
      
        
          Into the Light: Lost in Translation

          
          Michael White

        

        
          [image: image-placeholder]

          Eighth Day Publishing

        

      

    
Copyright



Copyright © 2023 by Michael White
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author except as permitted by U.K. copyright law.








  Contents




    
        
        
            
        
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          1. Too Many Declan’s
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          2. Not in Kansas any more
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          3.  Playing With Fire
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          4.  On the Beach
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          5. The Road South
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          6. At the Falls
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          7. The Magic of Mushrooms
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          8. Many Tales
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          9. Miscellaneous goods
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          10. Further South
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          11. At the Last Oak Inn
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          12. The Darkest Silver
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          13. Flight from the Inn
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          14. Two Paths Turning
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          15. Consequences
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          16. Something of the Dark
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          17. Up and Down
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          18. The Green Man
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          19. Of Serpents and Snakes
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          20. The Coming of Nahuatl
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
            
                
                    	
                          21. Storm Blowing In
                        
                            
                            
                        
                    

                    
            
        
    


Chapter one
Too Many Declan’s


As far as Paul was concerned it had all started with the impossible woman. The woman who could not be; the woman who wasn’t, the woman who wandered into his life one day and then wandered back out just as silently as she had arrived, apparently never to be seen again. 
Pausing on the footpath and shrugging the pack off his shoulder, Paul nestled down against a convenient rock, sheltering from the wind that blew across the cold April Cumbrian fells. Reaching into his waterproof jacket he produced a small wind shielded lighter. Pulling a cigarette from a packet stored in his pocket he lit it. Almost casually he exhaled the smoke and it dissipated quickly in the stiff wind that whistled around him. The smoke had gone just as soon as it had appeared, he thought to himself. Just like the impossible woman.
He leaned back against the rock, relaxing after the steep descent from the fell tops above him. Now there were wide open barren hills to traverse and he knew, for this was a path he had travelled many times before, that this would be the case for several miles now before the hillside levelled off and he reached the road far below him. After that hopefully he would have time for a swift drink in the inn he knew was not far along the road before making his way to the hostel he had booked a room in for the night and a well-earned sleep.
He glanced at the horizon, the thick clouds scudding across the steel grey sky. Further to the south he noted from his vantage point that thick black clouds were gathering on the horizon.
“Storm blowing in.” he muttered under his breath and exhaling more smoke he reluctantly rose and began to make his way further down the hillside, shouldering his pack as he did so.
Yes. The impossible woman with her long red hair, knowing eyes and swan-like way of almost gliding across the room. Had he ever known her? Not really, he thought. She seemed to be as much of an enigma to him as she was to everyone else.
“Who is that?” Paul had asked as the woman had entered the work dining room alone before slowly making her way to a table on the far side of the room and taking a seat.
“No idea.” Richard had mumbled through a mouth of sandwich, “She must be a newbie or something.” Paul remembered nodding his head, but all of his attention was focused on the woman who sat alone at the table across the canteen, staring into space. She did not appear to be eating, which made Paul wonder why she was in the canteen in the first place.
The wind almost settled a little during the next twenty minutes of Paul’s descent, but now the black clouds were getting nearer, a vertical line of grey rain falling across the fells as they rapidly drew near. Gathering his pack tighter against his back he freed his hood and began to cover himself for the deluge that was surely about to commence. Ominously, from far away he heard the deep slow rumble of thunder from across the mountains.
“Looks like it is going to be a belter.” he sighed aloud, dreading the rain that was rapidly heading towards him. “Or perhaps I am making my way towards it”, he wondered, a smile crossing his face at the idea.
Trying to ignore the fact that he was almost certainly about to get soaked to the skin Paul increased his pace a little as he remembered sitting in the canteen, watching the tall red haired woman just sitting staring into space, not even bothering to eat, as if she was lost in thought. She did not seem to even have any food with her either.
“Why come into the canteen if you are not going to bother to eat?” Paul had said out loud, and Richard had just waved his sandwich in the air nonchalantly, the subject of the woman already forgotten by him in favour of yet more talk about football with the other people gathered about the table. They seemed to be as oblivious to the woman as Richard was.
