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1: When and Where?

1.1: A Rude Awakening

Cassie woke with a jolt and groaned
in pain. She kept her eyes shut and lay as still as possible. The
migraine, or whatever it was, insisted upon pummelling the inside of
her skull with a lump hammer.

Whatever was afflicting
her didn’t restrict itself to her head. Her entire body felt
wrong.

What on Earth did I do last night?
she thought. Was I out with Georgia and Mark, or
even Jason?

Recent
memories refused
to surface and
those she
could drag up felt ancient.

Just what the hell am I sleeping
on? Lying on her left side, her
right hand explored the bed.
The sheets – they don’t even
feel like sheets –
had the texture of used rags. Whatever
was underneath them
wasn’t a mattress, either.
Her left arm was limp
across her face and the
fingers of that hand were
touching something that reminded her of cat fur. Why am
I covered by fur? Whatever
it was made from,
she was buried within
it, which at least kept her warm.

Well, warmish.

She raised the
covering with her left hand
to be rewarded with a
shaft of light accompanied
by an
icy draft. Shivering,
she dropped
her arm and tried
to inch her body deeper
to get away
from the cold.

That tiny
movement made her discover something else as
her body moved
under
the cover. And
that was it – her entire body moved against whatever
was covering
her.

Her right hand moving
up her leg to her hip confirmed her lack of clothing.

Oh my God, I’m
naked. Naked and not in my own bed.

Struggling to suppress
a tide of panic, she told herself there had to be a rational
explanation for all this.

She heard noises
not far away – in
the same room – but the
echoes were wrong, an
impression of a larger space. Not
a room – a hall?
The noises
resolved into the
sound of women’s voices
but they
were soft and Cassie couldn’t
make out what they were saying. Whatever
it was, it didn’t sound like English.

Where the hell am I? And why does my head hurt
so much?

A
persistent itch above her
right ear
diverted her
attention.
Attempting
to scratch the spot, her fingers detected movement. A
tiny creature squeezed
from beneath her thumb
to scuttle away across her scalp. Her
fingers followed it and that brought a new discovery. Her hair was no
longer straight. But it was more than just frizzy. It was matted and
greasy to the touch, and far
longer than normal.

Have I switched bodies or something?

Considering what life
had previously dealt her, that wasn’t an idea she could reject
out of hand. There was one way to check. She caressed her right cheek
with the tip of a finger, seeking out the scar that had been a part
of her since she was six. Falling from her pushbike to the pavement,
a sharp stone had sliced into the flesh of her cheek. She located the
scar – the small ridge of harder skin felt no different to
normal. Cassie didn’t know whether she felt annoyed or relieved
at that confirmation.

An
intense cramp passed
across her abdomen. She clenched her teeth.

Her
hands,
moving
down towards the
source of the pain, recoiled upon encountering breasts that were far
larger than they had any right to be. Her
fingers brushing
past her nipple felt a sticky dampness. But
the pain in her belly
intensified and her hands
continued their
descent
to discover
an unexpected bulge
and movement within.

She screamed long
and hard. Seconds
later the covers were stripped away.
Grey light, originating
from somewhere
behind her,
coupled with the pain in her
head, was still
bright enough to make her
squint. But
it wasn’t
enough to hide from her eyes
the distended shape of her
belly.

Struggling
to pull
herself upright,
she
stared
down at her body
in disbelief. Seeing the
pregnant
mound, she
sucked in
another breath and screamed
again, unable to prevent it.


1.2: An Endless Dream

Both
the pain
and the scream passed.
With
her breath spent, Cassie’s
eyes rose to meet those of the person
who had pulled the cover from her body.

She encountered
dark brown
irises surrounded by a wide,
olive-skinned
face. The
cheeks were picked out with raised
scars, four
lighter lines
with a dot between each, symmetrically
arranged on either
side of the nose. The face
was itself
framed
by black hair, almost as
matted as hers
felt.

Cassie
blinked, unable to
comprehend what she was seeing, but blinking didn’t cause
the apparition to go
away. So her eyes continued their explorations.

Bare
to the waist, with breasts
that hung
limp, Cassie’s
eyes tracked down to a
stomach that
showed signs
that it had borne
at least one
child in the past.
The woman’s skin was lined and leathery as if she had spent far
too much time exposed to the elements. Her face, too, was wrinkled
around the eyes and mouth. Though
far past her youth, the
woman’s
eyes still sparkled with life. She
wore only some sort of animal skin as a skirt, yet
didn’t
appear to feel the cold.

Cassie did,
and pulled the cover back up
around her body. She
could see
it, too,
was made
from animal skins, sewn together with
a coarse
thread. She
gripped it close to her neck
trying
to exclude the cold air and
hide her nakedness, as
she
tried to take
in the rest of her surroundings.

The woman said
something using sounds that had never known any connection with
English. But, somehow, Cassie understood her. Little more than
articulated grunts, within her head the noises became, “Okay.
Light in eyes. Wake proper.” Except that the woman really had
said something that sounded like ‘okay’ before the grunts
and noises that followed it.

The woman moved the
cover to one side again and put a hand on Cassie’s swollen
belly, adding, “Baby soon.”

A large flea hopped
onto Cassie’s left breast. The woman’s long fingers
pinched it away before Cassie had time to react to the horror of
seeing it. Manipulating the insect between the nails of her thumbs,
the woman applied a moment’s pressure and, with an audible
click, the flea was flattened. Its remains were wiped down the
woman’s excuse for a skirt.

Cassie
pulled
the cover back around herself and tried
to make
out her
surroundings in
the dim light.
The walls were smooth
rock and
led up to a vaulted ceiling almost
lost in shadow
– a
large
cave
of some sort. More
than a dozen bundles
of animal fur, similar
to what
she was sitting
on, were
distributed around the floor of the cave.

Nearer
the source of the light, two more women were
tending a fire that crackled as twigs and small branches were added.
Each
was
dressed in
a similar
style
to the woman beside her. None
of them apparently
embarrassed about the skimpiness
of their
clothing.
One
of them held a baby in one arm.

