
couldn’t change.

[\

Kaitlin was shaking like a leaf as she knocked on 
Tannus’ door. She’d never been inside her bedroom before. 

“Come in.” 
Feigning confidence she didn’t feel, Kaitlin went inside. 

“Hi, Tannus. What a beautiful day.” 
“I’m your Chief. Address me as such. Do you have the 

copy of that song I asked for?” She twisted around on her 
chair. “Move closer,” she said in a raised voice.

Kaitlin moved forward until they touched. “I can’t move 
any closer, Chief.” 

“I said, move closer.” 
Kaitlin shuffled nearer, and her skirt rose inch by inch, 
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revealing her panties, until she was straddling her legs. 
Tannus grabbed Kaitlin’s waist and pulled her down. She bit 
Kaitlin’s neck. She arched her back and moaned…

Kaitlin let out a gasp as she woke. She found a 
handkerchief to wipe the sweat from her chest. She sensed 
she was wet all over. Why did I have to wake up? She 
couldn’t remember the last time she’d had one of those 
dreams. They were pretty rare, but that one was very 
welcome. 

She took a bath, threw on some casual clothes, and went 
down to breakfast. The dream kept replaying in her mind. 
She looked for the pause key, but all her buttons had been 
pressed. If this is what’s in store, I won’t be complaining. 

Shayla rushed over and looked anxious. “Are you okay, 
Kaitlin?” 

She could only nod because she had a mouthful of 
sausage, and she was still re-running the fantasy.

“Did she force herself on you?”
There was something akin to fury in her eyes. 
“Whoa, Shayla.” She nearly choked on her food. 

“Tannus escorted me to my room, and I went to bed alone.” 
Unfortunately. 

She looked relieved. “Thank the clouds. I could hardly 
sleep last night. Rea had to sit on me to keep me from 
rescuing you.”

Kaitlin laughed. “Lucky you.”                 
“Yes, I am lucky. I’m with someone I chose to be with.”
“I’m delighted, Shayla. You deserve to be happy.”                       
“Do you like Tannus?” 
She wiped the egg yolk dripping from her chin. 

“Actually, I do. She looks after me. I like her company 
and…I think she’s sexy.” She thought of her dream and 
couldn’t help but smirk. She didn’t share it with Shayla.

“Would you choose her if you had other options?”
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She paused and considered Berran. I did have options. 
“Possibly.” It was best that Tannus had done the choosing. If 
left to her, they’d have ended up as a strange love triangle, 
with Kaitlin splitting her time equally between the two. But 
she wasn’t going to take any crap. If the “going slow” thing 
didn’t work, there was no way she’d lay back and accept it. 
Tannus may be the Chief, but Kaitlin was no blind follower. 

Shayla looked surprised but smiled. “In that case, I can 
relax.”

Kaitlin held Shayla’s hand. “Thank you. It’s good 
to know I have friends who’re concerned about me.” She 
couldn’t imagine anyone back in Cheshire losing sleep over 
her. “How are things with you and Rea?”

Shayla smiled. “Great, but it’s going to be difficult when 
the winter months arrive.”

“Why is that?” 
“I share a room with another girl. We get on, and she’s 

really accommodating. She’ll swap rooms when Rea comes 
over, but I want to do weekends, and what happens if it’s 
permanent? There are rooms for weekends, but there’s not 
enough of them.”

“That’s really shitty.” Her words seemed inadequate. “It 
should be brought up at a meeting.” 

“Yeah, sure, but it’s not priority, and it’ll be pushed to 
the back of the queue. Anyway, it’s not winter yet.”

“Don’t worry, Shay, something’ll turn up.”
They left together, and Tannus caught her by the door.
“I thought I might find you in here.”
Tannus smiled and took her hand. A flush crept up her 

neck at the thought of her dream. She didn’t share it with 
Tannus, either.

“See you later, Kaitlin,” Shayla said and left them alone.
“Come. Our friends will soon leave, and they want to 

say farewell to you. Shall we take a picnic tomorrow?”
“Err yeah…that’d be great.”
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“Good. I’ll arrange it.” She pulled her towards the 
visitors, as if they were an official couple now.

Malla from the West Coast smiled. “We can’t wait to tell 
everyone. Tannus has chosen not only a beauty but a bright 
and talented partner. Now we know why she left it so long to 
choose.”

Kaitlin felt herself flush. “Thank you.” Why has she 
chosen me? She wasn’t the prettiest, and there was plenty of 
talent out there in the community. Am I just a trophy because 
I’m from another universe? It was all being taken for granted, 
like it was predicted, and there was no going back. Where I 
come from…we have choices. Take it…or leave it. No bloody 
prophecy is deciding my future.

[\

Kaitlin hadn’t seen Carray since the previous night, and 
she joined her in the dining hall.

“Are you all right, Kaitlin?”
Kaitlin sat down and placed her overfull plate on the 

table. “Fine, and as you can see, I still have a good appetite.”
“I don’t think I would. I’m glad I can’t be chosen and 

don’t have to choose either.”    
“Thanks for that. It really makes me feel better. Are 

partners always chosen by a Chief?” What if I hadn’t wanted 
to be chosen? “Don’t they ever get together just because they 
like each other?”

“No, they’re always chosen.”
“What would’ve happened if I’d refused?”
Carray’s eyes widened. “I don’t know, it’s never 

happened. It’s such a great honour to be chosen. Perhaps 
you’d be banished to the farthest point of Caysher. You’re not 
thinking of retracting your agreement, are you?”

Agreement? How romantic. “Not at the moment. 
Anyway, I haven’t really accepted yet. If I do, and we didn’t 
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get on, I couldn’t stick around. Would I be expected to?”
She took in a sharp breath. “Yes, I’m afraid it’s for life. 

Let’s pray you fall madly in love.”
Kaitlin noted her worried look. “You’d better do more 

than pray, because I’ve never been in love.” With a man…or 
a woman.

“Oh, dear. In that case, good luck with the picnic.”
Kaitlin felt like she was missing some vital information 

of this whole being “chosen” thing. The dynamics of their 
relationship had changed overnight. She dwelled on it for the 
rest of the day. Ultimately, it didn’t really matter, because she 
did want Tannus. But that wasn’t the point. Why had Tannus 
announced it to the whole community? Why hadn’t she 
discussed it with her first? She guessed Tannus thought it was 
an honour she’d never refuse. It may be the ultimate prize to 
this lot, but for Kaitlin, it was more like prize-bullshit. The 
“for life” thing seemed weird. They’d only danced and held 
hands in front of people. The kisses were magic, but kisses 
don’t spell forever. She was happy, for now. What the hell, 
let’s just see where it takes me.

[\

Kaitlin wore her Cheshire outfit for the picnic, and 
Tannus looked appreciatively. 

“I like you in those clothes. You look particularly sexy,” 
she said and gave her a leg up onto Cappa. “I’m trying out 
the new picnic rucksack you suggested.”

“I hope it works.” Kaitlin also spotted a rolled rug 
thrown across Cappa’s back. Do you have plans to seduce 
me? Sex next to the lake would be thrilling. She nearly got 
carried away but gave it some thought. Sex was physical. 
It was like a seedling––but there was no guarantee it would 
grow into love.

They rode and chatted about the weekend until they 
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reached the other side of the lake. They dismounted about 
twenty feet from the water’s edge and tied the horses to a 
small tree. It was beautiful.

“Quite the seduction spot. Do you bring all of your 
women here?” Kaitlin was only half joking, though she 
wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer. 

“Why would I do that?” 
“It’s such a nice place to bring someone for a picnic or a 

swim.” I wish I’d never asked. 
“I’ve never taken women beyond the bedroom before 

you.” 
Kaitlin smiled. “Good to know.” She needed to feel 

special. Given Tannus’ reputation with women, anything 
could’ve been possible.

Tannus spread the rug out, knelt, and unpacked the 
contents of the rucksack. “This is going to be as much a 
surprise to me as it is to you. Salin prepared it.”

“Salin sure knows the way to a girl’s heart.”
“She does. Don’t you wish you were sitting here with 

Salin?”
She shook her head vigorously. “No. I’m happy to be 

with you. I’m sure Salin would only bring me here to drown 
me in the river.” 

Tannus smirked. “I don’t think she dislikes you enough 
to run to murder.” 

As she ate, Kaitlin was aware of Tannus watching her. 
She passed her a glass with something that tasted like apple 
cider and pushed a piece of carrot cake over. 

“These are all my favourites.”
“Of course; I told Salin to pick out all the things you 

like.”
As if she cares. “It’s marvellous how you can all do that. 

In the sewing room, they have a big book with everyone’s 
sizes and favourite colours, and everywhere I go, they know 
what I like. It’s so innovative.”
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“I’m glad you approve. I also have a small book with 
everything about you. I hope it turns into a big book.” 

Kaitlin smiled and looked away briefly. Since when am I 
shy? “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”
She took a deep breath, knowing she might not like the 

answer. “When did you begin to have feelings for me?”
“In your room, when I first started questioning you.” 
That quick?  “Wow. Didn’t you imply that I was 

stroppy?”
 “You were hard to take, but it didn’t stop me finding 

you attractive.”
“Why didn’t you jump on me then?”
Tannus laughed. “Because your ribs were broken.”        
“Ha.” Goose pimples covered her body. She was glad 

Tannus was into her from the moment she arrived, but she’d 
never given any indication. Tannus wanting her for so long 
played to the ego she was always trying to keep in check. Did 
she only find me attractive because I was unusual?

“Seriously, I found you desirable visually, but I didn’t 
know anything about you. For all I knew you could have 
been a gorgeous, destructive alien. I’m the Chief, and I have 
to be careful. I had to wait until the timing was right.”

Tannus seemed more open than she’d been before for 
questions, so Kaitlin continued to press for information. “And 
the timing was right at the Summer Event?”

“It was a good time for the community. It was an 
opportunity for them to see their Chief had chosen a partner 
with everyone together. Of course, I wasn’t sure of your 
feelings. I’m still not sure. However, I took the risk. I 
couldn’t wait any longer.”

She gathered her thoughts. “Why not? You seemed 
to have waited an awful long time…longer than any of the 
former Chiefs if my information is correct.”

“You’ve done some research? Very commendable.”
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Time to ask the question Carray couldn’t answer. “What 
if I say no, if I see we’re not getting on?”

“You’ll need a damned good reason.”
Kaitlin waited for the laugh to signify Tannus was 

joking but none came. “You are kidding, right? I said before, 
that’s not the way it works for me.”

Tannus looked uncomfortable and cleared her throat. 
“It’s the way it’s always worked here. I suppose I didn’t 
consider how it might have to be different if…if you didn’t 
want me.”

Tannus looked away, and for a moment, looked 
intensely vulnerable. She was the Chief. She was obviously 
used to getting everything and anything she wanted, but 
Kaitlin wasn’t property to be claimed, and she had to make 
Tannus comprehend that. “I just want you to understand that 
I’m my own woman. If this doesn’t work out…I can’t stay 
with you just because it’s expected.”

Tannus nodded. “I understand.” She packed away the 
remains of the picnic, clearly disturbed by Kaitlin’s words. 
“It’s still warm, would you like to swim?”

“I’m not a great swimmer, as you know.” I’m not ready 
to be “sexy-naked.”

She grinned. “Then shall we take a little sun before we 
return?” She tapped the ground next to her. 

Kaitlin was as nervous as a fish in a sock drawer. She 
stared at the lake like she was waiting for Moby Dick to come 
along and swallow her up. 

“You’re still shy in my company, Kaitlin?”
She shrugged. “I guess I am. I’ve only known you as 

my Chief, and it’s sort of like, new territory. But I...I do want 
to get to know you. More than I have.” Kaitlin lay down 
beside her and closed her eyes. The sun was pleasant, but she 
couldn’t relax. Her mind was racing, with no idea what was 
expected of her. Tannus took her hand and squeezed it, and 
they lay silent for a while, soaking up the sun. 
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She felt a shadow over her, and Kaitlin opened her eyes. 
Tannus was propped up on one elbow and staring down at 
her. 

“I’m thinking that I’d really like to kiss you again.” 
Go ahead, please. “I give you my permission.” She 

grinned, trying to still the bees swarming in her stomach.
Tannus laughed and shook her head. “That’s what I like 

about you. You still have that defiant streak.”
Tannus traced her tongue around Kaitlin’s lips. She 

took her bottom lip between her teeth and nibbled gently. 
More. She pressed her lips against hers, and Kaitlin waited 
for her tongue. She seemed to be teasing, just kissing her 
tenderly. Kaitlin slid hers through the parted lips. They were 
locked into the kiss, and their chests rose and fell with rapid 
breaths. Tannus flipped a leg over Kaitlin’s and rolled on top 
of her. Her hand travelled up Kaitlin’s body and rested on her 
breast. Kaitlin groaned. Please don’t stop. With little warning, 
Tannus withdrew from the kiss and rolled away. She looked 
doleful. “I’d like more, but I made you a promise of getting 
to know each other.”

Shit. I was talking about partnership…not sex! 
“I think we’d better head back to castle.”
Damn. 
She helped her down from Cappa and thanked her for 

the delightful day. 
“I’m away for a couple of days, but I’ll be back on 

Saturday. Can we meet up after your performance?”
 “That would be nice.” Nice? It sounded so bland. 

Why does she have to pick a time like this to go away? She’s 
just made a big life choice here—she wants to take me as 
a partner. There’s no way she’d bugger off and leave her 
girlfriend behind. But then, she wasn’t Chief either.

 She shut her door and threw herself onto the bed. 
What a wonderful afternoon. She rolled over and hugged 
her pillow. All her life she’d waited to feel this way. And the 
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bloody woman’s going away.
She was up at the crack of dawn and pulled back the 

curtains. It was pouring down. She stared through the rain-
drenched window and watched Tannus ride away, a heavy 
ache in her heart. Where was she going, and why? It sure as 
hell wasn’t her place to ask. Or is it? I’m her...girlfriend now, 
right? She still couldn’t figure out her new life.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Tannus could hardly wait to return. The kisses she’d 
shared with Kaitlin were sheer ecstasy. It had sent 

her to the skies and back. If that’s what happens with just a 
kiss… She’d only been gone a few days, but it seemed like 
weeks. She felt like a sixteen-year-old, though she’d never 
longed to see someone, never had those butterfly moments, 
and never had the pounding heart, apart from during sex, 
even when she was a teenager. This was different, and she 
knew it. I have feelings for her.

She watched the band perform but hardly heard the 
music. Her concentration was purely on Kaitlin, who looked 
sensational in her short skirt over leggings, something Tannus 
hadn’t seen before. The neck of her tunic was wider and hung 
off her shoulder. She couldn’t imagine anyone else pulling it 
off. But I’d like to. She licked her lips. It would take an awful 
lot of restraint not to seduce her.

She waited on the lawn, and Carray escorted Kaitlin 
over before excusing herself. Tannus smiled and handed 
Kaitlin a drink.

 “Thank you,” she said and sipped the wine. “How was 
your trip?” 

“Very uninspiring. I’m pleased to be back, especially to 
see you wearing such a...” Tannus looked her up and down. 
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“...sensual outfit.”
“It’s only something over leggings.”
“It doesn’t stop it being sensual. I think it’s the top that 

does it for me.”
“It’s just a top.”
Kaitlin seemed awkward and looked like she was 

shivering.
“Are you cold?”
“Guess it’s the contrast of jumping around on stage and 

the cool air.”
Tannus held out her hand. “Come, let’s go inside. We’ll 

take a nightcap.”
Instead of heading for the bar, she led her upstairs. 

She’d never taken a woman to her room before, and the 
thought was thrilling. 

“I have some excellent liquor which will soon warm you 
up.” She slowly turned the handle of her door. “Come into 
my parlour.”