Paul grinned to himself as he thought about work, mostly because he was not actually there at the moment. He had three more days of his walking holiday left and after that he had a few more days before he had to drag his reluctant self across the threshold of Regulus Data and return to his job as an online trainer for the company. It could be said that “online training” was quite a new concept to many of the people Paul trained, but then so too was electricity and running water to a lot of them Paul suspected.
It wasn’t a bad job really. The database Regulus sold detailed precisely planning applications across the country and it was purchased primarily by companies eager to get in touch with people building things so they could target and sell them their wares. Bricks and mortar. Solar panels. To say that the customers who subscribed to the database were technically challenged was merely stating the obvious. Had Paul not been so patient he would have spent most of the hours he spent at work gritting his teeth. The worst ones were the web conferences, where Paul had to quickly and efficiently guide up to thirty different people all over the country through a set of technical hoops that would allow all of those people to see his screen. Then he could show them how to operate the database. On a good day it was like trying to herd particularly mentally challenged sheep through a minefield. On a bad day it was much, much worse.
Not that it was a bad job he reflected as he continued down the hill, the fells beginning to open up all around him; just repetitive. There were also the people he had to train over the telephone numerous times every day of course, and that was where the hard part of his job lay. The customers’ he trained IT skills were at best rudimentary.
“Open a new browser window. Or a tab.” Paul would say.
“Do you mean Google?” would come the almost universal response.
“If it is Google then that’s fine.”
“Well it’s the BBC really. Should I try Google?”
And so on it went.
It was a common remark around the office that Paul had the patience of a saint, and yet even Paul knew that this was definitely not true. He was always the one to be found tutting at the back of the queue for the checkout, or usually the person with a sarcastic response to the checkout operator when eventually he did actually get served.
“I’ve been waiting so long I thought you were going to charge rent.” Paul would say, his only response a withering glare from the man or woman operating the till. To say that Paul was a master of the over-loud mumble was an understatement of monstrous proportions.
Yet when he was talking to the almost without exception grey matter lacking customers, from somewhere deep within himself he did actually manage to drag patience from his inner being with an ease that sometimes scared him. Even the boldest challenge to his training would send him off on tangents of all kinds to ensure that the customer did not feel either embarrassed or confused. He never could quite understand why.
Quite simply, he did not know where his extraordinary patience came from, but it was a very rare occasion for him to feel even vaguely rattled when trying to explain something over the telephone to a customer whose computer he was remotely connected to and was showing them exactly what he meant. Some of his co-workers, even though they worked on sales and therefore had no requirement for either patience or knowledge remarked upon it and so Paul decided it was just a talent he had, and it was best not to dig too deep into either how he did it or where it came from.
The path meandered down across the empty moors and led off into the distance, the well-trodden way eroded by the passage of many feet into the hillside itself. Yet today the mountain was all but deserted. There had been rain forecast of course, and it could be said by the fair weather walker that it was a little too early in the year to be out fell walking, so the lack of any other walkers did not surprise him greatly. 
He had taken, as was his habit, the time to check in with the local mountain rangers and had left his route with them, as well as the anticipated time of his return. It wasn’t just good manners; in case of mishap it was more or less essential.  Possibly lifesaving.
The solitary nature of his walk did not concern him though in fact he was rather enjoying it. Having the hills all to himself was much better than having to have to make small talk with someone he met on his travels, and all of the embarrassing silences that would no doubt ensue.
No, he was his own best company and he preferred it that way most of the time. He pulled his mobile phone out of the pocket and made to take a photograph and thinking better of it pushed the arrow that pointed the camera to face towards him.
“Selfie time!” he smiled, pressing the button to capture a photograph of himself and then peering at the resulting picture he had taken. He smiled as he saw he had managed to place himself in the picture quite firmly in amongst the hills that showed behind him. He peered closer at the photograph of himself, stopping on the path almost in mid-step as he did so. 
He looked at the smile he was presenting to the world in the picture; wondering. He was about six-foot-tall, hair greying and looking, he thought, every one of his thirty five years.  Neither young nor old, he thought, trying to forget about the grey in his hair that seemed to grow a little greyer every month. This was the same person he saw every morning in the shaving mirror, the same sad smile on his face.
He knew he did not make friends easily. He never had. Not even when he was in at school. His mother had always scolded him for not mixing with the other children in the playground, and even now he realised that he had yet to start listening. He was a loner; plain and simple. Always had been, always would be. He knew his workmates found him to be stand-offish, but it did not concern him. Not that he considered himself to be solitary or even lonely. He knew he had a ready laugh and a keen sense of fun. He was just best suited to being on his own. He rarely felt lonely or unloved. In fact, it didn’t enter his mind at all.