Cassie
looked past them, her
eyes
following
the smoke from the fire. She
watched it
curl up to the roof of the cave before drifting towards the
entrance where,
unhindered
by any sort of door,
it
escaped
into
the
freedom
of
the world beyond.
Behind
a line of
trees, a
dense wall of dark
green, rose
a
snow-coated
mountain
range.

This can’t
be happening, Cassie
told
herself.
I have to be dreaming.

She
shut her eyes and tried to will herself into waking up. But the cave,
the woman and her own nakedness persisted when she opened them again.

With
trepidation she touched her stomach under
the cover,
feeling the tautness of the flesh. She
handled
the fullness of her breasts, they
were heavy
and painful. She
gasped as her hand came away wet – but
when she brought her
fingers into
view, the liquid on
them was
pale yellow and sticky.

Something
else – images,
memories – crept
into her mind.

I remember
this,
she thought. I
remember a dream of being here. But,
where is
here, and when
am I going to wake up?

The
woman looked at
Cassie, her head tilted a
fraction to one side,
and spoke
again. “Fire in sky. Wake
okay. Okay wait. Ka’Chull come. Baby.
Soon.”

Cassie
stared at the woman.

How can
I understand her?

But
then
she frowned. That
word – Ka’Chull – was
familiar.
Looking
at the
woman’s
face popped another
word of
similar
construction
into
her
head: Em’Kell. What did that mean?

“Em’Kell?”
Cassie said.

The
woman’s face lit up with
a broad smile. She
sprang to her feet and
rushed
towards the cave entrance where
she
chattered
to
the other women. All three came back and
sat beside Cassie’s bed.

“Okay,”
said the
youngest one,
pronouncing
it more like ‘Oh’Kay’ with a distinct pause
and a
click
between the two syllables. The first woman had also
said
it like that – like
they were saying ‘Oh Kay’ which made Cassie’s mind
conjure up an image of the older, white-haired
Kay. Coincidence?

Cassie
stared at the
girl.
She couldn’t
have been more
than about thirteen
but
her face,
too, had been deliberately scarred – two lines on each cheek
with
a row of dots above her eyebrows. Her
belly
showed
signs of pregnancy, though nowhere near as full as Cassie’s.
The
girl patted Cassie’s shoulder with fingers that were slender
and long, an attribute shared with the other two women.

“Baby,”
Cassie
said, pointing to the girl’s stomach.

The
girl said something in the grunt language that, to Cassie’s
ear, also meant ‘baby’ – the same word used earlier
by the older woman. Cassie repeated the ‘baby’ grunt, and
all three smiled and laughed.

“Oh’Kay
talk. Oh’Kay wake. Fire in sky wake Oh’Kay,” said
the
woman Cassie thought of as Em’Kell.

“Em’Dor,”
the girl said, pointing at herself. Cassie
repeated what she presumed was the girl’s name, and
then realised that the name, like Em’Kell’s, was also
familiar.
The
girl responded with a laugh and
a wobble of her
head that was neither a nod nor a shake.

“Em’Jex,”
the third woman said, her free hand pointing to her chest while her
other arm cradled a naked, sleeping infant. Again, the name was no
surprise to Cassie. The woman was somewhere between the ages of the
other two, though Cassie couldn’t put an exact number on it.
However, what she could see was that the woman’s breasts were
as full as her own. Cassie stared at the baby held in the woman’s
arms – again, a name popped into her head.

“Em’Tull,”
she said and Em’Jex squealed in delight.

All
of them, including the infant, possessed common facial features that
made them consistent with each other but, to Cassie’s eyes,
misproportioned. Thickset around the jaw, wide across the cheeks and
nose, they also possessed overlarge teeth, receding chins and
foreheads that were sloped more than normal. There was just a hint of
the oriental around the eyes, too.

“Cassie,”
Cassie said, pointing at herself.

All
three erupted in laughter, shaking their heads with that strange
wobble.

“No,”
Em’Kell said. She pointed at Cassie and said, “Oh’Kay.”

“Huh?”
Cassie said, which reduced the three to laughter again.

“Oh’Kay,”
Em’Dor said. “All Oh’Kay say since thirteen moons
past is Oh’Kay. You Oh’Kay.” Not that the girl said
thirteen – it was more like hand-hand-fingers-three –
but Cassie’s mind translated its meaning automatically.

“But
fire in
sky make
Oh’Kay
wake,” Em’Kell said.
“Is Oh’Kay not Oh’Kay now?”

What
the hell are they talking about?

“I’m
Cassie.”

“Ka’See?”
Em’Dor said. “Man name. No, you Oh’Kay.”

“Cassie,”
she repeated. “I’m Cassie. And I’m not okay.”
She was speaking in English and it was plain from
the sudden look of shock on all
three
of their faces that
none of them understood a
word she was saying. But that didn’t stop her. Her
voice inched up in both scale and volume, and
she felt as if she was losing a battle against a tide of conflicting
emotions.
“I’m Cassie,” she
shouted, “and
I don’t know where I am, or who you are, or where we are, or
anything.
My name is Cassie. Cassie!
And
how the fuck did I end up with a baby inside me?”

The
dam burst as tears flooded down her cheeks. She clutched her arms
around her knees which, given the size of her belly, wasn’t
achieved without some difficulty, and sobbed her heart out.


1.3: Baby


Cassie was still crying many minutes later. The three women tried to
comfort her, making soothing sounds and patting her hands, shoulders,
back and, in Em’Kell’s case, rubbing the swelling of her
belly through the cover.

Then they brought her some water in a shallow dish
that, Cassie could see, had been carved from wood. The water it
contained tasted fresh, though it did little to stop her head from
pulsating. She drained it and handed the dish back.

“When will I wake up? Please let me wake
up,” she muttered in English.

“Baby soon,” Em’Dor said. Then
she patted her stomach and said, “Baby come three moons.”
Then she pointed at Cassie and said, “Oh’Kay baby here
soon. Today?”

Moons? What does that mean? Three moons,
thirteen moons. These people, whoever they were, measured time in
moons. Was it how long it took the moon to go around the Earth? A
value of twenty-eight days popped into Cassie’s mind –
about a month. Thirteen moons. Did that mean she’d been here
more than a year? Why couldn’t she remember?