“Said the spider to the fly,” Kaitlin replied.
Tannus raised her eyebrows. “I take it I’m the spider?”
Kaitlin giggled. “Of course, but it’s only an old fable.”
“Tell me the story?”         
“It’s way too long. There are about eight verses.”
“I’ll pour us a drink. Give me the gist. I long to hear it.” 

Tannus gestured to a large leather sofa. “Take a seat.” She 
handed a glass to Kaitlin, went to the other end, took off her 
shoes, and put her feet up. “I’m ready. Begin.”

“Well, the spider tries to lure the fly into her parlour, 
saying she has lots of pretty trinkets to show her. The fly isn’t 
stupid and tells the spider she knows how dangerous it would 
be to go up the staircase, because she fears she wouldn’t 
come down again. The spider says she looks weary, and 
she’ll tuck her into a nice warm cosy bed, but the fly knows 
she won’t wake up if she sleeps in the spider’s bed. She then 
tries to lure her with her favourite food, but that doesn’t work 
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either. The spider begins to flatter; ‘witty and wise, brilliant 
eyes,’ and tells the fly she has a mirror to admire herself. 
The fly thanks her, and says she’ll call another day. The 
spider knows the silly fly will come back again and weaves 
a subtle web in a little corner. The fly returns, and this time 
the spider really piles on the flattery. The fly becomes totally 
preoccupied with the pretty words and drops her guard. 
Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am—the spider has its dinner.”

Tannus laughed and clapped. “And the moral of the 
story?”

“Don’t be sucked in by flattery and the likes.”
“Well, I haven’t tried the trinkets. I’ve tried the food 

angle, and I’ve given you many compliments. I haven’t yet 
attempted the warm bed, but it’s a thought. Sounds to me as 
though the spider was courting the fly?”

“Maybe. The end result is the same. The fly gets 
gobbled up.” She stared at Tannus over the rim of her glass 
with a smirk.

“You have such a way with words, Kaitlin. I’d like to 
see the verses in detail.”

“Would you like me to put it to music and sing it as 
well?” she asked.

Tannus smiled at Kaitlin’s sharp humour but wondered 
if her metaphor was serious. Am I that predatory? “Do you 
like the liquor?”

“It’s wonderful. It tastes like cognac, a favourite drink 
from my world.”

“Are you warm enough now?”
Kaitlin nodded. “Thank you.”
“Shame, I could have tried the spider’s cosy warm 

bed angle. No matter. Please slide over here, because I 
desperately want to kiss you.”

Kaitlin did as asked, and Tannus put an arm around her. 
Kaitlin tapped on her leg, again seemingly nervous. Tannus 
lifted her chin and kissed her tenderly. She felt Kaitlin relax 
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into her arms. She kissed again with more force and slipped 
her tongue between Kaitlin’s lips. It was exquisite, and she 
didn’t want it to end. Her heart was pounding. How can a kiss 
do this to me? Tannus pulled away and growled playfully. 
She threw herself back against the sofa, breathless.

“How long do you think it’ll take, to get to know each 
other?” Tell me we’re there. Let’s go to bed. 

Kaitlin smiled coyly. “About two months.” 
Please the Stars, no! “If that’s the case then I’ll have 

to abdicate, take myself off to a small cave, and become a 
hermit.”

Kaitlin sniggered. “Only teasing.” 
“You’ll pay dearly for that, young lady.”
“Yes, Chief,” Kaitlin said, still giggling.
She kissed her again, with more vigour, before trying 

to be gentler. Take it easy. She placed a hand on Kaitlin’s leg 
and stroked her thigh. “One day, I’d like the skirt without the 
leggings.”

“One day, maybe.” 
Tannus got up from the sofa. “I think you should go 

now, Kaitlin. I’ve given you my promise that I’ll court 
you, and I don’t wish to break that promise. But I find my 
control...lacking.” I’m aching for you. She wanted to keep 
her word, and Kaitlin looked as disappointed as she felt. She 
escorted Kaitlin to her room, stroked her cheek, and kissed 
her lightly on the lips. 

“You’ll ruin my bad reputation, you know?” She smiled 
wryly. 

Kaitlin smiled but said nothing, as if she didn’t know 
how to respond.

Tannus returned to her room feeling hot and frustrated. 
She didn’t want to break the agreement, but she wanted 
Kaitlin, and she didn’t think she could wait much longer.

[\
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Kaitlin dived onto her bed and collapsed. Tannus was 
really getting to her. Courtship sounded like a good idea at 
the time and getting to know Tannus before taking up the 
whole you’ve-been-chosen mantle had seemed quite a turn-
on. But she had no idea how Tannus was going to affect her. 
She was taking the whole courting thing way too seriously.

Shit. When she’d seen the room, particularly the office 
desk, she’d blushed like crazy, as she’d thought about her 
erotic dream. She’d been tempted to say, “Forget the bloody 
courtship,” but wondered if Tannus would think she was a bit 
of a tart. If it really was up to her, Kaitlin would throw in the 
towel right now and happily surrender to Tannus’ desires. It 
was really the “choice” thing that niggled her. She didn’t like 
being dictated to. But after three days of thinking and missing 
Tannus like crazy, it was time to yield to her own heart. My 
decision.

She saw very little of Tannus over the next few days, 
who had a ton of things to catch up on. The place was 
buzzing with the news of Tannus taking a partner, and 
everyone wanted to talk to Kaitlin. She’d spent most of the 
three days while Tannus was gone hiding out in her room, 
but now that she was back, it felt safe to come out again. She 
hadn’t seen Berran since the night of the big announcement, 
and she missed having someone to banter with, even if there 
might have been some tension. Instead, she was either alone 
in her room or totally surrounded. She felt like one of the 
royals taking a wife.

Sostar came over in a lull between people. “You’ve 
made us all so happy. We began to wonder if Tannus would 
remain single forever.” 

“Was that an option?”
“Of course. If she hadn’t found anyone she wanted, 

what would be the point?” 
Kaitlin giggled. “And who would have thought it was 

going to be me? I didn’t make a great impression when I 
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arrived.”
“Oh, but you did. You made us all sit up and look. You 

made us consider more than our own little world.” 
Sostar had always been kind to her. If it hadn’t been for 

her, she’d have been out of the window and running for her 
life long ago. “What’s expected of me now? Do I have any 
duties?”

She smiled. “Just make Tannus happy. That’s your only 
duty.”

What if she couldn’t? What if she didn’t live up to 
Tannus’ expectations? She was experienced and been around 
the block a few times. What happens if I don’t satisfy her in 
bed? She must have looked troubled.

“Everything will be fine, Kaitlin.” Sostar patted her arm 
and left.

Will it though? 
When Sostar left, Carray rushed over. “Did she tell 

you?” She giggled.
“About what? What’s the joke?”
She covered her mouth and suppressed more giggles. 

“Well…Tannus had this conversation with Salin, about her 
snogging the socks off you, and—”

Kaitlin raised her arms. “Whoa, stop there. Let’s take a 
recap. You mean Tannus was discussing our kiss with Salin?” 

“Sure, why not? Haven’t you talked about it?”
“No, I haven’t. I have three close friends. If I’d 

mentioned it to you, you’d say ‘yuk,’ Shayla would squirm, 
and I’d be too embarrassed to discuss it with Sostar.” 

“I suppose you’re right.” 
“Apart from lack of privacy, I don’t see what’s so 

funny.”
 “Well, in your words, Kaitlin, she was winding Salin 

up.”
“Why? She doesn’t know about that problem with 

Salin…does she?” A bubble of panic began to build in 
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Kaitlin’s stomach.
“Of course she knows. Did you think I wouldn’t tell 

her? I couldn’t let Tannus think you accused someone of theft 
without good reason.”

She suddenly felt cold and faint. “Why, Carray?”
Carray stopped giggling and sat down. “My allegiance 

is with my Chief and cousin. I knew her choice and that she 
wanted you. And you’re my friend. Someone was sowing 
discord, and Tannus needed to know.”

“But what’ll happen with Salin? Will she be expelled?” 
Kaitlin didn’t want to be known as a trouble maker, even if 
Salin was a mean cow.

“That’s in our Chief’s hands, and she knows how to 
handle it. But she’s known for a while, and Salin’s still here, 
so she must’ve decided to let her stay.” She looked serious. 
“It could be that Salin had some valid concerns. She just went 
about them in the wrong way.”

She’d been blindsided but was glad things were out in 
the open. “For the record, Carray, the kiss was the best ever.”

Carray rolled her eyes. “Yuk.”
“See?” Kaitlin got up. “Right, I’ll see you later, I’ve got 

some sewing to finish off.” She hadn’t, but she needed to get 
away. Discussing the kiss was bad enough but finding out 
Tannus knew about the Salingate issue left her speechless. 
She was always the last to know. Was it deliberate? She 
wasn’t sure, but that would have to change. I’m not an 
alien, I’m an equal. In the hallway, she almost collided with 
Tannus, who put a hand out to stop her. “Would you have 
dinner with me tonight?”

Kaitlin nodded. “Sure.” After her conversations, she felt 
nervous and stupid. 

It was cooler that night, so she carried a fleecy jacket 
and met Tannus as arranged. There was no reserved sign on 
the table, but it wouldn’t be taken by anyone else. They were 
surrounded by the rest of the community. It was noisy, and all 
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the voices and din echoed around the hall. How romantic it 
would have been to share a table together in some nice cosy 
little restaurant. 

As was becoming her habit, Tannus gave Kaitlin a glass 
of wine.

“Are you ready to eat? Salin has prepared something 
special.”

Her mouth watered when she saw the monkfish, her 
absolute favourite. “How did you know?”

“You said you loved fish. Was it a good choice?”
“You bet.” They didn’t speak as they tucked into the 

dish but stole occasional glances that were loaded with 
possibility. In the absence of conversation, she found herself 
thinking about her brother, Rob, and how he hated fish and 
said the smell of it made him puke. Numerous other foods 
were banned in the household just because of his stupid fads. 
Precious boy. Always in his shadow, Kaitlin was never quite 
good enough. Her father would call her his blue-eyed girl, but 
it was a ploy. She never lived up to expectations or his plans 
for her. Her passion was clothes: buying them, wearing them, 
and in the end, selling them. She shook the thoughts away. 
Where did that come from? She hadn’t thought of her brother 
for a while now, and she certainly didn’t miss him.

“This is fantastic.” Kaitlin reached for her wine, hoping 
her preoccupation wasn’t obvious. “What’s for dessert?”

 “You have an insatiable appetite.”
She felt her face flush. Maybe for food. We’ll soon see if 

I feel the same about sex.
After polishing off a treacle sponge, Kaitlin held her 

stomach and sighed. “Wow. That was all terrific.” 
 “I have the power to command anything. If you want 

something, you just have to tell me.”
“I’d never take advantage just because you’re my 

friend.” Friend? “Maybe the odd fillet steak,” she added, 
trying to make light.
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“I do believe that.” She raised her eyebrows. “But I 
think we’re beyond ‘friends.’ Perhaps we could take a walk to 
the lake?”

“That’d be lovely.” Especially if you ravish me on the 
bench.

Despite the fleece, Kaitlin shivered as they walked. She 
was as cold as a witch’s tits and was grateful when Tannus 
put an arm around her. 

“I fear winter’s coming early.”
“I don’t like the cold.” 
“Nobody does, but at least we won’t be bored now 

you’ve introduced the evening activities. And the band of 
course. What on earth did we do before you came along?”

“I can’t remember what I did back in Cheshire, either.” 
Sadness and thoughts of her family invaded her mind once 
more. Tannus motioned toward the castle and they headed 
back.

At the door, she took Kaitlin in her arms and pushed her 
against the wall. She kissed her passionately. Their bodies 
pressed close. She unzipped her fleece, and her hands were 
all over her. She stopped suddenly, edging away, then took 
her hand, and steered her inside.

She was under her spell, just like the poor bloody fly. 
She didn’t enjoy control being taken out of her hands. It 
hadn’t happened before, but then, she fancied this powerful 
woman, and she’d made her the exception to the rule. 

She walked Kaitlin to her room.  
Tannus kissed her gently. “Goodnight, Kaitlin. Thank 

you for a wonderful evening. Shall we meet after the band on 
Saturday?”

“Super.” She tried hard to sound calm, but she was 
wound up like a ball of string.

The teasing was okay to a point, but her slow seduction 
was now making her wappy. Bewitched, Kaitlin watched her 
walk away. Again.
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She tossed and turned and tried to put her thoughts 
to bed, but they resurfaced more vividly. Tannus’ kisses 
and touch were driving her to distraction. She felt less like 
sleeping than ever before.

[\

Time to prepare. Kaitlin styled her hair. She hoped 
Tannus would like her new outfit, since she’d gone to a lot of 
trouble to prepare it herself. The black tunic complimented 
the chequered leather skirt, and the leggings and boots 
finished it off. She glanced in the mirror. Wicked. Who could 
resist? Was she trying to impress Tannus? She just wanted to 
make her glad she’d chosen Kaitlin.

There was a stir when she entered the dining hall, a 
few wolf whistles from Shayla’s gang, and a lot of general 
interest. Agnew had doubted the style would be welcome, 
and it had given Kaitlin pause. In her world, anything was 
acceptable; you could wear a tape measure around your bum 
and nobody would look twice. But this wasn’t Cheshire, 
this was Caysher. It dawned on her that she was being 
disrespectful when she suggested their clothing wasn’t good 
enough. Time to wake up and see the whole picture. She knew 
there was a middle-ground. She just had to figure out where it 
was. 

“How do you like Kaitlin’s leather skirt?” Carray asked 
their audience.

There were whistles and cheering, so Kaitlin twirled 
playfully. They applauded before falling into silent 
expectation. On with the show. 

After their set, she joined Tannus. She was with a group, 
and they made a space for her. Tannus was in the middle of 
a conversation but placed a hand on her buttock. Kaitlin was 
shocked when she stroked it, and a warm fever swept through 
her body. She breathed deeply, trying to steady herself before 
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she fell in a heap. The group broke up, and she was left 
standing with Tannus. 

“Did you enjoy your little grope?” 
“Immensely. I love the feel of leather.” Tannus smirked. 

“What would you like to do?”
Kaitlin hesitated. Dare I be so bold? Am I ready for 

this? “I’d like one of those special liquors.”
Tannus looked pleasantly surprised. “Let’s go.” 
Inside her room, Tannus took Kaitlin in her arms and 

kissed her. “I’ve never seen you look more captivating than 
you do tonight.”

“Obviously you’re keen on leather.”
Tannus looked at her hungrily. “You could say that.”
She handed her a large glass of the liquor, before 

dropping on the sofa with her legs outstretched. Kaitlin 
remained standing. She felt like a child about to explore 
somewhere her parents had told her to stay away from. 

“You look pensive.” 
Kaitlin chewed her lip and finished her drink. She put 

the glass down and sat on the sofa by Tannus’ feet. It was 
wide, so Kaitlin eased her body upwards to lay beside her. 
Tannus placed her palm at the nape of her neck and softly 
tousled her hair. Her other hand caressed the side of Kaitlin’s 
face and stroked her neck. She gently kissed her and slipped 
her tongue into Kaitlin’s mouth. Her whole body hummed in 
pleasure. She’d never felt anything like this before. 

 She gazed into her eyes and sighed huskily. “Please…
take me to bed.”

“Finally.” 
Tannus took her time and slowly removed Kaitlin’s 

clothes. She studied Kaitlin’s body from top to toe, as if 
memorising every contour, before she took Kaitlin’s hand and 
led her to bed. Kaitlin followed, unashamed of her nakedness 
and loving the desire she saw in Tannus’ eyes.                    