It wasn’t always the way, of course.  The very first time he had walked these fells he had been with his school friends, Roger and Peter, and they too had walked a route of several days from hostel to hostel. He laughed aloud as he seemed to recall on one occasion that they had all got drenched in an almost biblical rain shower at more or less this very spot where he was walking right now. He had a vague recollection of trying to light a cigarette in the pouring rain to no avail at all. That was until Peter had come up with the less than brilliant idea of smearing the end of their cigarettes with Paco Rabanne aftershave.
“How does that help?” Roger had asked, sniffing the now violently fragranced cigarette, the rain running off his hood and down his nose.
“Flammable, is aftershave.” Peter had proclaimed gleefully.
Nevertheless, three minutes later they had all been forced to admit defeat, the only result of the cigarette dousing being that the still unlit fags seemed to have absorbed a heady aroma of cheap aftershave. To this day the very faintest sniff of Paco Rabanne had him reaching for an umbrella.
Paul smiled at the thought of those good times. He never saw either of his school friends now; he led a much more solitary existence since his divorce, though he had never quite managed to shake off his attraction to the Lake District, the memories of the beautiful lakes and mountains that had never failed to take his breath away when he was younger... 
Yet not now. Paul knew he was a changed man; damaged in some way and in the quiet hours, the time when sleep seemed unattainable he tortured himself. Perhaps he did not deserve friends? Roger and Peter had been special friends; people he confided in and cared for. Those he had spent time with ever since they had met at school. He thought that perhaps when he met his wife Denise he had changed a little. Perhaps he had replaced his friends with her, and so it was inevitable that he and his school friends had begun to drift apart. Peter had married twice; Roger never, and although Paul knew that there was a very good reason for that, it was a reason that was never mentioned and therefore he did not feel that it coloured their relationship in any way whatsoever. They still saw each other of course, though mostly they spoke on the phone but over time it became less and less common and slowly they drifted apart as he knew sometimes old friends did.
Over the course of a ten-year marriage it became almost inevitable that it would be that way, and Paul found himself wondering sometimes if he had been selfish with his friends; not just that he let them drift away, but also there was the stark truth that they were his only friends. When they were gone he had nobody else, and he had invested so much time in his relationship with them he knew he was a getting a little long in the tooth in life to start again. There were work colleagues he liked of course, but they never socialised. The age gap was too broad for a start, though he knew the main reason of course was quite simply that they were not Roger and Peter. He had made them in his mind a difficult act to follow.
Denise, his ex-wife, knew this of course and to her credit she had encouraged him to keep in touch with his friends, but sometimes Paul would look at her and just know that she envied them and her insistence on them forming an ongoing bond involved more than a little jealousy on her behalf, something that she was very careful to hide, but Paul knew that it was there nonetheless.
Which was why when he returned home unexpectedly early from work one day he was perhaps not quite as surprised as he should have been when he found her in bed with a man that later she said she worked with. She had grown distant over the last several years of their marriage and although at the time he had raved and shouted and cried, secretly he was relieved. He knew they were not to be together forever, and he was simply glad that there were no children involved in their marriage. Their relationship had grown as distant as that with his friends, and after the divorce he withdrew, turning off all of his emotions as he did so.
He reasoned that it was an act of self-defence, and it worked, but he seldom found joy in the things that he did before. Upon his irregular hill walking holidays the deep blue lakes and green trees that rippled in the wind on the foliage covered hills failed to catch his attention. He was dead to them. They were just there. He did not allow his emotions to engage with the beauty of the world that surrounded him, and so by denying it he made the world unable to hurt him. He was cocooned by indifference and lack of love for the things that previously he had enjoyed and loved, and by doing so he maintained his sanity and merely endured the things that he had previously loved. If there was love left in the world, then he wanted no part of it. He did not deserve love and he would not embrace it either.
To say that the resulting divorce had been hard for Paul a massive understatement and it changed him forever. Deep down he knew the change in him was not necessarily for the better. 
Yet he survived.
As each year passed after the divorce the pain faded just a little more, and Paul was scared that sometimes it was fading in the same way as his friends and his wife had, but he never dwelled on it for long as he had hidden so much of himself away, and even this he would not allow himself to be touched by.
Sometimes he couldn’t help remembering. His wife looking up at him from their bed. Their bed. A man beside her. Her face looking at him. He forced his eyes shut and shook his head, reflecting on how the physical act of doing so was almost as if he was mimicking his internal need to lose this particular train of thought.
Which was one of the reasons he found himself half way up a hillside in Cumbria about to be soaked to the skin. It was not as simple as re-treading old haunts in a vain attempt to relive the glory of his previous visits. 
No, he was attempting to lift the veil he had drawn over himself where nobody could witness him doing so, for he was not sure of how much of him was left inside and what would become of him if he did decide to drop his defences.
Yet even now the hills were dead to him, the mountains just mountains. The lakes looked amazing of course, but it failed to inspire him to learn to love them once again as surely he once had. He was dead to them. And so they ignored him as if waiting for him to open his heart to them once again.