Cassie tried to lay back down but another spasm
hit her. She whimpered and held her breath until it passed.

Oh, my God,
she thought, as she lay there gasping. That had to be a
contraction. I really am about to have a baby.

Then another realisation hit her hard and her
thoughts screamed, I must have been raped.
Who the hell is the father? Was it one of
these people? Some bloody caveman? I don’t
even remember. Why can’t I remember?

Noises came from
outside the cave.

“Ka’Thon,
Pa’Tay,
Ka’Char, Ka’Chull,”
Em’Jex said. “They
laugh. Hunt
good.”

Cassie raised her head and heard the babbling get
closer. She wiped the tears from her face with her hand, noticing the
accumulation of filth upon her skin.

Filling the cave entrance were four taller men,
surrounded by others whose ages ranged from children to adults even
older looking than Em’Kell. Two of the men dropped the large
body of a deer they’d been carrying onto the ground. It was
picked up by three women and taken off out of Cassie’s sight.

I know them all,
Cassie thought. How do I know them? Have I really been here
for a year?

Em’Kell rushed to
meet them and accosted one of the hunters. She dragged him by the arm
towards Cassie. She shrunk under the covers, trying to hide her
nakedness from him.

“Oh’Kay,”
his voice boomed as he squatted beside her. Across his shoulder were
slung the limp bodies of several cat-sized animals, tied
together with something that wasn’t quite
string. Dried
blood was spattered
across their fur and even
more dotted his bare arms.

She stared into
his face, at the darkness of
his features, at the delicate
yet familiar pattern of scars on his forehead and cheeks –
though the latter were half
concealed by beard growth. Cassie
forced herself to breathe
again as the certainty grew that she
was staring at her rapist. She
swallowed. He was, like the
others, tall, strong
in the jaw and broad across the face. Neither handsome nor ugly.

Just wrong.

Without any doubt, she
knew his name was Ka’Chull.

Am I guessing or remembering that? she
asked herself.

Cassie closed her eyes
again. What in hell has happened to me?
She racked her thoughts trying to locate something – anything –
that would unearth even the tiniest answer. But her thoughts were
interrupted as the man placed a hand under her chin and raised her
face. How dare he?

“Oh’Kay has
eyes now,” he said, his face only inches from hers. “Fire
in eyes like fire in sky. Awake. Fear, too. Scared.”

Releasing her face, he
pulled the cover from her and placed his hand on her stomach as if he
had every right to do so. She flinched at the touch of his spidery
fingers upon her.

“Baby come soon,”
he said. “Ka’Tor if boy, Em’Char if girl.”

“Don’t I
get a choice in its name?” she said, in English.

“Hah,”
Em’Kell said, “I tell true. Oh’Kay talk now.”

“Mad talk,”
Ka’Chull said, patting Cassie’s belly and
smiling.

Another contraction caused her to pitch forward and then she felt something worse. 
It was as if she had wet herself.

“Baby,”
Em’Kell said, pulling the cover away. “Men go. Baby come
now.”

The
next few hours were torture; several kinds of
torture all mixed up together:
pain, embarrassment, pain, cold and yet
more pain.

Cassie was
surrounded by women. They wouldn’t leave her for a moment. They
made her lay down, stand up, walk,
sit, bend over and
squat.
They pushed and prodded at her abdomen and, even worse, inserted
their bare fingers between her legs as they determined the state of
her labour.
Her ears were filled with their constant chatter along
with her own screams, as
waves of agony hit her at
decreasing
intervals.

As the minutes crawled by, she prayed for all this
to end and wished total oblivion upon herself. She craved sleep and
never to wake again. Anything to get away from the pain, not to
mention the indignity. But there was no respite and her whole body
shuddered to the spasms of the increasing contractions. She was sure
she passed out at least twice – small blessed reliefs that were
all too brief. But the women wouldn’t let her remain that way.
She wasn’t allowed to slip away into the darkness she so
eagerly sought.

In between all this, she became conscious of the
cave filling as more people arrived – their faces stirring
memories. Also, she detected the twin aromas of blood and cooking.
The thought of either made her physically sick, though she only
retched as her stomach felt empty of nourishment.

At times, Ka’Chull would come into view, a
smile plastered across his broad features – not an expression
of sympathy, more one of amusement. It held indifference, too, if not
total unconcern, for what she was going through. She screamed blue
murder at him but it was obvious he neither understood nor exhibited
any concern about the words that flowed from her mouth. At times
people would come to stare at her – men, women and children –
many of them talked of the fire in the sky or of broken trees, but
Cassie was in too much pain to take in what they said.

The night was drawing in when the baby made its
way into the world. Dancing shadows that only a large fire can
conjure decorated the entire cave, accentuating the uneven floor,
walls and ceiling, and emphasising the darkness building up outside.
However, the fires – for there were now several dotted around
the interior of the cave – did little to prevent the evening
cold from numbing her bare skin. The women forced her into a
squatting position and she felt something shift inside her, the pain
moving lower. Hands on her cold but sweating body prevented her from
falling one way or the other. More hands guided the child’s
head as it entered the world and then, with a flop and a splash, it
was out of her. The women encouraged her to lay back onto something
softer than the hard floor. She gasped in relief as the agony began
to subside.

Her eyes opened wide when Ka’Chull strode
towards her with two rocks, one in each hand, that in his left
somewhat larger than the other. She screamed as he approached,
thinking he was about to attack her. Instead, he took the still
connected umbilical cord in his hand, positioned it on the larger
rock and brought the smaller one down with a swift chop, dividing it.
There was a mixture of cheering and whooping sounds from everyone
else. The noise almost drowned out the baby which, taking its first
breaths, screeched its lungs out.

“Boy,” Em’Kell announced,
examining the child.

Ka’Chull lifted the still-bloodied infant
into the air with one hand and repeated the declaration at the top of
his voice, “Boy. Ka’Tor.” There was more cheering.