Tannus pressed her body against Kaitlin and guided her 
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onto the mattress. Her hand followed the curve of Kaitlin’s 
breast. She squeezed it gently and ran a finger across her 
nipple. Tannus’ touch was as powerful as a bolt of lightning. 
She caressed it softly, then harder, and Kaitlin gasped in 
response. Tannus kissed her neck and moved down to her 
breast. Her tongue flicked back and forth across her nipple, 
and she nibbled it softly. She caressed Kaitlin’s body, stoking 
a fire she never thought possible. Kaitlin pushed her hips 
from the bed to meet Tannus’ fingers. She could hardly stand 
the anticipation. Tannus stroked her clit with perfect rhythm, 
and Kaitlin moaned with pleasure.

“Please…I can’t take it.” 
Kaitlin cried out when Tannus pushed inside her, and 

her body shook with pleasure. Tannus paused, teasing, 
before she increased her pace, and Kaitlin was overwhelmed 
with desire. She wasn’t on this planet; she was somewhere 
between heaven and rapture. She was ready to explode. 
Feeling Tannus’ mouth around her nipple, Kaitlin groaned 
and pleaded. “Now,” she cried, tightening her hold on 
Tannus’ fingers. “Please,” she begged as she arched her back. 
Tannus thrust inside her hard, and Kaitlin’s orgasm finally 
came to her. Her body shook, and Tannus held her tightly as 
she slowly quieted. When she opened her eyes, tears streamed 
down her cheeks. 

Tannus looked concerned. “Have I hurt you?” 
 She relaxed her head into the pillow. “Not physically…

it’s emotional.” How could she explain? How can I tell you 
you’ve just changed the essence of who I am?

 Tannus kissed away her tears and embraced her. For 
perhaps the first time in her life, she felt protected and safe. 
Kaitlin pulled away and stared into her eyes. “I so can’t 
believe that happened. Did it really happen?”

“Lucky the walls are thick. You were rather…vocal.” 
She looked pleased with herself.

Kaitlin felt her cheeks flush, and she pulled the pillow to 
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cover her face. She’d been out of control, and it scared her a 
little. “You’re bloody good.” 

Tannus pulled the pillow away and gently placed it back 
behind Kaitlin’s head. “I’ve had a lot of practice.”

The thought of someone else beneath Tannus’ hands 
unnerved Kaitlin. “Yeah, I think I got that message.” How 
many women had there been, and who were they? She tried 
to push the thoughts somewhere down under.

Tannus kissed her on the forehead and whispered, “Now 
you’re mine. Sleep, Kaitlin.” 

Tannus made love with tenderness, consideration, and 
such awareness. It was as if she instinctively knew her, what 
she liked, and what turned her on. But there was more, and 
she wasn’t sure what that was. She drifted off, safe in her 
arms, like never before.

[\

Kaitlin awoke suddenly. Where am I? She felt Tannus’ 
arms around her. How could I forget? She’d just had the best 
sex ever. She yawned and stretched. “What time is it?”

“Who cares?” 
“I care. I’m starving.”
“Starving for what?” Tannus smiled broadly and kissed 

her intensely. 
She felt like a new woman and shivered with the thrill. 

She wanted to touch Tannus, but sensed she wasn’t ready, and 
she was unsure how to behave with a Chief.

“We’ll have breakfast in bed. What would you like?”
“Double what I normally have.” She stretched again, 

feeling as though she was in a whole new body.        
Tannus’ eyes glistened. “I think I’d like an appetiser.” 
She was nervous as hell. Her heart skipped a beat, but 

she took Tannus’ words as a cue. Time to do some exploring 
of my own. She rolled over and straddled her. She lowered her 
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head, kissed along her neck, and continued downwards until 
she reached her breasts. Her breathing quickened, but in one 
fell swoop, Kaitlin was on her back. 

“Not yet,” she said. “I haven’t finished with you.”
She wasn’t terribly troubled. She was aroused and 

could hardly wait for more pleasure. She lay breathless from 
pleasure and stroked her back. Was Tannus one of those 
women who just preferred to give? She hoped not. She 
desperately wanted to please Tannus in the same way.

After she’d sated Kaitlin once again, Tannus pulled a 
cord at the side of the bed. Kaitlin pulled the bedsheets up to 
her neck.

“Don’t worry. Nobody will come in. They’ll knock, I’ll 
tell them what I want, and they’ll leave it outside for me.”

Kaitlin sighed. All the other women. “Of course, 
because you’ve done this often.” 

Tannus shook her head. “It may surprise you to know 
this is a first.” 

Maybe she always slept in the other woman’s room. 
Was Kaitlin the first to have breakfast in bed with the Chief? I 
like the thought of that a lot. 

Tannus collected the breakfast trays, and Kaitlin’s 
helping was fantastically enormous. She sipped at her tea, 
feeling completely relaxed. 

“What would you like to do with the rest of the day?”
Stay here and have sex all day. But Tannus must have 

other plans, or she wouldn’t have asked. “What’s the weather 
forecast?”

“Rain in the afternoon.”
“In that case, I’ll go for a run this morning.”
Tannus laughed. “Aren’t you exhausted?”
“I’m pretty shattered but running is exhilarating. Would 

you like to join me?” Say you want me to stay here. Make a 
command. She’d give up running this one time. Or anytime. 

“Shall we meet for lunch?”
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“Sure.” She’d have preferred lunch in bed too, but that 
didn’t appear to be on Tannus’ agenda. After the kissing 
episode, she’d possibly call a board meeting and announce 
they’d just had sex. Or had it all been a disappointment for 
Tannus? She hoped that was just a silly thought.

[\

She ran at high speed. Her head was in turmoil. She’d 
just slept with the Chief and had the most amazing sex she 
ever thought possible. She couldn’t help but smile as she ran, 
almost painfully aware of the desire that hummed throughout 
her body. If she asks me what I want to do later, can I say 
I want to go back to bed, or will it sound too forward? She 
wanted to text her friends and tell them about the incredible 
sex she’d just had with an amazing woman. She couldn’t 
imagine their replies.

When she got back, she bathed, put on some fresh 
clothes, and went down to lunch. Tannus was talking to 
Sostar and hailed her over. Sostar winked. Had Tannus told 
her they’d had sex? She felt herself blush at the thought.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Sostar said and left, as if prompted 
to once Kaitlin arrived.

Tannus placed her hand on Kaitlin’s lower back, and her 
touch sent shivers of anticipation to a much lower place.

“How was your run?”
“Invigorating.” It was weird. She felt so self-conscious 

and looked around, wondering how many people Tannus had 
told. They ate lunch in relative silence and Kaitlin wondered 
if she’d disappointed Tannus somehow. Kaitlin ate a bowl 
of fresh raspberries and cream and was about to lick the 
cream from her fingertips when Tannus reached over and 
drew her fingers into her mouth. She licked away the remains 
suggestively.

“Let’s go back to bed.”
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She followed gladly. Guess I didn’t disappoint her, then. 
Tannus didn’t waste any time. She undressed her, and they 
got into bed. Tannus had hardly touched her, but Kaitlin’s 
body quickly snapped into pleasure mode. Her tongue 
played gently on her lips, and she groaned. The taste of the 
raspberries on her mouth was divine. 

Tannus stared into her eyes. Her breath was erratic as 
she stroked her shoulder lightly. “You have such soft skin, 
so velvety and inviting,” she said, pressing her breasts softly 
against hers. 

Her voice sent Kaitlin into raptures, and her heart 
stumbled. Kaitlin’s nipples hardened as Tannus gently rubbed 
them, and the pleasure spread over her body as if her hands 
were everywhere at once. She moved down, stroking the 
inside of her thigh, and Kaitlin started to thrash. 

“Please…I need you.” 
“Tell me what you need.”
“In me, I need you inside me.”
Tannus teased her until she was almost on the brink, 

then slid her fingers in. Kaitlin couldn’t control her ecstasy 
and let out a scream that could wake the dead. When she was 
still, Tannus pulled her in close and planted little kisses across 
her forehead. A few tears escaped and ran down Kaitlin’s 
cheek. Tannus kissed them away gently. She must think I’m a 
terrible wimp. She composed herself and murmured, “Fuck 
me.” 

“You want more?” 
“Gosh no, not yet. Kittie’s tired now.”
“Pardon? Who, or what, is Kittie?” She turned her head, 

scanned the room, and looked under the duvet. 
Kaitlin felt her face glow red like the colour of Ayer’s 

rock at sunset. She pointed southwards. “That’s Kittie.”
Tannus laughed, but then perhaps sensing Kaitlin’s 

embarrassment, she stopped. “You have a name for it? You 
call your sex a name?”
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“Doesn’t everyone?” 
She sniggered. “No. I call it my sex.”
“That’s boring.” Why did I tell her?
“I rather like the name Kittie.” She raised her eyebrows. 

“And did Kittie like the new games?”
“Oh yes, she says she’d like to study them in depth.” Oh 

God, stop talking.
“In depth. That can definitely be arranged.”
Tannus pulled Kaitlin closer and began to trail her 

fingers over her body. They spent the rest of the afternoon 
“studying.”

Evening came sooner than expected, and Kaitlin woke 
from a sex-induced sleep to find Tannus wasn’t by her side. 
She jumped out of bed and quickly dressed. Tannus emerged 
from the bathroom in her robe. 

“It’s okay. You needn’t rush.” 
“I’d better go. I need a bath and some fresh clothes.”
“Shall we meet after dinner?”
“Yes. I’ll see you later.” Kaitlin almost sprinted out of 

Tannus’ room like a total idiot. She was embarrassed or shy, 
though she wasn’t sure which. She’d exposed herself too 
quickly. She’d been forward and given her body too readily, 
giving her the impression she’d done it so many times before.

Before dinner, she headed into the bar. Shayla was 
waiting, ushered her to a table, and brought over some wine.

“Are you all right? I’ve hardly seen you all day. I was 
worried.”

Kaitlin patted her arm. “I’m good, Shay.” Boy, that’s an 
understatement.

“So where have you been?”
“Here and there. Mostly there.” She giggled like a 

teenager. 
“Well, you’re in one piece. Is she behaving?”
“No, she’s misbehaving very nicely, thanks, and I’m 

perfectly content. So, for heaven’s sake, stop worrying.” 
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She laughed and squeezed Shayla’s hand. “Hey, we’ll talk 
in the week. I’ve got a great idea, and it could solve all your 
problems.” 

Shayla looked at her as if she was off her head.
When Kaitlin saw Tannus waiting, she said, “See you 

soon.”
They ate, then Tannus hinted they go for a liquor. She 

didn’t object and could hardly wait.
“How do you feel about staying the night?”
“Sure. I’d like that.”
Kaitlin had done lots of receiving and felt a tad selfish, 

so when they fell into bed, she made a move for the second 
time. 

Tannus stopped her. “Not yet, Kaitlin.”
She was getting paranoid. Am I doing something wrong? 

What if Tannus had been coerced into this? Like she has to 
take a partner, but she actually wants someone else. What if 
it’s Agnew? The Chief was in control, and Kaitlin had no say. 
The self-doubt and uncertainty pissed her off, but her mood 
softened as Tannus moved to take her again. 

Kaitlin collapsed into Tannus’ arms once more and 
rested her head on her shoulder. She shook her head in 
disbelief. “That was earth shattering.”

Tannus kissed her nose. “No, my dearest, that was only 
a tremor.” 

[\

Kaitlin slept in Tannus’ arms until morning and woke to 
gentle kisses. “So, what happens now?”

“I suppose we continue our life. I go to work, and you 
go to work.”

“I meant what happens with us now that our relationship 
has changed? Do I wait for a signal when you want to see 
me or have sex? How will this signal or code come about? 
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Will you send a messenger, tap me on the shoulder, or 
whistle?” Kaitlin laughed and tried to hide her sarcasm. Her 
old insecurities knocked at the door for attention. Was the 
honeymoon over already? She didn’t want this closeness 
to end. Why wouldn’t Tannus allow her to make love to 
her? She seemed turned on making love to Kaitlin, so why 
couldn’t she touch her? 

Tannus rested her chin on her fist. “I think I’ll choose 
to whistle. Yes. Whistling will be my signal.” She pinned 
Kaitlin’s arms above her head, so she couldn’t move and 
kissed her aggressively. “I always knew you were feisty. It’s 
so exciting.”                 

Kaitlin couldn’t stay mad at her and laughed.
“My general thinking is we arrange a day and time for 

our next meeting. What about Tuesday evening for dinner? 
If the weather’s okay, we can take a walk. However, if you 
annoy me, or if you’re disrespectful, then you can expect me 
to whistle, and you’ll come to me, because I’m the Chief, and 
you’ll obey. Is that clear, Kaitlin?”                            

She didn’t argue, just nodded. She’d overstepped the 
mark, and it was extremely arousing. Kaitlin was attracted to 
power and loved it in a woman. She let Tannus kiss her again 
and then rolled out of bed. She stood in full view of Tannus 
and did the opposite of a striptease. Slowly, and seductively, 
she put on her clothes. Tannus was salivating, and she knew 
she wanted her back in bed. She blew a kiss and walked out 
of the room. I’ve got a different kind of power.

[\ 

After dinner the next day, Tannus and Kaitlin made their 
way down to the bench.  

As soon as they sat, Tannus said, “I’ve been meaning 
to ask you about the entertainment you mentioned, where 
people get up, and sing songs.”
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“Oh yeah, you mean karaoke.”
“That’s the one, although I call it making a fool of 

oneself. I think you should put up a poster to give the 
community an idea what it’s about. Let’s make it an occasion. 
Instead of a dinner, let’s have an appetiser evening. Salin told 
me her cookery school want to try their skills.” 

“Sure thing. Hey, it’s exciting, isn’t it? I mean, everyone 
wanting to get involved? You must be proud.”

“Come to think of it, I am. Of course, it all came about 
because of you, but God forbid your head get any bigger.” 
She rolled her eyes but smiled to show she was teasing.

She laughed. “There’s hardly any space for me now.” I 
hope she knows I’m joking. Sort of.

Tannus kissed her. She slipped her hand beneath 
Kaitlin’s jacket, undid a few of her blouse buttons, and 
cupped her breast. Kaitlin groaned, and Tannus nibbled at her 
neck. She removed her hand and sighed.

“I’d love to invite you back to my room, but sadly, I 
have to be up early in the morning. Carray and I are visiting 
the West Coast.”

Now both the sisters will be at the coast. Tannus on 
the West and Berran on the East. They couldn’t get farther 
apart if they tried. Everyone was talking about Berran’s 
disappearance, but as soon as Kaitlin got within earshot, their 
talking turned to whispers. She hoped for Tannus’ sake that 
Berran would return safe, and soon.

You’re sorry? I’m devastated. An early night wasn’t 
what she’d envisaged. They were just getting to know each 
other, and Tannus was buggering off. Perhaps she needs a 
rest from me, or maybe she’s taking someone else with her, or 
maybe meeting a special person in one of the villages. The 
more she thought, the more she convinced herself that Tannus 
didn’t want to be with her. Or, at least, not just her. She said 
nothing, not wanting to sound needy or crazy, but inside she 
was a mess of insecurity. Is this what love is?
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Tannus had been determined to get back as soon as 
possible and had even cut some discussions short in 

order to move things along. 
The trip from the coast was long and arduous. Thoughts 

of Berran sliced through her mind. They rested the horses, 
and Tannus sat by the roadside, staring down at a worm 
twisting awkwardly on the ground. This whole Kaitlin 
prophecy had her feeling exactly like that worm.

Carray laid her hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right, 
Tannus?”

She turned to Carray and patted the ground beside 
her. Carray sat by her side. She was frowning and looked 
concerned. “What am I going to do about Berran?”