Overhead a sudden arc of lightning split the darkening sky, startling him from his introspection. He set himself counting, noticing that it was six seconds before he heard the thunder again.
“Six miles away.” he said, almost conspiratorially, and increased his pace.
Yet even with the storm threatening to arrive anytime now he was glad he had decided to take a holiday. Work was getting him down. It was the repetition, he reasoned, and it was inevitable that even he would begin to lose his patience eventually. He found that it was a slow creeping thing; a minor irritation here, an angry remark there and so on. Once he found his fingers drumming on the desk while the customer at the other end of the phone asked whether his email address was case sensitive or not then he knew; he just knew he had to get away for a break, whether it was just a few days or perhaps a few weeks.
The Cumbrian Fells were the obvious choice. Open air, good exercise and the sheer magic of the countryside always used to rejuvenate him. It always had when he was younger. He had crossed these fields and seen the countryside he almost seemed reluctant to leave it behind. Always there was another hill to cross, one more mountain to get nearer. It was as if the landscape itself drew him in and was reluctant to let him go. In his heart of hearts, he wondered by coming to this place if it would open itself up to him again and his withdrawal and indifference would disappear. He wondered also what would be left of him if it did, and he was walking in such a remote place because if it did happen he did not want anyone else to witness it, whatever “it” was.
He had always been an avid fan of history and long forgotten places; the stories of the knights of King Arthur had long been a favourite of his. Sometimes he knew he walked around in almost a daydream. Several of his teachers had commented on it as did many of his work colleagues. His ex-wife most definitely had. 
“Head in the clouds.” she had chided him, “where are you now then?” and he had come back to Earth with a bump, not entirely sure of the answer himself, or sometimes even if that was what she had actually asked him in the first place.
The final straw at work was most definitely the fact that he seemed to be coming across too many people called Declan amongst his customers he had to train, and it was all starting to get decidedly strange.
Paul knew he loved the Irish customers. They had a way of swearing that made their bad language sound almost as if they were singing. It drew the ear.
“You see the mouse pointer at the top of the screen, Declan?” he had asked at the onset of the Declan thing. Declan Morrissey of Euro Laminates. “The two boxes at the top there.”
“Ah I can’t see the fecking thing.” Declan had declared, before finally vocalising a small whoop. “I see it.” he happily declared. “I’ll click on the fecker in the middle!”
“There are only two, Declan.” Paul had said patiently. “There isn’t one in the middle.” This had almost been a low sigh when Paul heard himself say it; not that Declan seemed to notice of course.
“I’ve clicked on the middle left one then.” he had declared, and of course the “middle left one” was the wrong one altogether.
And so the rest of the training session had gone. Paul was not sure just how much of what he was trying to show Declan he had actually taken onboard, but the Irishman seemed happy enough and so he had left him to it.
The next day another call was diarised for Euro Laminates. Declan O’Shay.
“Hello Declan.” Paul had said. “Paul from Regulus Data. Your account manager has asked me to train you on our online database.”
“Ah that’s good.” had said Declan. “Though I haven’t a fecking clue between a mouse and a keyboard if the truth is told.” Paul had stopped, listening to the voice. It sounded just like Declan Morrissey from the day before.
Exactly like him, in fact.
“You have lots of Declan’s there then?” he had asked.
“One or two.” Declan had declared thoughtfully, and Paul had left it at that. 
The remainder of the training session had proceeded exactly the same as the previous one. That is to say slowly and with great confusion and more than one or two the swear words. Again, Paul was not convinced that the second Declan had fared any better than the first one but as before he seemed happy enough and so he had left the Irishman with apparently his enthusiasm for the database sufficiently enhanced, if not his actual knowledge of how to actually use it.
He had looked through his diary for the afternoon appointments while he ate his lunch, and when he examined it he saw that there was another appointment for Eurolaminates. Tutting to himself he opened up the Outlook calendar entry. Why on Earth all of these people could not be trained all at once he did not know, but there inside the appointment was the name of the attendee.
Declan Flanagan.
At the correct time Paul phoned and after asking for Declan Flanagan a familiar voice came on the phone.
“Hello Declan.” Paul had said. “Paul from Regulus Data. Your account manager has asked me to train you on our online database.”
“Is that right?” Had said the third Declan. “Well if you say that’s the case then that’s what we’ll be up to then.” had declared Declan earnestly, and so another torturous session of mouse confusion followed over the course of the next hour. As before, Declan number three seemed at best confused but equally happy and so the call was concluded more or less right on time. Paul was confused though. All of the Declan’s so far had sounded exactly the same.
Paul looked at the company notes. There only appeared to be one user licensed to use the database, who unsurprisingly was Declan. Declan Morrissey.
“Odd.” thought Paul, but dwelled no more upon it, moving on to his next training session. That is until he looked at his diary the following day at 11pm. Euro Laminates. Declan Murphy.
Paul coloured a little, a frown crossing his face as he read the training details. There definitely seemed to be far too many Declan’s! Eleven O’clock came and Paul decided to see if he could try to figure out what was happening, and so he approached the phone call with a plan in mind. If he didn’t ask for a particular Declan, then surely the receptionist would ask him which one he wanted to speak to. He smiled as he considered his plan. This would solve the riddle once and for all!