He then passed the baby back to Em’Kell who,
along with the other women, cleaned it utilising dried grasses to
wipe off the blood and mucus. Another  contraction expelled the
afterbirth and then more grass was used to clean blood, and worse,
from her body and legs.

The baby was placed against her breast and Em’Kell
manoeuvred Cassie’s nipple into its mouth and its cries were
silenced.

To her relief, Ka’Chull left her side. The
women surrounding her wrapped her shaking body in warmed animal skins
that limited the bite of the cold. Once they had completed this, the
child, too, was enclosed within the coverings. Only its – his –
head remained on show.

Em’Kell patted the baby’s head saying,
“Ka’Tor. Good naming.”

“Why Ka’Tor?” Cassie asked,
trying to pronounce it as Em’Kell had done.

“Ka’Chull father name Ka’Tor.
Mother name Em’Char,” came the reply.

“Oh,” she said. A family name?
“Where
they?”

“Dead –
four, five summers past.”

“Oh.”

Cassie stared down at the infant suckling inches
from her face, knowing without a doubt that it had come from her body
but, at the same time, unable to believe that fact.

What do you have to
do with me? she thought.

After all the pain she had gone through, she felt
numb. Shouldn’t she feel love for this child – this boy
that was hers? Maybe, if she’d remembered experiencing the
pregnancy from beginning to end, that love might have come naturally.
But, of the nine months that preceded her awakening earlier in the
day, her head held almost nothing. Her mind could dredge up mere
snatches – vague glimpses that hinted at what might have taken
place. But she had no concrete recollection of how she had come here,
or even when and where ‘here’ might be.

Exhausted, her eyes closed and consciousness
slipped away.

In a dream, a wolf ordered her to stay
dangerous.


1.4: Eyes

Cassie was nudged awake. She opened
her eyes – the world outside the cave entrance was devoid of
light but dancing fires lit up the interior. The baby’s mouth
was still attached to her breast, though he no longer suckled.

Em’Dor, sitting beside her, nudged her again
and offered her one of the two wooden bowls she was carrying. The
smell of cooked food accosted Cassie’s nostrils and, this time,
despite the feeling that her entire body had been put through a
mangle, Cassie realised she was hungry.

Once Cassie had managed to free a hand from inside
the coverings, she sat up and accepted the bowl Em’Dor offered,
Cramming
the food into her mouth with
her fingers, she found it
consisted of a mixture of
meats, root vegetables, mushrooms
and cooked leaves. What
the origins of those ingredients
might have been,
Cassie
neither pondered nor cared.

Damn,
Cassie thought, when was the last time I ate anything?

Inside
her head, she was still
numb. A part of her wanted to
be running away as fast and
as far as possible –
but, instead, she just lay
there stuffing food
into her mouth.

Sitting beside Em’Dor were two younger
girls whose faces were free of scarring. The first girl, whose name
of Em’Lo popped into Cassie’s head, was eating from a
bowl while staring at Cassie. Apart from the lack of scarring, she
and Em’Dor could have been sisters.

Wait – they are sisters, aren’t
they? How do I know?

Cassie struggled to remember the other girl’s
name so she pointed at Em’Dor and then Em’Lo and said,
“Em’Dor, Em’Lo.”

Then she pointed at the other girl.

“Ge’Tal,” Em’Dor said.

Oh yes, I did vaguely know it.

Cassie repeated the name in between eating and the
girl smiled.

Isn’t she the daughter of that man over
there? What’s his name? Oh yes, Ti’Pik, I think. No idea
who the mother is.

“Oh’Kay now
Ka’See,” Em’Dor explained to Em’Lo and
Ge’Tal, who both frowned.

“Man name?”
Ge’Tal said.

Why do they think it’s a man’s
name? Their names are all constructed simply – two syllables.
What’s wrong with Ka’See, as they pronounce it?

The
meanings of the names were
beyond her. Anyway, the food
was going cold, so she forced it down, clearing every last morsel.
She
handed the
empty bowl
to Em’Lo. The girl had
only eaten half of her
meal.

“Full?”
said Em’Dor to her
sister, who nodded.

Em’Dor
handed Em’Lo’s
unfinished meal to Cassie,
who
polished it
off without
hesitation. As
she handed the bowl back, Cassie
shivered as the hint of a
memory passed across her mind.

Oh, déjà vu,
she thought.
Something about finishing off
someone else’s half-eaten dinner – but
not in a cave – more like a restaurant or café.
When was that?

She lay back, dislodging the baby, who started
bawling out his discontent. Em’Lo watched as Em’Dor
repositioned him back in place where he began to suckle, an
expression of contentment on his face. Ge’Tal chuckled and
stroked the boy’s head. Then Em’Dor looked around and
made a quick grunt sound to the other two. Without a further word all
three left Cassie’s side to collect empty bowls from those who
had finished eating.

Cassie gazed down at her son as a multitude of
thoughts flashed across her mind.

Where am I? When is this?

She tried to concentrate, a fleeting memory of
having a built-in calendar passed across her mind. Was that her
imagination or had it ever been real?

Past or future?

Was this back before the dawn of civilisation? Or
could this be some sort of nightmare future where mankind had
degenerated back to living in caves?

Future or past?

The faces of the people gave her no clue.

Who are they? What are they? Are they
dangerous?

Something about being or staying dangerous flashed
through Cassie’s mind, but it was gone an instant later.

She had vague recollections of seeing
reconstructions of Neanderthals and other prehistoric human-like
species on TV but, to her knowledge, scant as it was, none resembled
the occupants of this cave.

Still compatible enough to make babies, though,
she thought, stroking the
wispy dark hair that adorned the baby’s head. At her
breast, he continued to draw nourishment.

Who are you? Why am I your mother?

As
if he might have heard her, the baby moved and, for the first time,
opened his eyes wide for a few seconds. Cassie gasped, catching sight
of the intense blue of the boy’s irises. Even in the flickering
firelight, the colour was unmistakable.

Oh, she
thought. Well, that proves you’re definitely my son.