Carray shrugged. “Do? Don’t worry, she’ll be back.”
“What happens if she doesn’t come back. I love her 

and miss her. Apart from being second in command, she’s 
a mentor to the young ones, and so much more…she looks 
after the horses, the stables, the breeding—”

Carray held her hand up. “I know, Berran, and trust 
me, she’ll be back. It may take time, but I’m certain she’ll 
recognise what she’s missed. Kaitlin may be a big part of our 
lives, but there is life beyond her.”

Not for me. Tannus smiled and touched Carray’s hand. 
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“Thank you, Carray. Let’s hurry back to the things we love.”
She couldn’t wait to see Kaitlin. She went down to 

the bar and there she was. She looked sexy as all skies in 
a pink blouse and leggings which fitted like a second skin. 
She wanted to rush over and scoop her off her feet, but she 
couldn’t. It wouldn’t be acceptable behaviour for the Chief. 
She gave her one of the broadest smiles she could and took 
her hand.       

“You look absolutely captivating, Kaitlin. I’ve hardly 
eaten all day, so would you mind if we go and dine?”

Kaitlin seemed happy to do so. They gabbled away as 
though they hadn’t seen each other for weeks, rather than just 
a few days.

“How did the trip go?” 
Tannus sighed. “I feel guilty. We try to visit the 

communities on a regular basis. Many people don’t make 
it to the summer events, so it’s good to keep in touch. The 
West Coast community wanted us to stay for the weekend, 
and normally, we’d have happily agreed.” She gazed into 
Kaitlin’s eyes, desperate to express her desire for her. “But 
we both wanted to rush home.” 

“I’m glad you’re back. You do know we have band 
practice tonight?”

“Yes. Carray talks of nothing else but the band. I had to 
endure hours of her passion for music when all I was thinking 
about was my passion for the singer.” Kaitlin’s expression 
was radiant in response, and Tannus wanted to say more 
words that made her look that way.

“I’ll be finished by nine.”
“I know. I’ll be in my room waiting for you.” 
Kaitlin smiled widely, and Tannus wondered if she 

could grasp how much she wanted her, despite having to be 
so staid in front of the rest of the community. Whilst waiting, 
thoughts of Berran played on her mind. She knew Berran was 
safe, but she’d been gone way too long. What if she doesn’t 
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come back? The thought terrified her. She hoped Carray was 
right.

When Kaitlin joined her later, Tannus did her best to 
show her exactly how much she’d missed her.

Kaitlin laid back on the bed, her arms above her head, 
and sighed deeply. “I thought it couldn’t get better, then you 
do that to me. What’ve I been missing all these years?”

Tannus smiled and puffed out her chest. She’d been 
nervous about being able to please someone as exotic as 
Kaitlin. She had no idea what she’d done in her past or what 
her sexual experiences had been. Tannus had never felt 
pressure like it. “The same as I have. This is our destiny, 
and believe me, I plan to make up for all those years of 
deprivation. I hope you have the stamina.” She squeezed 
Kaitlin’s breast roughly.

“I’ll try,” she replied as she rolled onto her stomach.
Tannus inched the duvet cover down. “Ah ha,” she said 

as she ran her thumb across Kaitlin’s buttock. “I’ve been so 
preoccupied with the rest of your body, I’ve not had time to 
examine the little mammal painted on your rear.”

“You mean Doris?” 
“Doris?”
“Yeah, Doris the Dolphin. It’s a tattoo. It’s a permanent 

reminder of a temporary state of mind, done with ink and a 
needle that goes beneath the top layer of skin. I thought it was 
a good plan to have it done on my bum, so I don’t have to 
look at it often.”

“It’s beautiful. I like to look at it when I’m in the 
vicinity.” She laughed. “Do you give everything a name?”

“You’re never going to let up on this are you? When 
I was a kid, I had no idea what body parts were called, so 
I called my thingy Kittie. I got into my teens, learned the 
proper words, and they made me cringe. I mean, words 
like vagina and vulva are a real turn-off, so I stuck with my 
names.”
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Tannus laughed and traced her a finger between 
Kaitlin’s buttocks. “Do you have a name for this?” she said 
and slowly massaged the sensitive area.

For a few seconds, Kaitlin said nothing. Tannus could 
feel her desire, and she licked her lips.

“Yes, I call it Cooch.” 
“Hmm, I like,” Tannus said and removed her hand. 
They stayed together, and the following morning, 

Kaitlin went back to her room. Tannus accepted she still 
needed a little of her own space. As for Berran, she’d had 
enough space. None of the predictions told her Berran would 
leave…forever. Had they got it wrong? A sense of unease 
rushed through her body. 

[\

It was late when Berran arrived back. She’d deliberately 
done so, knowing there’d be few people around. She settled 
Star down in his stall and took a short-cut through the 
vegetable gardens to the back of the castle. She crept up the 
stairs to her room, trying to be as quiet as possible. She didn’t 
want to see anyone, certainly not her sister or Kaitlin. She 
needed time to re-adjust. She took her meals in her room and 
only ventured out at night, like a nocturnal animal. It wasn’t 
easy––she was lonely and longed for the company of her 
friends, but she didn’t know what to say to them or what to 
tell them. They’d think she was some crazy woman who’d 
become besotted with a woman who fell from the sky in a 
piece of metal with wings. It was true, but she could never 
admit to it because Kaitlin wasn’t there for her. She’d taken 
to writing her thoughts down, as Koko had suggested. It 
helped, but not much. She’d visited the drinking club, but 
drink didn’t settle her or make her forget. It only brought 
back vivid memories of what could have been. She’d visited 
the calling house, and everyone fawned over her, but even 
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sex couldn’t obliterate her thoughts of Kaitlin. She made the 
decision to abstain from drink and sex. She was going to pull 
herself together and get through this, one way or another.

[\
 
 Tannus and Kaitlin had arranged to meet for lunch. 

When Tannus saw Kaitlin already seated at a table, she was 
taken aback. “Kaitlin. You’re here?” Thank the skies she 
is. When she’d called for Kaitlin, in her room, she’d heard 
voices, and laughter. Who was there? Jealousy hit her like a 
painful stab in the heart. 

“Of course I’m here.”
“Yes, but...I was early, so I went to your room. I heard 

laughter, so I didn’t knock. I thought you had a guest, and I 
didn’t want to intrude.” I damn well did. Kaitlin bit her lip 
and looked furtive, clearly needing to tell Tannus something. 
It wasn’t a look of guilt though. So you haven’t been 
entertaining someone else. “Let’s collect some lunch, and 
you can explain.”

They ate silently until Kaitlin put her plate down and 
took a large gulp of water. “I have to fess up.” She hesitated. 
“I loaned my room to someone.”

Tannus tilted her head. “May I ask why?”
“Because there are two people who don’t have the status 

to possess their own rooms, and they wanted some privacy. 
I accommodated them, because I’m not using it right now. I 
know I’m in the wrong, and I shouldn’t have done it without 
asking you first. But I did.” She dropped her head. “I’m sorry. 
Please don’t be angry with Shay and Rea.”

Tannus was silent for a moment, confused as to the 
necessity of the action. “There are rooms available for this 
purpose.”

“Apparently they’re impersonal and becoming scarce.”
“Why?”
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“Maybe it’s the mating season?” She grinned. “Sorry, 
I shouldn’t jest. The truth is, there’s more people taking 
partners. People spend a lot of time together now, what with 
the music, dancing, and classes. One thing leads to another. 
But I shouldn’t have done it without discussing it with you.”

Tannus pondered. “No, you shouldn’t have. I’m 
surprised at Shayla, though. She should have brought it up 
at a meeting. But it’s not you who should be sorry, it’s me. I 
haven’t noticed, and neither has the board. I’ve been totally 
preoccupied and forgotten I’m responsible for a community.” 
Shame crept upon her. She’d never have overlooked this 
before. She’d become selfish, thinking only of her own 
pleasure. This was serious. 

“Hey, don’t beat yourself up. It’s new circumstances, 
and it’s not happened before.”

“Thank you, but I should still be aware. I’m pleased you 
brought it to my attention.”

Kaitlin smiled and stroked Tannus’ thigh. She tried not 
to react. Kaitlin was becoming more insistent about touching 
her. It turned her on immensely but scared her too. She’d 
never been touched before, and she was worried she’d let 
Kaitlin down.

 “For now, please allow your friends to use your room. 
I’ll try to rectify the matter on Monday.” She smiled when 
she realised it meant Kaitlin wouldn’t be able to go back 
to her own room for a while. “For the sake of my fellow 
compatriots, I’d better entertain you more in my room, and 
let them seek pleasure also.” 

“Yes. That’s what a Chief should do. Make sacrifices.”
Tannus smiled broadly. She did so love Kaitlin’s sense 

of irreverence towards her. It made such a change from the 
usual obsequiousness of almost everyone else. “Perhaps, after 
the music, we can play chess before you start making those 
sounds I enjoy so much?”

Kaitlin nodded but looked a little disappointed. Tannus 
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would’ve preferred to do something less civilised and 
shoving some little blocks of wood around a board wasn’t 
really on her agenda. Bugger it. I’m the Chief. I get to do 
what I want. “Instead of chess, let’s go play a chest game.” 

The game was delectable. She cornered Kaitlin and 
check-mated her many times.

[\

Kaitlin and Tannus spent every night together. They 
couldn’t get enough of each other. Today though, Tannus 
looked pale and uncomfortable. “You look dreadful. Are you 
okay?” 

“It’s nothing, really. I was moving a table this morning. 
I was lazy and didn’t clear the files off before I lifted it. 
Something pulled in my shoulder, and it’s been bothering me 
all day.”

Kaitlin rubbed Tannus’ shoulder gently. “Have you seen 
Sostar?”

“Yes. She told me to rest it for a few days. I’ll be fine, 
don’t worry.”

“I am worried. Perhaps it’ll be best if I sleep in my own 
room tonight, so you’ll get more rest.”

“You’re joking. What happens if I need you in the 
night?” She gave a small laugh, but it didn’t seem genuine.

“Okay, as long as you let me look after you.” They 
climbed the stairs, and on the second floor, Kaitlin said, “You 
go ahead, I’ll see you in a minute.” She went to her room and 
collected her iPhone and massage oil, which she’d infused 
with jasmine. 

They sat on the sofa, and she could see Tannus was 
suffering. “Take your clothes off and lie on the bed. I’ll give 
you a massage.” 

“Hmm…I do like a dominant woman occasionally.” 
Her voice was low and gravelly, but she lay on the bed on her 
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stomach without any arguments. 
Kaitlin selected some chill-out music. She straddled 

Tannus’ waist, applied some oil to her shoulders, and spread 
it in gently. 

Tannus inhaled. “That scent reminds me of summer. 
What is it?”

“Jasmine.”
“The air filled with jasmine,” she murmured. “And the 

music is wonderful.”
Kaitlin felt her body relax as she massaged Tannus’ 

shoulders, concentrating on the huge knot just under her 
shoulder blade. She slipped her hands further down her back, 
keeping up an even pressure that was making Tannus groan 
beneath her. She lowered her head to Tannus’ neck and traced 
her tongue along the nape to her hairline.

“Don’t stop,” she said softly.
She skimmed her thighs, her grip became firmer, and 

her tongue followed the muscular curves of Tannus’ buttocks. 
Tannus rolled onto her back, and her eyes were glazed. 
Kaitlin was dizzy with power. 

“Please…” Tannus writhed beneath her.
Kaitlin was in control, and now she’d make her wait. 

She didn’t want to rush. It was the first time she’d let Kaitlin 
touch her, and she wanted to savour every minute. She 
stroked the nest of curls surrounding her sex. She moaned 
loudly, twisting her hips and attempting to draw her in. 
Kaitlin resisted, wanting her to beg, but she couldn’t wait any 
longer. She glided in and felt the moist heat of her soft flesh. 
She bucked forward as she drove into her, and she’d hardly 
touched her before Tannus screamed with joy.

Tannus dug her nails into Kaitlin’s back and cried out, “I 
love you.” 

Kaitlin held her close and kissed her face and lips. They 
calmed, and Tannus fell onto her back. Her eyes were closed, 
but her smile seemed contented.
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Kaitlin leaned on her elbow and smiled as Tannus 
opened her eyes, looking sleepy. “I’m not sure that massage 
helped your shoulder.” 

“You have no idea. I felt no pain at all, only pleasure.”
She remained silent for several minutes, clearly 

thinking. “Apart from the woman who taught me to have sex, 
nobody has ever touched me before.”

“Are you serious?”
“Very serious. I couldn’t allow it until I took a partner, 

as it created a depth of intimacy and familiarity I couldn’t 
have with anyone but my chosen partner. Even then, I wasn’t 
sure if that’s what I wanted.”

Kaitlin was stunned. “What if you hadn’t taken a 
partner, and more to the point, with your high libido, how the 
hell could you survive?”

“On the first point, I knew I’d find a partner. It was 
foretold. On the other point...” She laughed. “You’re quite 
naive. I have many...aids to satisfy my libido. In fact, I 
never imagined I’d find a woman who could exceed my 
expectations. You have.”

She should have felt flattered. Did she really love 
her? Kaitlin had never been in love and certainly never told 
anyone she loved them. Did that say something about her? 
Never give away your feelings. She couldn’t bring herself to 
say the words in return. Not yet.

“I’m not very experienced, but I’m sure with your 
direction, I’ll get better.” 

“You’re a natural, and that’s why I chose you, Kaitlin.”
Kaitlin was confused. Who told her she’d find a partner? 

How did she know about their destiny, and what did foretold 
mean? There were always more questions, but only one came 
out. “So how many women have you made love to?” 

“I haven’t made love to anyone until you. If you mean 
how many women have I had sex with, that’s a different 
question.”
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“So how many?”
She breathed in deeply. “As many as I wanted.”
“Approximately?”
She studied the ceiling. “I don’t know. I never kept 

track; maybe fifty or so.”
Jesus. “What?” 
“Okay, maybe more, I never counted. I didn’t think 

anyone would ask me. Does it matter? I’m here. You’re the 
woman I love, and that’s all that matters.”

“Did you ever have sex with Agnew?” Kaitlin asked 
softly. She had to know, given Agnew’s deep crush on her.

“Agnew?” Tannus shook her head. “I can honestly say, 
she never crossed my path. I like and respect Agnew, but 
she’s never turned me on. Don’t tell me you’re jealous of 
her?”

Kaitlin picked at a loose thread on the blanket. “You two 
always hang out together, and she made some odd comments, 
like, because I was from a different culture, a different time, 
you’d chosen me…as a sort of experiment.”

Tannus laughed loudly and shook her head. “I suppose 
it’s true, up to a point. You see, I have special powers. I hear 
voices, and I was told that my future love would arrive from 
the sky on a certain day. It’s surreal, but when I saw you, I 
knew we were meant to be. It was foretold.”

Finding love from a different world? Kaitlin couldn’t 
decide if it was romantic or plain crazy. Hearing voices 
means crazy. “Wow, that’s phenomenal…and it’s me. Why 
would they send me? Whoever they are.” She tried hard not 
to let her disbelief show. This was their culture and world, 
and she was learning to respect it, even the stuff that didn’t 
make much sense.

“Because you’re unique.” She tilted her head. “Or was it 
my punishment?”

 Kaitlin slapped her arm playfully. They lay close, arms 
wrapped around each other. They kissed, and Kaitlin felt 
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contentment like nothing before. Kaitlin was falling in love 
with her, but she wasn’t going to admit it. I have to protect 
myself. 

“I want you to sleep with me every night. There’s no 
point in you being elsewhere now that we’ve announced our 
partnership to the community. Do you have any objections?”

She didn’t respond immediately, wanting to keep 
Tannus on her toes. “Can I still see my friends in the evening, 
or do you want that time too?” 