“Could I speak to Declan please?” he asked the receptionist upon her answering the call. This was definitely going to throw the cat amongst the pigeons.
“I will put you through.” said the receptionist without turning a hair, her by now familiar Irish accent leaving him waiting while Declan presumably tried to remember what surname he was meant to be going by today.
“Ah Paul.” came the voice down the phone. 
The same voice.
“Is it the database thing then you’ll be wanting to show me?” asked Declan. “The fecking thing on my desktop somewhere and I’ll be buggered if I can remember me password.”
Twenty minutes later Paul’s temper was getting decidedly frayed. 
“There is NO middle box Declan.” he spat, “Just one on the left. Then one on the right. There cannot possibly be one in the bloody middle if there are just two.”
“Shall I click on the fecking middle one then?” repeated Declan almost defiantly. “I’m sure it won’t make any bloody difference for sure if I do.” and so he had clicked on the wrong box yet again. Paul felt the room he was sat in was definitely getting warmer. Yet as before, Declan seemed happy and he was left to it. 
Paul concluded the call and opening his Outlook diary furiously searched through it. There was one remaining training appointment for Euro Laminates, and looking inside it he sighed out loud. Declan O'Hannessey. Ten o’clock the next day. 
“What’s wrong with you?” asked Dan, the sales manager who sat next to him.
“Too many Declan's.” whispered Paul, “This is the fifth one this week.” and Dan had given him a pitying look, obviously already having decided to leave him well alone.
“You need a holiday mate.” was all Dan had said, and Paul was forced to agree. He would get a holiday form printed the very next day. Once he had spoken to Declan the fifth.
The next day ten O’clock rapidly approached and as before upon enquiring of Declan through the Euro Laminates receptionist he was quickly put through to Declan O'Hannessey. 
“Ah. The fecking database.” declared Declan in the same voice as before, “Do you know what my password is, Paul? I can’t find the ruddy thing.”
Paul had had enough.
“Declan.” he said, his tone of voice stopping Declan O'Hannessey dead in his tracks, “Why do you pretend to be someone else every time I have rung? This is the fifth time now I have been through the training with you. Every time I ring you pretend not to have looked at the bloody thing before.”
“I’ve no idea what you’re on about, and that’s the fecking truth.” said Declan quietly, but Paul persisted.
“Declan I know it’s you. Your voice is the same. You say the same things. You never remember your password. You have definite quite severe spatial awareness problems and you do not know your left from your right.” Paul paused, taking a deep breath. “When I ask the receptionist to be put through she doesn’t ask which Declan I want. She always puts me straight through to you. I have spoken to you four times already, haven’t I? This is the bloody fifth time!”
“Course you haven’t.” said Declan at the other end of the phone. There was a small silence whilst both of them decided where to go with the conversation next, before the Irishman continued, “Ah it’s only four. You haven’t done the fecking fifth one yet. I’m still waiting here for that one.”
“Are you saying that it has been you the last four times I have called and that I have trained you three times already?” Paul had asked, anger rising in his voice.
“Well I thought maybe it would be better if you showed meself a few times as it were.” There was a small pause. “I just don’t seem able to get me head round that fecking middle box.”
“There is no middle box you daft bastard!” Paul had yelled, “And I can’t believe you had to put yourself down under five different surnames to try and pretend that there were five of you!”
“Well it’s not as if any fecker died now, is it?” shouted Declan back. In the back of his mind Paul hoped that this was not going to be a call he was being quality monitored on, or he would be picking up his P45 sometime soon. “Besides, there’s no harm done. It’s not as if it’s me real name or anything.” he finished. Paul could feel the stupid grin from where he was sitting a few hundred miles away.
“Well no.” shouted Paul. “You can’t be five people at the same time can you now?”
“Ah.” said the Irishman from the other end of the line. There was an even longer pause before he spoke again, almost as if he was considering whether to say what he was about to say next. Eventually he obviously decided to throw caution to the wind and continued. “I didn’t mean that. I meant me real name’s not Declan.” there was another small pause. “I’m actually Patrick.”
Paul felt like screaming, but Declan / Patrick wasn’t quite done yet.
“So there’s no harm done now is there? There never were five Declans. In truth there was only ever one Patrick.”
Paul sighed and thumped the desk.
“Why did you want training five times then Dec…. Erm… Patrick?”
“I’ve already told you you daft bastard. It’s that middle box.” said the Irishman, to all intents and purposes sounding as if everything that he had said so far had made sense, “I just don’t seem to be able to get the fecking hang of it at all!”
Paul carried on with the training session. It was definitely time for a holiday. Enough was enough.
Another fork of lightning tore through the sky and forked into the fells a distance away from where Paul stood, bringing his attention back to the present day, a smile on his face that had definitely not been there at the time when he had been chasing Eurolaminate’s collection of Declans.
The rain clouds were much closer now, and the temperature had dropped a little as the sky clouded over. Paul knew that he had a good few miles to walk yet and hoped that the storm would be a small one, though looking at the horizon he had little conviction that it would be. It was a disappointing but distinct possibility that the pint he had been promising himself all afternoon may possibly have to wait until another time.
It had been about the time of the multiple Declan’s and after he had decided to have a holiday that Paul had first noticed the impossible woman in the canteen. He had found that it would be almost a month before he could take his holiday. The problem was finding sufficient space in his diary, for he was always booked at least a fortnight ahead, and so he had more time to dwell upon her absence 