Everyone
else in the cave possessed brown eyes. She looked around and her mind
brought the faces close. Some, like Em’Lo, had names that came
into her head as she pictured them, evidence confirming that she had
already spent a long time with these people. That boy of about ten
helping his father, Pa’Tay, make spears was Ko’Lak. Her
eyes scanned across the faces and alighted upon a child of about six
dancing around his mother’s legs as she tended one of the
fires. Te’Set, like all of them, was olive-skinned, broad
across the face and possessed brown eyes. Against her breast, it was
obvious that the baby, too, was endowed with the same olive colouring
given the contrast between his face and the paleness of her own skin.
However, even in the low light, she was sure he was a shade or two
lighter than everyone else. But, unlike Ka’Chull, Pa’Tay,
Ko’Lak and even Te’Set, his face was free of the
symmetrical scarring that adorned every other male. Her eyes fell on
a girl seated next to Te’Set. After a moment, the name Ge’Tek
came to mind. She appeared to be between the ages of Em’Dor and
Em’Lo, and her face was already marked with decorative scars.
The man known as Ka’Thon sat with them and Cassie had an
inkling that he was the father of both Ge’Tek and Te’Set.

I
know many of their names, but why can’t I remember how I got
here?

She
shut her eyes.

Just
what can
I
remember?

Memories
flashed
through her head – Grandad,
of course. And
Georgia,
her best
friend
since
early
childhood, whose skin was far darker than any of those in this
cave. Then
Kay, the
device
and the time
portals.

Well,
I
could hardly
forget those,
could I?

Jason
– she remembered him all
right,
but
it
was a remembrance tinged with disappointment. No,
not disappointment – something else. Despite
her concentration, that
something
else escaped
her,
though
her heartbeat increased as her mind pictured him.

And
wasn’t there something about Robert Kett as well? She tried to
pin his face down in her mind – but, for some reason, he seemed
to have several. How could that be?

Then
she remembered something else.

She
remembered holding it in her hand – a flat, metallic disc with
writing around the edge. Plain on one side but on the other…

She
recalled stabbing at the big red button in frustration whilst sitting
on the parched grass on top of Castle Mall in her home city of
Norwich. The button had refused to do anything.

Another
memory leaked into her consciousness. And, in that memory, which felt
like it had happened a long time later, she recalled the button
depressing with a resounding click. But where and when that had
happened was beyond her ability to recall. She glanced around,
wondering if the disc was still in her possession.

I
don’t think so.

The
night drew on and the remaining food was consumed as the fires grew
dimmer, reducing the light within the cavern to a few glowing points.
Only the larger fire at the entrance was kept burning. Keeps wild
animals like bears and wolves away, Cassie
remembered and then frowned. That felt more like a recent memory and
not one from before she had come to this world. Something that had
emerged from the fog of the past year.

The
people – there were around three dozen of them – sat
around talking for a while. Occasionally a few would go outside and
return a short while later. They always went out in twos or threes,
never alone, even the men.

No
inside plumbing, Cassie concluded, not that I cared about that
when I was giving birth to the damn baby. But then a few vague
memories stirred of using bushes outside the cave and further down
the incline. Small things are coming back. Not
enough.

Around
her, the conversation still buzzed. Her limited understanding of
their language meant she could pick up only a little of what was
being said, though the frequent mention of the fire in the sky piqued
her interest.

What’s
that got to do with me? How did it wake me up?

Every
so often, others would come close and stare at her and the baby. One
boy, who she thought looked like he might have been about four or
five years of age, approached. Cassie was shocked to see the puncture
wounds that patterned his face and forehead. They looked recent as
the one on his left cheek was oozing pus. A flash of memory of the
boy screaming while one of the men sliced into the boy’s face
made Cassie gasp. Then, the man that Cassie’s erratic memory
thought might be called Za'Lak, came across and collected the boy as
if he didn’t think he should be associating with her.

Before
long the members of the tribe took to their animal skin beds, a few
singly, many others in pairs or even larger groupings. Those with
younger children appeared to bundle together, with entire families
sharing the same bed. Not that all were complete family units as
Cassie saw Em’Jex cradling a young baby to her chest as she
bedded down alone. Cassie was relieved that Ka’Chull had a
separate bed and didn’t disturb her. She was pretty certain he
hadn’t gone to bed on his own but with another woman called
El’Car.

Suits
me fine, Cassie thought. The
lower half of her body felt like it had been through a war, which, in
a way, it had. Her head,
though clearer, still pulsated as if she had a hangover.
What I’d do now for some paracetamol.

Cassie
wanted to sleep but, despite her exhaustion, sleep wouldn’t
return.

Am
I afraid I might forget everything again if I sleep? Would that be so
bad?

The
last of the smaller fires died to glowing embers, hardly
distinguishable from the background blackness. An animal howled far
beyond the cave – the eerie noise causing her to shiver.

I’ve
got to get out of here, she
thought. Can I still travel in time?
But when is now? Past or future?

Suppose
I go the wrong way? That idea that
she’d once had a built-in calendar emerged yet again.

Yes,
after Kay died and I spent several days trying to figure out how to
get all the portals created. I kept jumping all over Norwich’s
past – pretty certain I knew down to the minute when I was.

But
what about this place? It definitely feels more like the past. So,
maybe I need to go forward in time. Can I be sure of that?

The
baby at her breast scrabbled to find a different position. This
is my son. If I leave, it would mean abandoning him.

She
frowned. I really should feel something like love for him,
shouldn’t I?

But
the knowing of what she should have felt and what was
going through her emotions at
that moment, couldn’t
be reconciled. It was a baby,
and there were plenty here who would take care
of it – him –
should she disappear.

Another
memory came to her – images of a woman dying as she gave birth
here in
this cave. The
new baby had been
parcelled out to another
woman,
barely more than a child
herself, who
had recently given birth to a
baby
of her own. Cassie
remembered spotting a
girl nursing two
babies of different ages
while they ate their meals earlier on. Yes, the younger boy, who the
father had named Zo’Mar, had been the motherless child.

So,
if she left, she
knew her son would be looked after.

Cassie
closed her eyes and, as she had done many times in her past –
which might still be in the future – began to initiate a move
to a different time.