“No, I have a community to take care of during the day. 
But I sleep better with you here. Anyway, it’ll soon become 
cold at night, so you can keep me warm.”

“I knew there was an ulterior motive. As it’s for our 
mutual benefit, I consent.” She played along, but knew it 
was a command, not an offer. That made it even more of an 
irresistible option, and it made her grin when she thought 
about the dominance and submission thing back home. Who 
knew I was one of those people? She pondered the meaning 
of the foretold thing but soon drifted off to sleep, happy in 
this strange new relationship.

She awoke to a darkened room. She stretched and 
reached for her watch. “Eight-thirty?” She shook Tannus. 
“What day is it?” 

“It’s Monday.”
“Shit. Do you know what time it is?” 
“Somewhere after eight. Who cares?”
“I’m meeting Agnew at nine-thirty. I’ve got to bathe, 

change, have breakfast, and God knows what else.” She had 
a thing about punctuality. She leapt out of bed searching 
frantically for her clothes. It was like a treasure hunt—her 
blouse was on the sofa, trousers on the floor—but where were 
her pants? There, at the other side of the bed. She dashed 
over to retrieve them and stubbed her toe on the foot of the 
bed. She needed her moccasins, she found one and tried to 
slip it on, but lost her balance. Tannus was propped up, hands 
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behind her head, watching her with amusement. The other 
slipper peeked out from under the bed, and she bent over to 
claim it.

Tannus laughed. “Careful, Kittie’s dripping.” 
Kaitlin rolled her eyes. “You’re so fucking crude.”
“And you’re so foul-mouthed. We make a good pair.”
She laughed and threw the moccasin across the room, 

barely missing Tannus’ head. Tannus retrieved it and waved 
her slipper from side to side. “Come and get it.” 

She snatched at it, but Tannus was too quick and yanked 
it away. There was obvious lust in her eyes as she seized 
Kaitlin’s arm and pulled her down. She flipped a leg around 
her waist and trapped her. Kaitlin was powerless but had no 
desire to escape. What’s the point in struggling when I want 
to be here?

Tannus obviously recognised her submission. She 
smiled and released her. 

 Kaitlin sighed and pushed away the need to stay in bed. 
She grabbed her clothes and put them on as she made her 
way to the door. “Haven’t you got any work to do?” 

Tannus plumped up her pillow and leaned back. “No. 
Nothing until mid-morning.”

“Great.” Kaitlin stuck her tongue out. Life felt good. 
Amazing, really. She had no idea she could ever be this 
happy.

[\

Berran was back with a vengeance. The old Berran, the 
one full of fun and mischief. She was cured. She was over 
Kaitlin. At least, that’s what she told herself. It was time to 
get on with her life.

She had to make up with Tannus, and there was no 
time like the present. She knocked on her door and entered. 
Tannus was at her desk, writing. She stopped and looked up, 
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her expression one of both surprise and relief. Tannus pushed 
her chair back and stood. Simultaneously, they flung their 
arms around each other.

“Berran. My darling sister, thank the skies you’re 
back.” She hugged and kissed her on the cheek, and the tears 
streamed down her face.

Berran held her tightly, and their tears mingled. “I love 
you, Tannus. I’m so sorry for causing you all this heartache. I 
should have been happy for you, but instead, I behaved like a 
selfish brat.”

“It’s all right. You’re back, and that’s all that matters. 
I was so scared when you left. Where’ve you been all this 
time?”

Berran smiled. She knew Tannus would have known 
exactly where she was but was too polite to say so. She 
played along. “The East Coast…with Koko. Oh skies, 
Tannus, she made me realize how stupid I’ve been. She 
listened to me for hours.”

Tannus smiled. “Koko’s always adored you. She’s also 
very wise for such a young woman. That’s why she’s second 
in command there.”

“Yes. You see, I couldn’t accept that your future’s 
uncertain. I’ve been burying my head in the sand.” Berran 
held Tannus close again then stepped back. “I’m here now, 
and I promise I’ll make amends. I’ll help you in any way I 
can, and I’ll take on more duties, so you have more time to 
enjoy your life.” Even if it’s with the woman I adore. No. 
Adored. She shook the thought away.

Tannus took Berran’s hands. “Thank you, Sister, you 
don’t know what this means to me.” She squeezed her hands 
tightly. “What a time you’ve had.”

Berran chuckled. “Don’t start feeling sorry for me. My 
therapy included a lot of pleasure.”

Tannus softly pushed Berran’s shoulder. “Good.” 
 Berran left Tannus’ office and headed to the stables. All 
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the girls rushed out to greet her, making her realise how much 
she’d missed everyone. This was her home, and she was here 
to stay. She didn’t kid herself into thinking she was healed, 
but at least Koko had put things into perspective. Before 
Kaitlin arrived, she’d been the happy-go-lucky Berran, living 
everyday as if it were her first. Now it was time to get that 
feeling back. She’d avoided Kaitlin, not wanting to put her 
feelings to the test. What better time than the karaoke night 
to do so and show her loved ones the old Berran was back. 
She’d had an idea about that and made her way over to see 
Roska, the carpenter.

Karaoke night was something everyone seemed to be 
looking forward to. They were all rehearsing, and the public 
rooms were filled with jollity. Her sister couldn’t understand 
it and said they were going to make fools of themselves. 
Berran tried to tell her that was the point. It was just for fun. 
She doesn’t know what that means. 

The band were on stage and welcomed everyone. It all 
kicked off with Shayla, followed by duos, individuals, trios, 
couples, and groups. They entertained them well, causing 
hilarity and laughter amongst the audience. Some were pretty 
good, but Berran didn’t think the band needed to worry about 
their jobs. 

Berran jumped onto the stage to humungous applause. 
She’d chosen Carray’s favourite. Her eyes met Kaitlin’s, and 
she was immediately aroused. She licked her lips, and Kaitlin 
did the same. I hope Tannus didn’t see that.

She took the microphone. “Hey, can somebody pass 
me my instrument?” Roska came forward with a replica of 
Kaitlin’s guitar. It was carved in wood and painted in the 
same colours. Everyone laughed. She put the strap over her 
neck and turned towards Kaitlin. “Will you accompany me pl
ease?”                                  

Kaitlin laughed and shook her head, but said, “I’d be 
honoured.”
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Berran copied Kaitlin’s physical traits to a tee, and she 
didn’t care how much that showed how closely she’d watched 
her. When it came to the instrumental part, she stepped over 
to Carray and placed her foot on Carray’s thigh. Kaitlin put 
her foot on the other thigh. It was farcical; a double act in the 
making. She sang with passion, but not very well, and she 
knew it. Maybe I’d be a better comedienne. 

Tannus leapt to her feet. “More!”
The rest of the audience joined her, and Berran 

attempted to calm her supporters. “Thank you so much to 
my fans, and I can see that I’ve left you wanting. I believe a 
new star has been born tonight.” There were more cheers. “I 
am a modest woman...” Before she could finish, there was 
riotous laughter and loud dissent. “I realised you’d want 
more, so I’ve prepared a bonus track. Will you all join in with 
me or dance accordingly. It’s called ‘Move Closer.’” She 
sang and danced, gyrating in all directions, and couldn’t help 
but laugh, knowing she probably looked more like she was 
having a fit than dancing. She looked at Kaitlin and grinned. 
“Can you continue before I have a very embarrassing 
accident?” 

Berran sang along with Kaitlin, with all the good 
humour from the audience. She was back, though nothing 
would ever be the same. I have to forget her. She finished 
the song and bowed. The band stood to applaud, and Tannus 
held out a hand as she came off the stage. The ambience was 
surreal. They crowded into the games room afterwards, and 
Tannus waved Berran over. The room was packed like a cattle 
market, and the noise was deafening.

Tannus chuckled. “That was a night to remember. You 
were sensational.”

 “Thanks, Sis.”
“It’s good to have you back,” Kaitlin said.
Berran smiled, trying not to let the pain of that statement 

show in her expression. “It’s good to be back.” She saw Riva 
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and Pira, a welcome distraction. “I need to speak to the girls. 
I’m off.” Shit! When will it stop? She left before her eyes 
gave her away.

[\

Kaitlin watched as Berran joined Riva and Pira. They 
threw their arms around her, and she lifted them both from 
the ground with apparent ease. They looked so pleased to see 
her.

Tannus took Kaitlin’s hand and pulled her back around 
to face her.

“I think Berran’s found her niche. It’s so good to see.” 
Tannus’ gaze was searching, clearly looking for some sense 
of what Kaitlin felt with Berran around again.

Kaitlin smiled and nodded, hoping to look more light-
hearted than she felt. “She’s a lot of fun.” I’ve missed her. She 
hadn’t missed the confusion and tension, but she’d missed 
Berran being…well, Berran.

Tannus leaned closer to Kaitlin and put her arm around 
her. She softened at her touch. There was a sweet tenderness, 
a hint that something had grown between them, though she 
hadn’t really sensed it until now. I’ve made my choice too. I 
need to let it go.

“You and Berran make a very good team,” Tannus said 
softly.

Kaitlin shrugged and sensed the hint of vulnerability in 
Tannus’ voice. “Yeah, on stage we’re quite an act. Off stage, 
I’m yours, and I only want to be with you.” She pushed away 
the thoughts clawing for her attention. They were muddying 
the waters. Everything had been fine when Berran hadn’t 
been around to confuse things. Tannus had chosen her, and 
Kaitlin had not only accepted that choice, she’d welcomed it. 
Berran is a friend, and that’s how she’ll stay. She ignored the 
bite of sadness that accompanied that thought and turned to 
Tannus. Foretold, right?
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The weeks flew by like the clouds, and the mid-
November chill was in full effect. Tannus was 

having pangs of guilt that wouldn’t go away. She was being 
so unfair to Kaitlin. They’d been together two and a half 
months, and Kaitlin had been there for eight. She’d thought 
about telling her the truth, but then she’d put it to the back 
of her mind. Life was bliss, and she was in paradise, but that 
could change at any time. If I tell her, will the walls come 
crashing down? She didn’t want to lose Kaitlin, but she 
couldn’t keep it from her any longer. The prophecy said we’d 
be together. For skies sake, she was the Chief, and she had to 
be strong.

She sat beside Kaitlin on the couch and took her hand. 
“I have to talk to you, Kaitlin.”

Kaitlin stuck out her bottom lip and looked upset. “I 
knew it was too good to be true. You’re bored with me, aren’t 
you?” 

“Far from it. I’ve never been happier in my whole life.” 
Where to start? Just spit it out. “I have a disease, Kaitlin.”

Kaitlin scowled. “It better not be a sexual one.”
“No! Skies forbid. My grandmother and mother both 

had it. We don’t understand it.”
Kaitlin shook her head. “I don’t understand. What 



Karen Klyne

274

exactly do you mean…what…?” 
“I’ve been aware of it since I was a child. I can’t explain 

how. I don’t know if it’s just part of our gift of pre-vision.”
“You call that a gift? Just hang on a minute. Slow 

down.” Kaitlin crossed her arms and pursed her lips. “What 
does it mean? What’s going to happen to you?”

“They both died in their early thirties, and though they 
knew they were ill from the time they were young, there 
didn’t seem to be a cure. In this same way, I know I’m ill, 
and that I likely don’t have much time left. And again, there’s 
no cure.” Tannus said it plainly, as though telling her about 
a new building, or what time of day it was. She’d lived with 
this knowledge for so long that she’d buried the emotional 
aspect of it. She had no idea how Kaitlin would react.

She looked like she was going to pass out. She knocked 
the chair over as she got up and then kicked it hard and faced 
Tannus. She was flushed, and her eyes were glassy. “You 
bastard. You knew, and you didn’t tell me. All this time, 
you knew, and you made me fall...” She ran to the door and 
slammed it behind her.

Kaitlin’s footsteps echoed as she ran through the 
corridor. She was gone. Perhaps she’d run to Berran’s arms 
for comfort. The thought tormented her, and Tannus let her 
tears fall. I love her. For the first time in her life, she sobbed 
and made no attempt to stop. I don’t want to die.

She had no idea how long she cried before the door flew 
open. The force was so great, it vibrated throughout the room. 

Tannus didn’t look up, embarrassed by her crying, and 
ashamed because she’d withheld the news from Kaitlin.

Kaitlin knelt in front of her and put her arms around 
Tannus. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said. I love you.”

They lay huddled together for what seemed like hours. 
They kissed, and their kissing led them to bed. Kaitlin made 
love to her, and neither of them spoke. Afterwards, Tannus 
held her tightly. Why can’t we stay this way forever?
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Later, Tannus lifted her chin and looked into her eyes. 
“Have we got over that little hurdle then?” She asked, half 
smiling.

“How can you say it’s a little hurdle? It’s the biggest 
fucking hurdle I’ll ever jump. But I love you, and nobody’s 
taking you from me.”

“Music to my ears. Though I could never have dreamt 
that you’d ever love me.”

“I love you, I love you, I love you, and I’ll shout it from 
the highest tower.”

Tannus gave a small laugh. “I don’t think you’ll have to. 
I’m sure everybody’s already heard.” 

“How can you be so cheery after what you’ve just told 
me? There must be something—”

Tannus put a finger to her lips. “There is nothing. Trust 
me, if there was a cure, I’d know about it. You must believe 
me, it is written, and it will be. I don’t want this disease, but 
whether I’m the Chief or not, I can’t change my fate. From 
the time we’re children, women born to be Chief have the 
gift of prophecy. Sometimes we know big things, something 
we just get glimpses, like the one I got of you coming to me 
that day. But we all know when the poison in us begins to 
grow.” She stroked Kaitlin’s hair, the knowledge that she’d be 
leaving her sooner rather than later stabbed like a wound in 
her heart.

Kaitlin shook her head. “If you were in Cheshire, in my 
world, it would be different. If it’s a type of cancer, it can 
sometimes be cured. There are so many drugs and treatments 
in my world.” She grimaced. “Tell me what happens? What 
are the symptoms? What—”

“We’ll talk about it another time, my darling. We must 
go and show our faces. Aren’t you hungry?”

“I’m not hungry. I never want to eat again. I’d gladly 
starve if it could save you.” 

Tannus squeezed her tightly. “I know you would. 
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Let’s put it another way; I’m hungry. I’ve lived with this 
knowledge all my life, and I’m not about to abstain from food 
at this point.” She kissed Kaitlin’s forehead. “Now let’s go.”

There was hardly anyone in the dining room. They ate 
in relative silence, and Kaitlin seemed deep in thought. “Isn’t 
there a magic potion Sostar can produce?” 

“You’re ruining my lunch, Kaitlin. We’ll discuss it 
later.”

She began to sulk, and Tannus understood why. She’d 
just announced her worst nightmare and expected her to 
continue with lunch as though nothing had happened. She’d 
had years to get used to it, but she’d just dumped it on 
Kaitlin. She was clearly devastated, and she needed to be 
sensitive to that. “Let’s go back to my room.”

They walked back hand-in-hand, and the few people 
they passed gave them curious glances. Clearly, they looked 
as serious as they felt. 

Kaitlin took a seat at the desk, and Tannus joined her.
 “I feel physically sick.” She wrapped her arms around 

herself. 
Tannus sighed and reached for her hand. “I can 

understand how you’re feeling. It’s a big thing to 
comprehend. The only thing I can tell you is, it’s not 
imminent. I think I have more than a year.”

She laughed wryly. “Is that really supposed to cheer me 
up? I’ve already been here over eight months, and it’s flown 
by. And what’s this oracle crap? Tell me what you mean by 
‘it’s foretold’ and ‘the prophecy?’ Who wrote it and where?”