Almost reluctantly he drew his attention back to the present day and the path along which he was travelling. Slow splashes of rain began to fall lazily across the fells, large drops that made the foliage and bushes droop as they hit the splayed leaves. The air was now chilly and damp. Thick black clouds that rolled slowly but steadily towards him now began to tint the whole moorland in a strange light that was eerily devoid of colour, as if a grey curtain had been drawn across the countryside. Slowly the pace of the rain increased and another bolt of lightning crackled amongst the clouds, the deep thunder rolling across the mountains shortly afterwards.
Paul pulled his hood tightly about his head now, tying the cord below his chin carefully and checking too that his waterproof pockets were closed and impervious to the deluge that was about to engulf him. Hopefully that would keep his cigarettes dry. He would celebrate with one of them when he found himself out of the storm as he did not want them to get wet. He increased his pace a little more though he knew he was going to be exposed to the elements and whatever they threw at him for the next few miles ahead no matter how fast he moved. He was simply too far away from shelter.
Lightning split the encroaching preternatural darkness once again, illuminating the fens as if caught in a brief but violent flash of flame. Then as if a dam had been torn asunder the storm suddenly broke and the rain fell like a hammer across the moorlands. Almost straight away the path Paul was now stumbling along was battered into mud as the torrential downpour pummelled the ground, slowing him down, the mud sticking and pulling at his boots.
He had rarely seen rain like it before. It battered against his hood and ran down his face despite the carefully crafted waterproof that the sales assistant in the camping shop from which he had bought it promising when he bought it that it would keep the rain off his face no matter how strong the storm. He struggled to see as the salty water ran down his face, the waterproof clinging to him like a second skin as the rain flung itself at him.
He started as a fork of lightning suddenly hit the ground not five hundred yards away, throwing burnt clumps of smoking vegetation and ferns high into the air. The thunder that followed almost seemed to make the ground shake. Despite the mud clinging to his feet Paul forced himself to hurry, mentally running through a checklist to ensure none of his equipment had metal fasteners.  As far as he could remember luckily they did not, and so on he went, the fens pushing against his legs as he struggled through the rain.
Now the wind picked up a pace too, and threw itself at him, forcing the rain that ran down his face to feel as if was attempting to find a way through his waterproofs. He slipped slightly on the mud and tumbled forward, the ground rushing up to meet him. Luckily a small clump of fens broke his fall and he rolled onto his back, the rain hitting his eyes and running down his cheeks.
“Ouch!” he shouted, trying to struggle to his feet but slipping back down to the ground again. He closed his eyes to the rain that was falling down on him and in his mind suddenly he saw eyes looking at him. Green eyes. Eyes that looked familiar somehow.
“Don’t touch the water.” he suddenly heard a loud voice in his head say, and he startled. He knew that voice. The eyes too.
The impossible woman!
There then came then a loud explosion that lifted him from the ground and sent him flying into the air. There followed what may possibly have been a loud crash of thunder but it seemed to fade as if it was far away. Light seemed to burn into the back of his mind, into his eyes, filling him with a pure brilliant azure blue that made him dizzy; weightless. He felt as if he were floating above the ground, and as he thought this a feeling of dizziness stabbed at him. He fought the feeling of panic down, and the overwhelming sense of floating overtook him once again.
“Well now.” he heard the same female voice say, and the light faded, the sudden crackling of his entire being seeming to force him back down towards the ground, deeper and deeper, and yet at the same time he felt as if he was not moving at all. His back relaxed on the ground and whatever it came into contact with there did not feel like grass or fens any more. It felt much more like wood in fact, but he was not completely sure. He just felt displaced and confused. He gasped out loud and opened his eyes, but all he could see was a bright blue sheen that totally obscured his vision. He tried to sit but it was if all of the strength had been drained from him. 
He struggled again, this time his back hitting something upright behind him. He was not sure what it was, but this time he was definitely sure that it most certainly was not grass or a plant! He groaned, realising he could hardly see at all. He felt that it was as if he had stared directly into the sun, blinding himself! He could just about make out vague shapes somewhere around him but he could not focus on what they were. It was then that he realised that the storm seemed to have stopped. It became slowly obvious that he was now surrounded by almost total silence, broken only by what sounded like a loud creaking sound coming from somewhere nearby.
Slowly he backed himself up against whatever it was he was leaning on, shifting his weight so that the wall or whatever it was supported him. He pulled the hood from his head, carelessly tearing at the straps that held it there. All that he could now hear was just the wind howling from somewhere nearby and the creaking sound that had an almost rhythmic quality to it. 
His vision began to slowly clear as if whatever it was that had flashed in front of his eyes temporarily blinding him had begun to fade. The memory of the lightning came into his mind and his heart skipped a beat. Surely not? He shook his head carefully and his whole body felt as it had been subjected to a prolonged violent beating. He squinted down at his feet and gave a gasp as he could just about make out his legs splayed out in front of him.
Smoke appeared to be rising in small grey clouds from his walking boots.