Nothing.

She
tried again.

Still
nothing.

Maybe
I’m just too worn out after giving birth.
Then she remembered another occasion when her ability to time travel
and teleport had failed her.

I
need to remember everything that I’ve either forgotten or,
maybe, has somehow been taken away from me.

As
sleep overcame her, her mind drifted back to one thing she had no
problem remembering. It was what had occurred on the last day of June
2018 after the device had abandoned her.


2: What Cassie Did Next

2.1: A Close Brush With Death

Sitting on the parched grass that
covered part of the Castle Mall shopping centre in Norwich, Cassie
turned the disc over in her hands, marvelling at its weight and
construction. Heavy enough to have been made out of lead, the body of
the disc itself was the colour of brass.

She
read the inscription that ran along the edge several times as if each
re-reading would make it clearer. How could it be any clearer than
what it already said? ‘For use in emergencies only.’

That’s
pretty unambiguous.

Despite
that, her thumb hovered over the button. Big and red, it cried out to
be pressed. Should she do it? She had lost the ability to travel in
time and space. Did that constitute an emergency?

Of
course, it doesn’t, she
told herself. The hot summer sun pounded down upon
her and she knew she was going to have to move pretty soon.

Then,
without realising she was going to do it, she stabbed hard at the
button. It didn’t depress as much as half a millimetre. In
frustration, she
thumbed
it several times more.

Nothing.

With
a grunt, she
tossed
it back into the jacket pocket where she had first
discovered it.

Her
forehead was beaded with sweat and her tangled hair was sticking to
her face. She stood and, wondering
why, in this heat, she was still wearing the jacket,
pulled it
off and folded
it over her arm.

She
glanced at the City Hall clock – it was a quarter to twelve.
Maybe Georgia, Mark and Jason were already in Castle Mall.

I
can’t meet them like this.

Her
eyes, squinting through
the brightness, fell upon
the castle and followed the roofline looking for Robert Kett’s
chained
body. There was a shimmer of something, but she couldn’t tell
if it was him or the sun playing tricks on her.

Not
wanting to bump into her friends, she
strolled
towards the castle gate
seeking somewhere shaded but,
with the sun overhead, found
precious little.

People
meandered along
the pathway towards the Castle Meadow side of the keep. Cassie
went the other way, passing the point where,
in 1970, she’d created the portal that had
taken
her to the library. She
stopped in a
small sliver of shade under
some trees.

“Back
again?” came a voice, causing her to jump.

Cassie
snarled, turning to see the familiar translucent face of Robert Kett.
“I thought I’d seen the last of you.”

“Why
would you think that?”

Cassie
sighed. “The device has gone.”

“So?
You didn’t have the device when you first saw me hanging in my
chains all those years ago.”

“No,
but it was still around.”

“Was
it?”

“What
do you mean?”

“It
was 2011 when it came into your possession for your trips through the
portals. Where was it between 2011 and now?”

“I
don’t want to even think about it. Anyway, how do you know all
that?”

“I’m
sure you once told me about it.”

“I’m
sure I didn’t.”

“Maybe
you haven’t yet and I’m remembering something you’ll
tell me in the future or maybe future you will tell me in the past.
Time does get rather messed up around you.”

“Yeah,
and don’t I know it.”

“I
like your hair.”

“What?”

“It
reminds me of a serving wench back when I was alive. Name wasn’t
Cassie, though.” Kett stopped and frowned. “Something
similar, possibly. Oh, and her hair was shorter.”

“Shut
up.”

“Could
do with a brush, though.”

Cassie
glared at him and also through him.

“I
haven’t got a damned brush. Wish
I had.”

“There’s
one there,” Kett said, pointing a few feet further on. “Someone
must have dropped
it.”

Cassie
frowned. There was indeed a hair brush – bright green in colour
– no, not that
shade of green. It
was just
lying on the ground.

Surely
that hadn’t been there a moment ago, had it?

She
picked it up. It looked clean, almost
new in fact.

“Bit
convenient, isn’t it?” she muttered.

Kett
shrugged. A Kay shrug, Cassie thought. Is he really the
ghost of Robert Kett or just something left over from all that
portals stuff?

“I’d
brush your hair for you if I could,” Kett said.

“Go
on, then,” Cassie said holding the brush out for him to take.
The ghost’s hands attempted to clasp it but failed. “You’re
not even trying,” she snapped.

There
was a ping from her phone and
she dropped the brush. Kett’s
hands grasped to catch it but
it fell through his fingers to
the ground. As she pulled
the phone out of her
pocket, Kett tried to pick
the brush up. She
turned away from him, using
one hand to
shield the phone’s
screen from the glare of the sun.
The
message
from Georgia said: hey foxy were here u close? j wasnt come
is now x

Cassie
snorted, suppressing a
chuckle. Georgia had
been her best
friend since childhood and
had grown into one
of the most
beautiful girls she’d ever known. But
punctuation in general and
apostrophes in particular had never figured prominently in her
use of English, written or typed.
She had a good excuse,
though, having been diagnosed with dyslexia when she was eight. But
Georgia had refused
to let it limit her. Georgia
tended not to let anything or anyone limit her.
Those who tried to taunt her
for her dyslexia, or even the
colour of her skin, soon found out that she’d put her sporting
skills and martial arts
lessons to good use. She
wasn’t afraid of anyone.

Should
I meet them? Cassie
sighed. She
had so been looking forward to it, especially now with
Jason being there.
But she
knew
she wasn’t
in a fit state –
mentally or physically –
to do
any
socialising. She
considered
sending
a reply saying she was stuck at home… or some other
excuse.

Her
thoughts were interrupted as
something tugged
at the knots in her hair. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a
transparent
hand wielding the brush that was already aiming for a second swipe.

“I
tried harder,” Kett
said, a grin spreading across
his lips.

Cassie
was too stunned to stop him and let him continue attacking her hair.

“Your
friends are waiting for you,” Kett said from behind her while
brushing even more vigorously.

“Yeah,”
was all she could reply.

“I
think you should go and meet them.”

“Why?”