“In plain language, it means I have a sort of second-
sight. It usually manifests itself in a dream, although at times, 
I could be anywhere. It just happens.”

“What happens?”
“I can only describe it as a message or a vision, and it 

predicts the future.”
“It’s all bloody hocus-pocus to me. Haven’t you ever 
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got it wrong?”
“Never.” She sighed. But I so wish I could be. “If we 

were in your world, what would happen with my condition?”
“First of all, we’d go see a doctor, and you’d be referred 

to a consultant. We’d choose a consultant in a private hospital 
to get you seen faster. There’d be questions, tests, and scans. 
Once we had the results, they’d decide on a course of action. 
They might remove tissue or shrink the tumour, or whatever, 
by a course of radiotherapy or chemotherapy. Then they’d 
re-evaluate, depending on your response to treatment, 
and possibly do more scans of the body. It’d take several 
months.”

“I don’t have a tumour. There is no lump or growth. 
I’ll try to describe what I see when I close my eyes.” Tannus 
closed her eyes and focused. “It begins with a small dot in 
the heart. It develops a tail and runs through the body. It is 
neither painful nor debilitating, until the very latter stages. 
My mother was out riding her horse three days before she 
died.”

“Whatever it is, it could be taken away, or cut out.” 
“You make it sound simple, but we have no idea. The 

dot is a small ball of liquid. If it’s cut into, it might spread 
around the body immediately. If you try to remove it, it 
could burst, and the surrounding tissue might deteriorate 
more quickly. It feels more like a poison.” She’d never 
had to describe it, and doing so made her feel emotionally 
vulnerable, as though she was in need of special care because 
of her condition.

 “But you don’t know these things, Tannus. In my 
world, we could find out more.” Her shoulders fell, and she 
sighed heavily. “Are all the twins plagued by this bastard of a 
disease?” 

“No. Both my grandmother’s and mother’s twins 
were perfectly healthy. It seems my own twin has also been 
spared this ordeal, thank the skies. I can be content with the 
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knowledge that Berran will preside as Chief when I can no 
longer do so.”

“Great. So we just sit and wait?”
“Yes, more or less. I chose you because you’re different. 

You’re self-confident, opinionated, vibrant, and have a great 
sense of humour. You’re also terrific in bed, and above all, 
you make me laugh and lift my spirits. I don’t want you to 
become serious or over protective. I don’t want you counting 
the days. This is my life we’re talking about, and I want 
to live every day as if it were my first and I want to live it 
with the person I’ve described.” Kaitlin pouted, and it made 
Tannus smile gently. “I know I’m being hard on you, and I 
know it’ll take a while to adjust. But I had to tell you, and I 
need you to come to terms with it, because I need you now 
more than ever.” 

Kaitlin leapt up, threw herself on Tannus’ lap, and 
wrapped her arms around her neck. “I promise I’ll be there 
for you, and I’ll be the person you need me to be.”

Kaitlin made love to Tannus in the way that she needed. 
For the first time in her life, she was scared. She hardly slept. 
She cursed her second sight. Fate had given her Kaitlin, but 
in a cruel twist, she could only enjoy her for so long.

[\

Kaitlin hadn’t thought about falling in love. Certainly 
not in a parallel world. However, fall in love she had, and 
now she was going to lose her love to some disease that 
supposedly had no cure. It was surreal, and nobody seemed 
to be doing anything about it. Thank God she’d come to her 
senses and declared her love before it was too late. 

That afternoon, she’d walked around Fortune Castle and 
swore she’d be all the things Tannus needed. She moved all 
her belongings to Tannus’ room. She was ready to commit 
and wanted to share every waking and sleeping hour with 
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the woman she loved. Would I have appreciated my own 
world this way if I’d known I was going to lose it all? Maybe. 
Or maybe it was love that made her want to tear apart the 
universe to change things.

The knowledge was taking its toll though, and she 
needed something to take her mind off it all, so she went to 
the stables. She’d neglected Cappa recently, what with all the 
sex and love and stuff. Cappa would understand though, and 
she promised she’d make it up to her. She started by cleaning 
out her stall and giving her the grooming of her life.

She hadn’t really seen Berran properly since the 
karaoke, but there she was, showing a group of fresh young 
girls around. Berran ran over, whisked her off her feet, and 
swung her around, no doubt showing off to her new students.

“Hey, it’s great to see you. Where on earth have you 
been? Don’t answer that, it was a stupid question.”

“I’m sorry, I’ve been a bit tied up recently.” Kaitlin bit 
her lip and wanted to retract that statement. 

Berran smirked. “Lucky sister. Maybe you made the 
right choice. I’m not so kinky.”

Kaitlin couldn’t control a sudden surge of guilt. “I had 
no choice. Tannus took me as a partner, and she’s the Chief.”

“There are always choices, Kaitlin…if you wish to 
make them.” Berran shrugged. “But then, maybe I don’t 
understand prophecy the way my sister does. Maybe it really 
was fated.”

This isn’t a conversation worth having. With a sigh, she 
handed Berran a package she’d brought with her, just in case 
she ran into her. 

She turned it over in her hands as though it were 
precious. “What’s this?”

“I was experimenting with some winter hats. There was 
some leather left over, so I made one for you.”

Berran unwrapped the paper quickly and took out the 
leather hat. “It’s fantastic.”
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She pulled it on, and Kaitlin was pleased to see it was 
a perfect fit. It was different to the ones she’d made before. 
It didn’t have all the extra bits, and it wasn’t particularly 
functional, but it looked smart, and chic. She took Kaitlin’s 
hands and placed a kiss on her forehead. “I shall treasure it 
always. Thank you.”

Kaitlin pulled away and gently pushed Berran’s 
shoulder. “It’s only a hat.” But it wasn’t just a hat. She’d put 
a lot of care and feeling into it. Luckily, one of the older girls 
called and put an end to the awkward tension between them. 
She smiled and waved as she left. 

I did have a choice, and I chose with my heart. Didn’t I?

[\

They came to their last song on Saturday. Kaitlin 
announced the title and sang the love song solely to Tannus. 
Some realised the significance and others didn’t. Tears welled 
in her eyes, but she breathed deeply and kept going. They had 
to be strong for their community. Ours. It includes me now.

Back in their room, Tannus took her in her arms. “That 
was the most wonderful song I’ve heard, and you sang it 
beautifully. I don’t know how you pulled it off, but you were 
very brave, my darling.”

“I’ve been waiting to sing that song to someone. I could 
have sung it to you a couple of weeks ago, when I realised 
I loved you. Tonight was appropriate because it’s all about 
from this moment on.”

She kissed her tenderly. “Are you going to please me 
constantly for the rest of our lives?”

Kaitlin smiled. “Of course I am, Chief.” 
“Hmm…that title sounds so hot when you say it. Like 

one of my fantasies.”
A dart of pleasure soared through Kaitlin’s body. “Tell 

me more.”
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Tannus grinned wickedly and reached into her back 
pocket. She withdrew a black scarf and ran it through her 
hand.

“Would you like to try something different?” Tannus 
asked softly.

Kaitlin raised her eyebrow. “Different how?” The 
pulsing between her legs suggested she was already on board 
with whatever Tannus had in mind.

“Have you ever been bound during sex?” 
Kaitlin shook her head. “Why would I? I like using my 

hands.” 
She waved the scarf. “But I have a scar, just like yours.”
Kaitlin folded her arms and feigned disinterest. “It’s not 

a scar, it’s a scarf. A scarf is something you wear around your 
neck. A scar is something I might give you if you push your 
luck.”

Tannus laughed. “Now you’re speaking my language.”
She grabbed Kaitlin’s wrists, threw her on the bed, 

and straddled her before Kaitlin could react. Tannus pulled 
her arms above her head and tied her wrists together with 
practiced ease. Kaitlin bucked and fought, playing along with 
Tannus’ game. But Tannus was delightfully powerful, and 
Kaitlin fell still beneath her strength. She hooked Kaitlin’s 
bound hands over the bedpost, reached into her other pocket, 
and pulled out another scarf. Kaitlin’s ragged breath caught in 
her throat, and her body trembled with arousal. She continued 
to fight, but Tannus soon had her ankles secured to the 
footboard. 

“Now, my lovely, let me ravage you.” 
Tannus bit Kaitlin’s neck like a vampire and sucked 

hard. Kaitlin couldn’t move, but she didn’t want to. Tannus 
held her face firmly and pressed her mouth hard to Kaitlin’s 
lips, forcing her tongue into her mouth. Kaitlin sucked on 
it playfully. She strained at the bonds on her wrists to free 
herself, desperate to have her hands on Tannus.
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Tannus squeezed her breast hard enough to make Kaitlin 
moan with pleasure. She ripped open Kaitlin’s blouse and 
flicked her bra open with one hand to release her breasts.

“Is this what you want?” she asked before she took her 
nipple between her teeth.

“Yes.” No other words were necessary. Her desire to 
have Tannus inside her was far stronger than her pretend fight 
had been.

Tannus slid her hand under the waistband of Kaitlin’s 
skirt, and her body thrummed in response as waves of 
pleasure pulsated over her skin. She prayed this wasn’t a 
dream and that she wouldn’t awake sweating and alone. 

 “Kaitlin,” Tannus murmured into Kaitlin’s stomach, 
“you are so undeniably sexy.” She peeled her skirt to her 
ankles, dragging her nails along Kaitlin’s thighs. She roughly 
pulled Kaitlin’s underwear down, then hovered over her sex, 
her hot breath so close it made Kaitlin push her hips up in an 
attempt to meet her.

Tannus laughed softly. “My dirty girl. Patience.”
She untied Kaitlin’s ankles, pulled off her skirt and 

underwear, and parted her legs. Tannus moved up and bit 
firmly at her thighs. Her fingertips brushed against Kaitlin’s 
inner lips. 

“Now…please…now.”
“Now, who?” 
“Now…Chief.”
Every nerve and muscle tensed with expectation. She 

was on the edge. Tannus sank into her and increased the 
pace until Kaitlin’s body arched and she gave herself to her. 
Tannus held her closely, kissed her tenderly, caressed her 
body, and waited for her orgasm to subside. As she calmed, 
Tannus untied her hands. Kaitlin clutched her body, still 
trembling from the thrill of it all. She couldn’t find the words.

Tannus stroked her hair. “I don’t know how you feel, but 
for me it was sensational.”
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“I’d say it was the most pleasurable assault course my 
body has ever experienced.”

“You seemed to think I was planning on hurting you?”
She stared at her. “I’ve heard stories.”
“Of course you have. In my defence, I was only young 

and trying to find my way. I admit I had no finesse.” She 
kissed Kaitlin’s forehead. “I’d never hurt you…unless it was 
by mutual consent.” She laughed wickedly.

She loved how Tannus enjoyed her body, and now 
Tannus had taken her that way, Kaitlin was desperate for her 
to do it again. She felt more sexual than she’d ever been in 
Cheshire. How lucky she’d fallen through that wormhole on 
that fateful day. She sighed, closed her eyes, and fell into a 
sated sleep.

Before breakfast, she bathed and went back in the 
bedroom. Tannus stood by the bed, and Kaitlin gave her a 
hefty push.

“Have you seen what you’ve done?” she said and 
showed her wrists to Tannus. “I’ve got rope-burn.”

Tannus laughed. “Burn marks be damned. It’s just a few 
red marks. Mind you, I hope you’re planning to do something 
about your neck.”

“What?” She tried to find a mirror, which were few 
and far between in Tannus’ room. “My God, that’s a massive 
love-bite. You bloody vampire. I look like I’ve been ravaged 
by a horny teenager.” She scrambled around for something to 
cover it. “What the heck will people think?”

Tannus smirked. “They’ll think we’re having one hell of 
a time.”

“Yeah, right,” she said as she took Tannus’ arm and 
dragged her off for breakfast.

[\
 
Kaitlin welcomed the lazy day. She spread herself along 
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the sofa and read her book. Tannus was at her desk catching 
up on paperwork. She looked up to find Tannus watching her.

“Hypothetically, Kaitlin. If you had the opportunity, 
would you return to Cheshire?”

That’s an odd question. “I really haven’t got a clue. I 
feel at home here, like I’ve got both friends and family. It’s 
strange, if you’d have asked me before we got together, I still 
couldn’t have answered. Now we’re together, I don’t think 
I’d want to return to my world. But I do miss my mum. If she 
were here, my circle would be complete.” 

“So hypothetically, if you could, you’d go and bring 
your mother back here?”

She didn’t even need to think about it. “Yes, without a 
doubt. Saying that, if it meant we wouldn’t be together, then 
I’d sacrifice seeing her to be with you. Why do you ask? Are 
you testing me?”

“It’s the answer I hoped you’d give. What if I were to go 
with you?” 

Tannus looked serious, and Kaitlin’s heart raced. She 
was careful with her reply. “I can’t imagine why you’d do 
that.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”
“Only if I knew we could return to this world, because 

you’d despise mine. I know you would.” 
“But what if I wanted to go and see for myself?”
Goosebumps prickled Kaitlin’s skin. “To find a cure?” 
“No. I’m certain there’s no cure. But what if I said I 

wanted to have a new experience in my life, or to end my life 
with a new experience?”

Kaitlin’s body tingled. She swallowed, and it felt like 
there was a golf ball in her throat. What is this? “Why would 
you want to leave your people?”

“Maybe, for once, I wish to be selfish. And they’d be in 
Berran’s very capable hands.” 

She forced the words out. “But this is all hypothetical. 
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Right?” Tannus didn’t respond. “Right?”
“No, Kaitlin. It is, in theory, possible.”                     
Bombshell number bloody two. Kaitlin thought she 

might throw up. “What are you talking about?” 
Tannus sighed and closed her eyes for a moment. “I’ve 

never mentioned it to you because it can only happen once a 
year, and I didn’t know it could happen with humans. That is, 
until you arrived.”

“Explain?” Kaitlin could barely speak against the 
emotion flooding her.

“You arrived here on March 15, 2016 at 11a.m. Does 
March 15 mean anything significant to you?” 

She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t think so.”
“March 15, whatever day it falls on, is The Ides of 

March. Every year a group of us go to the exact spot in the 
woods where you were found. Every year, on that date at that 
precise time, something happens that can’t be explained—”

 “So—”  
“Wait. You’ll have time to cross-question me when I 

finish. Over the years, we’ve been told by the elders how they 
experienced these ‘happenings.’ In the past, it’s always been 
animals of different shapes and sizes that wandered through 
what looks like a brightly lit hole in the air itself. We’ve 
experimented by sending them back in the same manner. A 
few years ago, a small dog arrived, and we think we returned 
it successfully. Obviously, we can’t know what happens once 
the hole closes or where the animals actually go. When the 
light strikes at eleven precisely, we get a clear vision of ‘the 
other side,’ though only for a moment. At the end of last 
year, I had a prophetic vision of a young woman crossing the 
lighted area from the sky, and it was clearly you. That’s why 
we were awaiting your arrival when your metal plane came 
rushing through the hole. That’s also why we were able to get 
to you so quickly to make certain you lived.”

Tannus sipped some water and peered at Kaitlin over the 
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top of the glass, obviously waiting for her reaction. A feeling 
of rage at Tannus’ betrayal surged inside her. “Why the hell 
didn’t you tell me all this before? I can’t believe you’d be so 
cruel, not to let me know I could go home.”

“I’m sorry. But I feared all you’d be thinking about 
would be going back to where you came from. I wanted you 
to have a taste of life in Caysher, to know if you could create 
a life for yourself. If I’d revealed the truth, you’d never have 
let yourself fall in love with me. You would’ve resisted, 
because you’d know you might only be here for a year.” 

“That can’t be true. You said you had a premonition that 
we’re meant to be together. You said some nonsense about it 
being ‘foretold,’ didn’t you?” 