Chapter two
Not in Kansas any more


Paul shook his left foot, then his right. It was definitely smoke rising from his boots. Small plumes of grey soot followed his foot as he waved it in the air. His feet, as much as he could tell, felt warm too. Yet his vision was still impaired by what appeared to be a blinding light, but at the same time he also felt that it was slowly receding. He moved his head from left to right and noticed that if he faced away to his left side then his vision was a little better in that direction. He looked down at his leggings and noticed that although they were still soaked by the rain thin clouds of smoke rose from them too. He pushed back against what may have been a wall that he was apparently leaning on and tried to stand, but to no avail. He felt as every bit of strength had been sucked from him, and he slumped despondently back to the ground, feeling completely useless. 
What was going on? He turned to the left again where his vision was better and what appeared to be several large planks of wood swum into view. He squinted harder, concentrating now. Barrels. Yes. They were definitely barrels. What on Earth were a set of barrels doing in the middle of a moor in the Lake District? He thought that perhaps they were something to do with a local farmer, but then he dared to turn his head upwards, defying the dizziness that threatened to send his chin to his chest, and gasped. Oak beams ran from the far side of what was apparently one side of the room to the other. It looked like a roof. How did he get indoors?
He thought that perhaps he had been struck by lightning after all and maybe someone had moved him here to get him out of the rain.  He was desperate to find an explanation that fitted.
“Anyone there?” he shouted, and he heard his voice echo around what was definitely some sort of room. Yet there was no reply. He tried again, and then a third time, louder on each occasion.
Nothing. 
Suddenly inspiration hit him and opening a Velcro sealed pocket he grabbed his mobile phone from his pocket and unlocked it, checking the screen for a signal. Nothing. No signal at all. Though this did not surprise him. It was as he had expected, the Cumbrian moors after all were hardly resplendent with mobile phone masts, though that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. Returning his phone to his pocket he remembered then the voices he had heard just before he was presumably struck by lightning.
What was it that the voice had said? Just before the lightning struck. It sounded very much like the soft Irish lilt that the impossible woman had spoken in. What was it she said again?
“Don’t touch the water.” was the first thing, but what water? He certainly could not see any nearby neither here nor out on the moor where he had heard the voice. Apart from the rain that had been falling down on him there had been no water at all, though he had little chance of avoiding that. What else had he heard in his mind? Ah yes. “Well now.” she had said, and it had been the last thing she had said. What the hell was that meant to mean?
Paul closed his eyes for a few minutes, allowing himself to relax and when he opened them he was already looking to the left where the light seemed to be much fiercer. He examined the barrels. He could now focus on the wooden floor on which he was sitting as well as at least twenty barrels stacked against the far wall. The room appeared to be circular in that direction, and so he slowly closed his eyes, avoiding looking straight ahead and looking sharply to the right this time. It looked like a mirror image of the view on the left; the barrels there were neatly stacked against a circular wall. He closed his eyes and moved his head to look straight ahead where the light seemed to be fiercest but this time instead of looking directly ahead he looked at the floor just beyond his boots. More wooden floorboards.  He concluded therefore that he was in a circular barrel lined room. Perhaps he was in some kind of farmer’s store for the winter? He held back the thought of what was in the barrels and raise his head a little more directly in front of him. As he did so the light burning his eyes increased once again, and he was forced to close his eyes, the glare burning into his eye sockets even with his eyes closed.
Sighing to himself he turned to his left again and looked at the barrels once more. Despite the light from his right side his vision had improved a little more, and now he could see that just beyond the barrels and further around the circular room. A bright shaft of sunlight broke across the wooden boards nearby from what looked like it may have been a doorway leading outside the room. Grunting to himself he forced his legs to move and began slowly to half crawl, half roll towards the sunlight. He reasoned that if he could see where he was he may be able to get some help, or at least get a signal for his mobile telephone.
As he crawled past the barrels he cast his eyes now to his right where once again the fierce light blinded him, and so he turned away from that, concentrating on the doorway which he was now slowly approaching. As he did so he noticed a gap amongst the barrels that lined the wall and a large vertical wooden beam running up the wall. Groaning as his body protested against every movement he edged towards the beam, and when he reached it wedged himself between it and the barrels beside it on either side. 
With an effort that made his head swim he rose slowly, first to a crouch and then finally upright, clinging to the upright beam and balancing himself between the barrels, his head reeling as he did so. Nausea threatened to pull him back to the ground, but he took several deep breaths and felt the blood rushing back to his feet. Slowly but surely he began his first step away towards the door and was surprised to find that by steadying himself against the stacks of barrels that now continued around the circular room he could actually begin to make some progress towards the doorway.