“You
try to do your best for others. You don’t like letting people
down.”

Cassie
frowned. No, she didn’t – but how could the ghost of
Robert Kett know that?

“But
I’m far too sweaty.”

“Yes,”
Kett said. He swiped twice more with the brush and then stopped.

“You
finished?”

“No,”
he said, “but maybe this will help.”

There
was a sudden cool breeze as Kett stepped into and through her. She
squeaked as the heat returned.

“Is
that better?” he asked.

Cassie
touched her brow – it was dry.

“How
on Earth did you do, uh… do whatever it was you just did?”

“It’s
said that ghosts are supposed to make places colder,” he said,
returning to the task of brushing her hair. “I thought I’d
put it to the test for myself.”

“But
you walked right through me.”

“Yes,”
he said.

“How
dare you? It felt obscene.”

“But
it worked, didn’t it?”

“Yes,”
Cassie whispered.

Kett
smiled. “So, will you meet them?” he asked as he
continued brushing.

“Maybe,”
she mumbled.

Two
minutes later the brushing stopped and she used the phone’s
selfie mode to examine the results. She raised her eyebrows in
surprise. Somehow, Kett had managed to impose some sort of order upon
her hair. While it was still curled and frizzy, it was far less
untamed than it had been. Also, and of more importance, she was no
longer drenched in sweat.

In
fact, she looked almost presentable.

She
glanced away from the screen. “How did you…?”

But
she was alone again.

Despite
the heat, she shivered as if he had just walked through her a second
time. Spooked by a spook, she told herself, trying to make
light of it.

She
looked back at the phone’s screen but, for some reason, the
camera app was no longer running and she had to restart it. She
checked her image again to make sure that, with Kett’s
disappearance, her hair hadn’t returned to its previous state.
It hadn’t, and what he’d done made her feel just that
little bit more human. She closed the phone cover having noticed that
the time was several minutes gone twelve.

What
should she do?

She
took a step but her foot kicked something. It was the brush. After
picking it up and pocketing it, she came to a decision.


2.2: Map App Flashback

“Hey, Cass. Over here.”
Cassie heard Georgia’s voice call from somewhere to the right
as she entered the restaurant level of Castle Mall. Her eyes located
the table where the owner of the voice sat.

Beside
Georgia, with his right hand holding her left, sat her boyfriend
Mark. His blond hair and pale skin, characteristics he’d
inherited from Nordic ancestors, were a complete contrast to Georgia.
She’d often joked that if ever they had kids they’d come
out looking like zebras. Mark had once countered saying, “She
understands as much about genetics as she does English.”
Laughing, she’d punched him on the arm for that – he’d
had a bruise for days.

Over
the years, Cassie had seen Georgia inflict far more damage than that
on those who thought they could pick on her. She remembered that time
when, both aged fifteen, two men had attempted to mug them one night
in the city centre. Cassie had screamed but Georgia had sprung into
action, lashing out with incredible fury. It wasn’t Georgia
who’d ended up losing several teeth or having a finger broken.
Cassie had gasped as her friend kicked one of them in the crotch as a
parting gift and then laughed as he’d crawled off in agony.
After the story became common knowledge, no one dared taunt Georgia.
Because of Cassie’s close association with her, some of that
protection surrounded her as well.

Jason,
sprawled out on a chair on the opposite side of the table, nodded to
her. He was, as usual, attempting to look cool – his
fashionably-torn skinny jeans were tight around his legs, and the
t-shirt stretched across his chest.

Is
that merely one or two sizes too small?
Cassie wondered as she neared the table.

She
was pretty certain he did it deliberately. He always claimed that he
was still growing, which was also true as he towered over almost
everyone else at school, including many of the teachers.

Between
Georgia and Jason, an empty chair beckoned.

“What
the hell have you done with your hair?” Georgia shrieked, her
face lit up in amazement. “It’s even frizzier than mine.”

Well,
that was no lie. Robert Kett’s valiant taming attempt had been
quite spectacular considering what he’d had to work with, but
Cassie knew it needed to be straightened again – if she could
afford it. Given the state of her finances, that was far from likely.
She wished she’d picked up some of that spare money lying
around in Kay’s old house. Could I go back in
time and grab some? Can I even still time travel
without the device?

As
she joined the others, she was aware of a couple of girls at another
table who eyed her with worried looks on their faces. Had they been
here half an hour or so ago when she’d stormed out after the
device had disappeared? She did her best to ignore them and sat down.

“Well?”
Georgia demanded, her free hand fondling Cassie’s tearaway
locks.

Cassie
shook her head. “Don’t ask. Really.”

“I
am asking,” Georgia said, grinning.

“It
looked even worse ten minutes ago.”

“Why?”
Georgia persisted.

“Long
story. Too boring to tell,” Cassie muttered. “Maybe one
day...”

“Hah
– Foxy Fox being mysterious as usual,” Jason snorted,
using his habit of referring to her by her surname only. “Probably
stuck her fingers in a plug socket or something stupid like that.”

Shut
up, you jerk, Cassie thought but
forced a smile
instead. Why do I think I fancy him when he says things
like that? Okay, being tall and so bloody gorgeous might have a lot
to do with it. But does he have to be a jerk all the time? And does
he really have to wear sunglasses indoors?

The
conversation moved on to food. Georgia and Mark decided to order
chicken and chorizo burritos with chips, while Jason settled on a
beef enchilada. Cassie counted the change in her pocket by feel alone
and tried to order just a cheaper starter stating she wasn’t
that hungry.

“Yeah,
right,” Georgia said, seeing through the white lie. “Have
what you want. It’s on me.”

“No,
you keep pay–”

“Shut
up, Cass,” Georgia interjected with a laugh. “No
argument. I insist.”

“Thanks,”
Cassie mumbled, embarrassed. Georgia was fully aware of the struggles
Cassie had with finances and, far too many times, had lent her money
that Cassie was never able to repay.

When
the food arrived, Cassie devoured her burrito and finished first.
Then, as perpetually-thin Mark claimed to be full after consuming
less than half, Cassie finished his off as well.