Tannus smiled, but there was a hint of sadness. “Even I 
wasn’t prepared to take the risk of being wrong.”

“It’s no joking matter. It’s absurd, withholding this from 
me.” She stopped talking, afraid she’d say something she 
couldn’t take back. But the possibility… “Are you saying you 
want to go to my world, to Cheshire?” Kaitlin’s voice shook 
and her pulse raced.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
“Shit. I hardly know what to say. The temptation’s huge, 

but I’m not sure I want to leave Caysher. If we went back, 
could we come back here the following year?”

“I’d hope so. If we can go back, we should be able to 
come back here. I expect it just has to be the same time and 
location, although there’s always a chance that going back 
through that hole could let us out somewhere else entirely. 
It’s a chance I’m willing to take.” She held up her hands, 
almost pleading. “Will you consider it?”

Her life had been turned upside down when she’d 
arrived, and in less than a year, she felt it was home in a way 
her original home never had been. Now, she could turn it 
upside down again. She shook her head, utterly confused. 
“It’s tempting. There are so many things I’d like to show 
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you.”
“It would be wonderful. There’s so much I want to learn 

about your world’s history.”
Tannus’ excitement was obvious, and Kaitlin didn’t 

want to take that away from her. She loved Tannus, and if this 
was what she wanted to do, why not? And what if we could 
find a cure? She was pissed she hadn’t told her, but she was 
right. If she’d known she could go home, she wouldn’t have 
settled in the way she had. “Then I guess I have to take you 
there.”

“I really want to go, Kaitlin. It means we’ll have to 
make plans, and I have a suspicion that Carray would want to 
come with us. How would you feel about that?”

“I love Carray. She’s like a sister. I can’t think of a 
better travelling companion.”

“Are we in agreement then?”
She took a deep breath. “Yes.” Oh bugger…why not? 

Life’s short. For Tannus, it’s even shorter. And I can come 
back, right?
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

The miserable rain mirrored Berran’s mood as she 
worked in the stalls laying down fresh straw and 

feeding the horses. She couldn’t believe they were leaving 
her. Not only that, but Carray was going too. As far as being 
Chief went, it seemed like a doddle, and most of it she’d 
delegate. It was only Tannus who insisted on doing it all. No, 
that wasn’t the problem. She’d lose the three people she most 
cared about. If I could, would I go too? Aside from the chaos 
and disorder Caysher would be left in, she didn’t particularly 
want to torture herself watching the lovebirds. They’d be 
back, even though Tannus more or less said she wouldn’t.  
Berran refused to believe it. She wasn’t going to die. She 
couldn’t die and leave me alone. Maybe this was all meant 
to be. There was bound to be a cure in Kaitlin’s world. They 
had so much technology and advancements medically. A year 
isn’t that long.

Kaitlin was with Cappa, so she went over to talk, and 
leaned on the stall. “Everything’s changing, isn’t it?”

“I guess it is. What do you think about it?” Kaitlin kept 
brushing, her jaw tight.

“I can’t change fate. I’d like to, but it isn’t in my hands. 
I’ll try and have some fun being the Chief until you all 
return.”
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Kaitlin rested her head against Cappa’s neck. “Tannus 
thinks she won’t come back. What then?”

She closed her eyes and sighed. “I’ll pray to the Skies 
and everything beyond that she’ll come back. You must bring 
her back, Kaitlin. Promise me?” 

“I can’t promise, but I’ll do everything in my power to 
make it happen. I don’t want to lose her either.”

“What happens if she’s unwell? Will you still come back 
to Caysher, or will you keep her in your Cheshire?”

Kaitlin straightened and continued brushing Cappa. 
“I’ve been trying to figure that out. If staying in Cheshire 
would mean a full recovery, then I’ll make the decision to 
stay. If no cure is available, we’ll return to Caysher one year 
later. Does that answer your question?”

She nodded. I have no control here. “Thank you.” She 
tried to smile. “I can’t imagine life without you either. Who 
will I tease?”

“I think you’ll have to store them all up.”
Kaitlin rubbed her eyes, and Berran thought she might 

cry. She stroked the side of Kaitlin’s face tenderly and let the 
tears well up in her eyes. “You have no idea how much I’m 
going to miss you.”

Kaitlin placed her hand on top of hers. “Me too.”
Carray coughed loudly from the stable doorway. “Ah, 

that’s where you’re hiding. I’ve been looking all over for 
you.”

Berran dropped her hand and moved away. Caught in 
the act. She was going to miss Kaitlin far more than she’d 
ever admit. And if they never come back… She dashed the 
tears from her eyes. They have to.

[\

Tannus threw some more logs on the fire, which burned 
brightly in the grate. The room felt cosy, and she smiled at 
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Kaitlin as she walked in. They’d settled into a comfortable 
routine, where Kaitlin would relax after her day at work, and 
wait for Tannus to finish her own work day. Kaitlin settled 
herself on the sofa, kicked off her shoes and stuck her ear 
pods in. She quickly finished some paperwork and joined her.

She quickly brought up the question that had been 
on her mind since the moment they’d decided to leave. “I 
so wish we could make a baby together. Do you ever want 
children?”        

Kaitlin shrugged. “I guess I’d imagined children. I 
always fancied two, you know, to keep each other company. 
I’m not genuinely bothered, though. I’ve realised I still had a 
lot of growing up to do when I first got here. I would’ve been 
a shit mum in my world. I feel like a different person now.” 

“Shall we have children together?” 
Kaitlin laughed. “Can you imagine what they’d be like, 

with your beauty and my talent?” 
“I’ve imagined it many times. I think you’d make an 

excellent mother. I think you’d introduce your world’s way 
of raising children, staying with their mum.” She smiled and 
kissed her eyelids.

“You want to extend my ‘terribly defiant streak?’”
“Absolutely. We must introduce more facets to our life 

here, and I believe you’ve proved it.”
“Okay. I’m game. Let’s make a baby.” Kaitlin put 

Tannus’s hand between her legs and grinned.
Tannus couldn’t believe how easy it had been to get 

her to agree. She’d expected more of a conversation, at least. 
“Good. I’m glad you agree. I’ll talk to Sostar in the morning.”

Kaitlin shot up from the couch, her eyes wide. “Shit, 
Tannus, I was joking. Are you really suggesting that I become 
pregnant using your Caysher berries?”

Ah. Not so easy, then. “That’s exactly what I’m 
proposing, Kaitlin. Granted, it’s something new, but I know 
it’s possible. I’d be truly contented if I could see it happen 
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before I leave.”
Kaitlin’s mouth opened and closed as though she was 

going to say something but couldn’t find the words. “But this 
special ‘Chief’ berry may have caused your disease.”

“Yes, and we’re not taking any more risks. I’m afraid 
it’ll be just the green berry, which only produces one child, 
and maybe…the child won’t be gifted with the second-sight.”

Kaitlin crossed her arms. “I’d say that was a blessing.”
Tannus shrugged. The sight was telling her this was 

important, and she knew better than to disregard it.
“What happens if you don’t see it born, though? This 

disease, what if—” Kaitlin faltered, tears in her eyes.
“I know what I said, but if we go ahead, I know I’ll see 

it.”
Kaitlin’s tears spilled over, and Tannus kissed them 

from her cheeks.
“And what about me? You’ll be gone, and I’ll be a 

single mum. I don’t want to be on my own. I want you with 
me.” 

She wiped away Kaitlin’s tears. “I’ll always be with 
you. You’ll see. As for being a single mum, you’ll have your 
family and Carray, and when you return to Caysher, you’ll 
have Berran and everyone here to support you.”

She sniffed and threw her arms around her. “I hate the 
idea of becoming an experiment, but if that’s what you really 
want, then yes…yeah. I’ll do it for you.”

“But I’d want you to do it for you, too. For us. Not just 
because I want it.” She studied her face carefully, searching 
for certainty. “Are you happy to discuss it with Sostar 
together?”

Kaitlin smiled and nodded. “Yes…yes, we’ll do it.”
It wasn’t particularly convincing, but it would do for 

now. Maybe she just needs time to get used to the idea. 
“Changing the subject completely, what will we see in your 
world?”
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 “There are so many places, so much history and culture. 
You and Carray will need passports to travel from country to 
country on bigger planes than the one I arrived in. My brother 
has some dubious friends, so he’ll be able to arrange those. 
We’ll see places from thousands of years ago, created by all 
different kinds of people. You’ll love it.” She stopped and 
narrowed her eyes. “Are there any more bombshells you want 
to drop on me?”

Tannus laughed. “No more bombshells, I promise. I’m 
sorry I had to drip feed them the way I did. Nothing like this 
has ever happened before, and I know I’m supposed to know 
how to handle everything as Chief. But this was all new to 
me, and I wasn’t sure how to deal with it. And…I didn’t want 
to lose you.” Tannus ran her hand through her hair. Wow. That 
was honest. She wasn’t used to having to explain her actions, 
but she’d never had a partner before either. 

Kaitlin nodded. “I understand.”
Tannus eyed Kaitlin up and down. “In the meantime, 

your feet look very tempting. I think I’ll just pop down and 
talk to them.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

Kaitlin machined the hem of the new skirt she was 
making for her own Christmas present. She loved 

Christmas, but they’d never had anything like the Bible, 
so they didn’t celebrate it. They had a thing called The 
Beginning which started on the twenty-ninth for five days. 
They wanted music, singing, and dancing. No pressure. It 
seemed much the same as her Christmas, minus the religious 
bits and the presents. There’d be loads of food, plenty to 
drink, and a few games thrown in. She also wanted her 
Christmas, and Tannus suggested they get a group of girls 
together, to sing her songs.

She examined the skirt to find she’d sewn the two sides 
together. She shouldn’t be doing this, not in her frame of 
mind. So much had happened, and none of it seemed real. 
God, me with children? The thought of having a child and 
returning to Caysher alone terrified her. They’d take her 
child away to the East Coast, and she wouldn’t have any say 
in the matter. Tannus assured her that Berran and the rest of 
the board knew her wishes. Kaitlin would remain with the 
community and raise her child there, showing the community 
a new way of doing things. It would be in place before they 
left.

 Negative thoughts pushed their way in. What happens 
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if I lose Tannus, I don’t get pregnant, and the “going back” 
thing doesn’t work? What happens if we’re left in one of 
those black holes? She was stressed like hell, but needed to 
be positive, to support Tannus, and pretend she wasn’t scared 
shitless. Thank heavens Carray would be by her side. Day 
after day, she and Tannus would talk about Kaitlin’s world. 
Explaining social structures, the hugeness of the globe, the 
amount of people. It was almost impossible, and more than 
once Tannus looked doubtful. But Kaitlin couldn’t blame 
her. As the words came out, she knew how ludicrous they 
sounded. Days were spent working and talking at meal times 
as always, and nights were spent having crazy-amazing sex. 
But there was always the sense of change hanging over them, 
and truth be told, Kaitlin was scared. December was rushing 
by. If she’d had a wish, she’d make time stand still. Nobody 
gave her that wish. 

And then Christmas Day was upon them, and the 
month was gone. She texted her family to wish them a Merry 
Christmas. Merry Christmas everyone, I miss u all so much. 
Having a wonderful life. Hope we’ll spend next Christmas 
together. XOXO Kaitlin. Here, there was no Christmas 
tree, no decorations, no turkey, or Christmas pud. She 
wasn’t bothered about the presents, she wanted her family. 
Depression set in. Next year will be different. Focus on the 
future. A future without the woman she loved? I’ll be visiting 
my world and my family. What could be more perfect? 
Tannus living.

She pushed aside the desire to wallow at her own pity-
party. She threw herself into the festivities, laughing with 
people she’d become incredibly close to. She shared a loaded 
smile with Berran, who kept her distance for the most part 
these days. She’d miss her terribly but given the weirdness 
between them, the time apart would be good. And when I 
come back, maybe I’ll have a child with me. The thought 
was surreal, and like the other thoughts, she pushed it aside. 
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There’d be time to deal with it later. 

[\

Kaitlin flicked through the many photos she’d taken of 
the Beginning’s festivities. She’d tried to capture as many 
memories as possible, for both herself and Tannus.

Tonight was the finale, and Berran had insisted on 
another evening of karaoke. When it was her turn, she leapt 
on stage, complete with wooden guitar, and made Kaitlin kiss 
it. The audience laughed as she performed the same song, and 
the same antics as before, and leapt around the stage like a 
lunatic. 

Berran snatched the mic from Kaitlin. “You Drive Me 
Crazy,” she sang and looked at Kaitlin.

The young crowd from the corral jumped up to join 
her as a backing group. They all threw themselves into the 
song. Berran swung her around and kept her arm around 
her when she put her down. Too close. A lightness filled her 
body, and her legs failed her. She stepped backwards to see 
if Tannus was watching, and Berran had to clasp her hand 
to keep her from falling off the edge. Berran fixed her eyes 
on Kaitlin’s. What does that look mean? Kaitlin put some 
distance between them and laughed, hoping no one else 
noticed. Inside she was trembling, like a volcano on the brink 
of erupting.

As the New Year approached, Tannus got up on stage, 
accompanied by a Carray drum roll. “Four…three…two…
one.”

Tannus pulled Kaitlin close, kissed her, and then 
disappeared to do her rounds. As with tradition, Kaitlin 
kissed everyone. Berran was nearby. She gave a sad smile 
and turned away to kiss someone else. Am I relieved or 
disappointed?

Shayla and her gang formed a line for the conga she’d 
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taught them, and others quickly joined in. Shayla led them 
through the hall, into the games room, out the other door, 
and up the staircase. There were a few hundred people, plus 
another line led by Rea, and a third. They’d been down the 
second-floor corridor, and Kaitlin knew where it was heading. 
At the staircase, she prised herself free, so she could get back 
to the stage for their last session. 

She headed down the staircase, reached the turn, and 
someone gripped her wrist and pulled her behind a pillar. The 
staircase was lit by large candles, but the pillars were in the 
shadows. Everything was simultaneously brighter and darker. 

“Did you think you’d escape me?”
Before she could answer, she was wedged up against a 

pillar and lips crushed against hers. Shit. Berran. Her body 
tingled, and she nearly responded. She gave a sharp kick to 
Berran’s shin, who yelped in pain.

“I should slap your bloody face.” Kaitlin’s 
admonishment was half-hearted, and she damn well knew it.

Berran laughed, the smell of alcohol strong on her 
breath. “Oh, please do, I can’t think of anything more 
pleasurable.”

Kaitlin could feel her face burning red, and her lower 
regions were responding in kind. It was just how she’d 
imagined a kiss with Berran might be. She tried to shake it 
off as a simple sexual impulse as she left and swept down the 
stairs.

She reached the stage and tried to compose herself.
Carray pulled her up. “Are you okay? You look 

flushed.” 
“I’m fine.” Liar. “I’ve just run from the second floor.”
Shayla led the masses into the hall, and they danced 

until the early hours. They’d come to the end, and the last 
dance. Kami and Tibra nudged her as Tannus stretched out 
her hand. They danced. Tannus made her feel safe, secure, 
stable. Kaitlin welcomed her arms around her and forced the 



Parallel Lives

299

other incident from her mind. There was nothing but chaos 
there.                      

It was the best New Year’s party ever. She didn’t want it 
to end, but people were drifting off. She and Tannus retired to 
their room. They lay for hours, kissing, touching, talking, and 
giggling until they were both truly spent. Kaitlin’s dreams 
were pleasantly erotic. She was simultaneously aroused and 
disturbed, because Tannus’ face kept switching to Berran and 
back again.          

On New Year’s Day, there was no room service, so 
breakfast was in the hall. Salin had organised brunch and 
acted even more creepy than usual. She was all smiles and 
smarms. Are you trying to impress Tannus? She seemed to 
be making an effort, and Kaitlin thought it might be a New 
Year’s resolution. Or just planning her next move?

“Happy New Year to you, Salin.” Two can play your 
game. She took her tray and smiled sweetly before they made 
their way back to their table.

Tannus cocked her head. She cupped Kaitlin’s chin in 
her hand and ran a thumb across her cheek. “I’m so proud of 
you my darling.”

“Proud?” 
“Yes, proud beyond belief. The Kaitlin I knew nine 

months ago would have behaved so differently.”
“Give me a clue?”
“The way you’ve handled the Salin situation.” 
“Oh, that.” She grimaced slightly. “I suppose a while 

back I might’ve been tempted to have her guts for garters. 
She still hates me, and I’m not her biggest fan. But, whatever. 
I don’t have to be around her often.” 

“You could have come to me and demanded justice. 
Instead you talked to Carray and took it no further.”

“I guess I’ve learned humility, or I’m going soft. 
Anyway, she’s your friend, and I didn’t want to come 
between you.”
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“Have I ever told you that I love you, you great big 
softie?”

Kaitlin grinned and wicked thoughts invaded her mind. 
“Tell me back in the room.”

Before sleeping, Kaitlin realised she’d hardly spared a 
thought for her family throughout the celebration. Had they 
celebrated Christmas and New Year without her? Were they 
okay? Had they missed her? She smiled because she knew 
next year would be different again.

[\

January was cold, and there was more snow. Berran 
hated the cold. Life had to go on though. The chores had to 
be done in the stables, and of course, the horses still needed 
exercise. A group of them galloped around the corral, and 
when they’d finished, she took Star for a short ride before she 
was due to face the board meeting. The wind whipped around 
her face and bit into her skin. At least she had her nice warm 
hat. She touched it affectionately. She’s leaving me. Worse 
still, she may never see her sister again. Kaitlin will bring her 
back, won’t she? They’d find a cure and come back. What’s a 
year? She trudged into the board meeting where they were all 
waiting for her, so she took a deep breath and began.

“As most of you know, Tannus, Carray, and Kaitlin will 
be leaving for one year in March. They’ll return on the same 
date, a year later, possibly with Kaitlin’s mother, Charlotte.” 

Salin shook her head and mumbled something 
incomprehensible. 

“In their absence, I will preside as acting Chief, 
and Sostar will be my deputy. All other members will 
assist accordingly. We’re all aware of the reason for their 
expedition, and I’m sure there will be a happy conclusion.” 

Sostar stood. “I’ll second that, and I’m optimistic that 
the drugs and treatment in Kaitlin’s world are far superior to 
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those we’ve developed.”
She didn’t sound convincing, and most of the board 

members avoided eye contact. 
Nothing was mentioned about Kaitlin’s potential 

pregnancy, as it was too personal for some public 
announcement. Berran hoped it was successful, particularly 
to get rid of the disease that had plagued their lineage. What 
will your baby look like? She didn’t care as long as it was 
healthy. And looks like Kaitlin. She couldn’t entertain the idea 
that if Tannus didn’t make it, Kaitlin might not come back 
after all.

Berran continued. “As far as the band is concerned, 
Kami and Tibra will take charge, and Carray is training a 
drummer. Kaitlin is teaching a small group of singers to assist 
them, and she’s also coaching a few in basic guitar.” They can 
never take her place.

Everyone attempted enthusiasm, but she didn’t detect 
many positive vibes. Sostar had said they would need time 
to adapt. They were losing their chief and gaining a new 
one, and Berran desperately wanted to believe people would 
believe in her, too. 

The meeting ended, and as usual, Berran and Tannus 
spent a lot of time together so Tannus could pass on as much 
information as possible. There was still an obvious wedge 
between them, and Berran wasn’t sure they could ever 
overcome it. 

One day, after a long session of information, Tannus 
said, “I know you hate me…for taking Kaitlin.”

Berran shrugged. “It’s history. Foretold and all that.”
“History it is, but I want to tell you about the future. 

Your future.”
Berran covered her ears with her hands. “No. I don’t 

want to hear it.”
Tannus took Berran’s wrists and pulled her hands away. 

“I have to tell you something. It’s important, and you must 
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listen.”
Berran gritted her teeth. “I don’t want another one of 

your chief lectures, Sister.”
Tannus shook her head. “You’ll like this one. Kaitlin 

will be yours one day.”
What? “Shut up, Sister.”
“It’s foretold.”
“Another one of your dreams?”
“You know better than to doubt the prophecy, and it will 

be.”
Berran shook her head. She didn’t want to hear it. If 

it was true, her beloved sister wouldn’t be around. She’d 
sacrifice her love for Kaitlin if Tannus could return.

Tannus allowed the subject to drop, perhaps to let 
Berran absorb the information and continued showing her the 
filing system. Berran was dispirited, but it was time to show 
Tannus she was capable and worthy of being a Chief. She 
had to find her inner spirit. The future would be no matter 
what she did or didn’t want, so there wasn’t much point in 
worrying about it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Kaitlin had dreaded the board meeting. God, she 
hoped they wouldn’t mention her pregnancy. It 

was so personal, almost like having sex in view of everyone. 
Without the pleasure. She hoped it took, and she wouldn’t 
have to wait ‘till February. Her menstrual cycle had started 
spot on time, so at least they were on schedule.

With regards going back to her world, she’d given 
Tannus and Carray as much information as she could, but it 
was hard for them to grasp. She’d shown them photographs 
of cars, trains, and planes, but they were all difficult concepts 
when their world was so under-developed. 

Carray scratched her head. “How will we survive? Will 
there be enough of this money?” 

Kaitlin laughed. “I promise you, I have more than 
enough to cover everything. We’ll have to stay in England 
until we can get your passports sorted. But we can still 
explore the rest of the UK if you want.”

Carray looked concerned. “How will I cope without my 
drums?”

“Don’t worry. We’ll go and buy a set right away.”
“But where can she play them?” Tannus asked as she 

stared at a picture of Kaitlin’s house.
“We have a converted barn not far from the house. 



Karen Klyne

304

My dad wanted me to use it, but I never got around to it.” 
It would’ve been perfect for her and Tannus, but Carray’s 
needs were greater. Playing the drums kept her calm. It was 
an outlet of sorts, and she’d definitely need that to process 
the changes she was about to experience. Kaitlin’s room in 
the main house had an en-suite and was far enough away 
from her parent’s room. “And you’ll get to meet some of my 
friends.” Friends? More like acquaintances. Nothing like 
what I have here. The thought made her sad, but Tannus got 
her to focus. 

Tannus seemed laid back about the whole move. “I 
don’t care about the logistics. I can’t wait.”

Will she say that if we end up some place different? 
What if the people—God, what if they weren’t human? They 
could be real aliens. They could be hostile, maybe savages or 
head hunters, or even cannibals. What about her baby? Would 
she miscarry, or if she had it…would they take it away? She 
clutched her chest. Tannus seemed to sense her fear and took 
her hand. She stroked it tenderly, and the feeling of dread 
drifted away. For the moment. 

[\

At the end of January, Sostar had given her a thorough 
examination. She was ninety-eight percent sure that the time 
was perfect for her to eat the berry. Kaitlin was nervous, but 
Tannus was by her side, and she’d be with her all the way. 

Her next menstrual cycle didn’t happen. She said 
nothing to Tannus and visited Sostar. 

Sostar smiled. “Have you had any spotting?” 
God, all this pregnancy stuff is so embarrassing. She 

nodded.
“Wonderful, we’ll wait another week to see if there are 

more signs.” 
“Please don’t mention anything to Tannus. It could be a 
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false alarm, and I don’t want her to worry.”
“I promise I’ll say nothing until we’re sure.”
It was difficult saying nothing to Tannus. She kept 

looking at her, waiting for confirmation. What were the 
symptoms of pregnancy anyway? Mum would know. None of 
the women around her knew the signs apart from Sostar, and 
the mothers lived on the coast with the kids, so they couldn’t 
let Tannus know. 

Usually she was on a permanent high, but her energy 
levels had dropped significantly. She no longer felt like 
running. Is this a sign? 

Another week passed, and she saw Sostar. She was 
agitated, and her breasts felt strange. She was fatigued and 
moody. Sostar said that was wonderful. Wonderful? I feel like 
crap. 

“I’m ninety percent sure you’re pregnant, Kaitlin. You 
really are fertile. I’ll take some blood, then we’ll know for 
certain.” 

It was really happening. It wasn’t a game anymore. 
She’d have to grow up and take responsibilities. She was 
happy yet anxious. Tannus would help, but what about 
Berran? Where the hell was she? She’d hardly seen her 
since…the kiss. That kiss had been divine. Why am I thinking 
of that? She should be thinking about Tannus and the baby. 
Tears stung her eyes and clouded her mind. She fumbled for a 
tissue and wiped her eyes. It’s yer hormones, dearie.

Kaitlin shook her head, attempting to remove the 
sadness and yearning. “When will you know?”

“By the end of the day. Come and see me before 
dinner.”         

Kaitlin was anxious and went to groom Cappa to take 
her mind off everything. It didn’t help. The dumb horse 
offered her no comfort.

She was shit scared when she opened Sostar’s door to 
see her beaming. “So?” she asked as though she didn’t care. 



Karen Klyne

306

Sostar pulled her into the biggest hug. “You’re pregnant, 
Kaitlin.”

“Did you say I’m pregnant?”
“That’s a positive.” 
She was speechless. The door opened, and Tannus 

walked in. Sostar nodded to her with a wide smile. 
Tannus took Kaitlin in her arms. “I can hardly believe it. 

You’re so fertile.”     
I feel like a prize cow. 
Tannus grinned. “I’m ecstatic. It’s such a momentous 

occasion.” 
Sostar joined them in a group hug. 
Kaitlin coughed. She felt smothered, as if her lungs 

were constricted, and she couldn’t get any air. They seemed 
to sense her suffocation and moved back.                        

“What now?” Tannus asked.
“We’ll just keep monitoring.” 
“What about love-making. Is it safe?” Tannus grinned at 

Kaitlin.
Oh my God. Did she really just say that? Kaitlin hid her 

face in her hands.       
“Absolutely fine. In fact, it’s very good for the baby’s 

development. Sex is permissible right up until the very late 
stages, but of course, at that point you’d have to be very 
considerate.”

  Like either of you know? You’ve not had children, but 
you’re talking as though it’s from experience. She cringed at 
her internal tirade. Moody indeed. 

“You can’t imagine how thrilled we are. I’m so proud of 
you.”

“Yeah, I’m pregnant and happy to be so, but you’re both 
talking like I’m some sort of scientific experiment or farm 
animal.”

They looked upset, and Tannus took her hand. “I’m 
so sorry, darling, but we’re feeling such joy. You’re not an 
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experiment, but this will be the first baby to be born from 
someone outside the community.” 

She nodded. It was a significant statement. She was an 
experiment, but she had volunteered. She was a new addition 
to their community, and that could only be good. If we make 
it back.

[\

They had less than two weeks, and her stomach churned 
with the thought of this adventure. She seemed to be the only 
one in two minds as to whether it was a good idea, because 
Tannus and Carray were raring to go.

At the board meeting, Berran took the chair. “I thought 
I’d better give you an update. Everything’s going according 
to plan, and the band will play their last session on Saturday. 
Let’s focus on one thing…a year isn’t that long. Can you 
remember, almost a year ago, Kaitlin arrived? And hasn’t it 
flown by so quickly?”

They all nodded. 
“I’m going to hand you over to Sostar, as I believe she 

has some important news.”
“Kaitlin is pregnant with a baby of our community.” 
The board stood and applauded, but Salin looked 

like she’d eaten a sack of lemons. Was she expected to say 
something? I hope not. She smiled as sweetly as she could 
manage. This all seemed so contrived. 

Berran held out her hands. “Thank you, Kaitlin. You’ve 
made us all so happy.” Tears were running down her cheeks 
when she touched Kaitlin’s stomach. “You’re carrying our 
child, and I know it will be as wonderful as you are.” 

Kaitlin couldn’t help but join Berran with tears of her 
own, and she hugged her tightly. Our child. That’s how they 
saw things here, but she knew there was more to Berran’s 
words than what she said. Shit. What if I can’t get back to 
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these marvellous people?
 

[\

The band’s last performance was emotional. They 
played for longer, but Kaitlin wanted it to end. She felt 
wiped. 

In bed, she cried. Tannus held her, caressed her, and 
whispered words of love. Pregnancy was making her overly 
emotional.

“This time next week, we’ll be sitting back in your 
world, and you’ll be reunited with your mother. I can’t wait 
to meet her.”

Would her mum be there to meet them or had she given 
up on Kaitlin? What if her family had moved away after 
she’d disappeared? What if there was no one waiting at all? 
She was torn but saw the positive in her statement. I love you, 
Mum.

The next day she met Shayla for their final game of 
pool. Shayla wasn’t prone to emotions, but she seemed 
subdued. 

“Do you want me to bring anything back for you?” 
Kaitlin asked.

“I want you back with your child, your music, and 
your humour. And everything else you’ve brought to our 
community.”

 Kaitlin hugged her. “I’ll really miss you.” She felt 
Shayla’s tears against her cheek and fought back her own.

“I’ll miss you, too.”
They finished the game, and Kaitlin made the rounds, 

saying good-bye to people she’d come to know and love. 
Agnew gave her a long hug and thanked her for her inspiring 
clothing ideas. Others talked about how much they’d miss 
her singing and laughter. They talked about when Kaitlin 
had first arrived and how things had changed in just a year. 



Parallel Lives

309

Berran was nowhere to be seen, and Kaitlin was relieved. 
She couldn’t handle the kind of emotion Berran brought out 
in her, not now. By the time she made it back to her room, 
she was emotionally drained and hoped like hell they were 
making the right decision. But there was no going back now, 
so she swallowed the panic and kept moving forward.

[\

Their rucksacks were packed with a change of clothes 
and some food just in case they didn’t come out where they 
thought they would. As they rode to the crash site, Kaitlin 
felt bereft and excited at the same time. She could hear 
Tannus and Carray speaking of their thirst for knowledge 
of a different world, for different reasons, but Kaitlin had 
experienced the old world, and she preferred the new one. 
She knew she was only going back for two things: her mother 
and a cure for Tannus.                             

They dismounted, and Valdis looked after the horses. 
The ground where Kaitlin’s plane had landed had mostly 
grown over, though there was still evidence of it. A while 
back Kaitlin had given them permission to take the plane 
apart and see what they could do with the parts. It was no 
good rusting in the field, after all. Now, she kind of wished 
she could see it there in the hedge, a reminder that all this 
really had happened. She turned back to the group with her.

There was little more to be said that hadn’t been said 
already. They hugged and kissed in turn.

Berran took Kaitlin to one side. “Come back, Kaitlin. 
Promise me?”

She held her hands, and her eyes were the saddest 
Kaitlin had ever seen them. “I promise you, with hand on 
heart, that I’ll return.”

She pulled Kaitlin close and held her firmly. She 
couldn’t imagine a year without Berran. She felt like she was 
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losing so much more than a friend. She didn’t try to hold 
back the tears this time. Berran gently traced a finger on the 
tears and wiped them away.

Berran kissed her on the forehead and whispered, 
“Come back.”

Tannus guided Kaitlin and Carray to the centre of the 
field. None of them looked back. Kaitlin stood in the middle 
and took each of their hands. Her whole body trembled, and 
her heart raced.

They waited.
She looked at her Rolex. Ten seconds.
The light flashed, and the curtain appeared like a tear 

opening mid-air. She could see the landing strip she’d never 
made it to.

 They stepped tentatively through the worm hole back to 
her world.

Here goes nothing.
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