Jason,
popping the last of his meal into his mouth, said, while still
chewing, “Want to lick my plate as well?”

“Thanks,
I’ll pass,” Cassie said, forcing another smile whilst
thinking, Jerk, but knowing she didn’t mean it.

What
is it about him?

She
knew he’d had a string of girlfriends, and had often broken up
with them, leaving them in tears. Am I just asking for yet more
punishment? Why can’t I be more like Georgia and
find someone like Mark? I must be mental...

But
the few boys Cassie had gone out with had never resulted in a proper
relationship.

Maybe
I’m just too weird for them, she
thought, remembering the time a boy called Joshua
had seemed keen on her but the three times they’d gone on dates
he’d either tripped over his feet or spilt
drink down himself. He’d claimed he’d felt someone push
him or the glass. What
Cassie couldn’t tell him was that she’d seen the bus man
doing those things. Great-grandad Charlie trying to look
after me, whether or not I needed it.

After
they’d eaten, Georgia, Mark and Jason sat fiddling with their
phones, their discussion flipping from one random subject to another.
They talked about school, clothes, Georgia’s progress in her
martial arts sessions, the state of the world, climate change and how
powerless they felt about the way various aspects of their lives were
going. They all nodded in agreement when Mark said he always felt
sidelined and ignored when the world appeared to be going to pot. He
also started muttering about how his casual job of filling
supermarket shelves was already driving him crazy. He’d only
started the previous weekend after taking the last of his A-Level
exams. He was a year older than the rest of them and was hoping for a
university place once his exam results came through.

Jason
added to this by complaining about his mum – how she was an
embarrassment to him, and that he was still angry that she’d
voted for Brexit two years ago despite his arguments as to why it
could be nothing short of a complete disaster. Mark and Georgia
nodded in agreement.

Cassie
wanted to scream, You should try living my
life.

She
ached to tell them that she’d met her dead mother, fought off
her previously unknown father bent on taking her life and body for
himself, seen that same father killed by a cloned future version of
herself, and travelled in time as far back as
fifteen-something-or-other to see Norwich’s city wall when it
was still intact. Not only that, but she’d seen dumb copies of
herself being cut down and dragged through the ground to their
deaths, and had barely escaped that fate herself on more than one
occasion.

“That’s
the older generation for you. They never even think we’ve got
our own opinions,” Mark said with a sigh, even though Cassie
knew he got on well with his parents, as did Georgia.

Instead
of joining in, though, Cassie contributed little to the conversation,
hardly more than a nod of agreement here or a shrug there.

“It’s
like they just don’t see any urgency in things,” Georgia
mumbled. “Like, it will be our world one day.”

“If
there’s anything left,” Mark added.

As
a diversion from what she was feeling, Cassie had also opened up her
phone – it felt wrong not to. Though, after what she’d
just been through, the attraction had dulled more than a little. This
was the same phone she’d taken off the prototype Kay just over
an hour ago. It seemed reluctant to open some apps.

Maybe,
Cassie considered, it’s only twenty per cent real.

She
remembered the device splitting four clones from her, each with their
own set of clothes and phone. Hold on, if that’s
right, then did that mean I’m only twenty per
cent real myself? No, surely that
can’t be right. I’ve
got to be the original one – and still one hundred per
cent real.

She
decided that maybe the first four cloned duplicates were twenty-five
per cent real instead of just twenty. And, if that applied to the
phone as well, it was more amazing that it still managed to function.
She sighed, knowing she’d never figure out how it all worked.
She still wasn’t certain whether she had been controlling the
device or it had been controlling her – sometimes it had felt
more like a battle of wills.

She
tapped the map app and, to her surprise, it loaded without
hesitation, using its GPS to deduce her correct location, centring on
Castle Mall. She swiped at the map with a finger until the market
came into view. Despite feeling full on the burritos, thoughts of
fish and chips entered her head. She activated the satellite view and
then homed in on the memorial gardens between the market and City
Hall. Her finger touched the exact spot where she had become
reacquainted with the forty-year-old version of Kay. A marker pin
appeared on the screen where her finger prodded it. She remembered
Kay telling her that her old abandoned phone had sprung into life
with a map displaying the market. When had that happened? She
pictured Kay munching on chips and saying the year had been 1982.

Maybe
she saw this exact map, Cassie thought. Then another idea struck
her. What if this really is the actual map Kay saw?
Could that be possible? How could a phone from now pick up a
map in 1982 long before the mobile networks were in place?

She
expanded the map thinking, Kay, this map is for you – I’m
waiting for you there in 1982. Come and find me.

A
sudden bout of vertigo hit her, followed by a flash of double vision
as if she was seeing the phone from two different angles. Then she
was back in her own head just as the phone’s display flashed
before going dark.

“Whoah,”
Cassie squealed.

“What’s
wrong?” Mark said. Georgia’s eyes were full of concern.

“Phone
crashed, by the look of things,” Jason said, plucking it out of
Cassie’s shaking hands without asking. “Not surprised –
this old thing’s ancient. Didn’t you, like, get it for
your fifteenth birthday or something? About time you got a new one.
Ah, but you’re completely skint, aren’t you?”

Cassie
glanced away from him, embarrassed. That’s it, let the whole
world know. Anyway, she knew his own family were
far from rolling in money. Like her, he had been brought up by his
mother alone. She didn’t know what had happened to his father –
he never spoke about him.

Jason
examined the phone. “Okay, it’s restarting on its own.”

He
handed it back to her and Cassie watched as the phone powered itself
back up. She unlocked it with her fingerprint and it seemed to be
working again. The battery said it still had 45% charge, so a lack of
power hadn’t been the problem.

No,
she thought, the battery was
definitely not the cause. She was sure what
she’d experienced hadn’t been vertigo, either. It had
been more like the feeling when she’d travelled through time –
not in the time portal manner – the direct way.

What
had she done?

She’d
imagined herself talking to Kay using something like telepathy. Maybe
it had worked, but in a way that was more than the phone could
handle.

She
swallowed. Without the device guiding her, she felt scared. Were
things like this going to keep happening to her?
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