Still however the fierce light burned his vision if he dared to turn his head towards the centre of the room and so he avoided doing so, concentrating instead on the sunlight that burst through now what he could make out to be a small wooden opening in the circular room. There was a wooden frame around the opening and he half stumbled, half threw himself towards it, grabbing the nearest upright to steady and pull him through the opening. The sunlight from outside was strong and he had to dip his head, but he was surprised to see that a small wooden parapet with a wooden handrail at just below waist height ran around the outside of the room, disappearing out of view in both directions.  Blinking in the fierce sunlight and holding his breath, Paul staggered out onto the parapet and grabbed firmly hold of the wooden rail to steady himself, waiting for his vision to clear.
The air hit him instantly. There was salt in the breeze as if carried inland from the sea. There was too the smell of pine and sweet flowers from somewhere close. Paul breathed in deeply and filled his lungs with the warm, sweet air. Instantly he felt better and his eyes slowly began to focus on the view that revealed itself before him.
He grasped the handrail tightly, noticing at first as he looked down that he was not on the ground. Most definitely not on the ground. A sheer round tower that seemed to be made entirely of wood fell down below him, a sheer drop that made his head swim. Clutching the wood even tighter he estimated that he must be at least one hundred and twenty feet in the air, the thin wooden tower curving off in the direction of the parapet on both sides. He had never been terribly fond of heights, but the realisation of exactly how high up he was forced him down to a crouch, both hands grasping the wooden rail tightly. Slowly he raised his eyes beyond the tower and gasped as he took in the vista before him.
To his left he saw the sea rushing against a golden sanded beach, yet the waves broke on fierce looking needles of stark black rock just beyond the shore, the headland disappearing away around the corner of the tower which stood atop these needles of moss covered stone. Across the shore several spars and upturned keels of what looked like wooden ships jutted up from the seabed against the rocks, the sea rushing amongst the long abandoned wrecks, crushing the wood against the cliffs. To his right he saw the beach give way to savannah grass and shrub land before finally settling into green fields, drumlins and small streams leading off straight ahead of him as far as he could see. 
The sky was a deep blue and tentatively he edged along the walkway, looking to the horizon. A huge range of snow covered mountains crossed the green plains there, impressive ranges of stone and ice rising mightily into the air, obscuring the landscape that lay beyond. Below his feet a small path meandered almost lazily away towards the mountains, eventually fading from view behind a large set of rolling green hills. 
He gasped. It could not be real. It just could not be real. 
Yet the handrail he was hanging desperately on to certainly felt real enough in his hands. He ran his fingers along the smooth wood and felt its warm flat grain beneath his fingers. He hit a rough patch of a knot in the wood and tested it to the touch. Again, it felt real. 
And yet. It could not be. 
Where was he? What was he doing up here? There were endless questions he could not even begin to answer, or indeed to actually realise that there was a question in the first place.
Paul gasped. There were certainly no mountains of that size anywhere in the Lakes District, or in all of the United Kingdom! 
They were magnificent, dominating the horizon like a border of stone and snow that defied all to pass them. Where the hell was he? He edged further along the parapet, his senses reeling if he was stupid enough to look at the ground far below him. As he moved around the platform that was suspended around the tower he looked up and saw what appeared to be a large circular crystal jutting out of the top of the tower. He glanced away quickly as fierce light burst from the huge glass construction in tightly guided beams. Moving further along the platform he saw that steep cliffs and needles of stone fell down below him to the sea, and then another opening appeared in the all that led back into the room in which he had first found himself. This door, he decided, must be on the exact opposite of the opening he had originally left the room through on the other side of the tower. With one last glance at the spectacular mountain range in the distance he peered through the opening towards the fierce light that burnt almost blue inside the room and finally he realised what the tower was.
He was in a lighthouse! The searing blue flame inside the room flew upwards, feeding the crystal that shot the beams away across the cliffs and the sea. Smiling he entered the room again and began to walk in a circle back to where he first found himself. His primary thoughts were now not just where he was, but also why anybody would rescue him and place him at the top of a lighthouse? Not only that but he knew for certain that Cumbria had no cliffs that bordered the sea such as this, and certainly no lighthouses either! 
He was halfway around the room when a small opening with accompanying handrail rose from the floor before him, and he glanced down into the hole, seeing thin wooden steps curving down into the tower below him. At least now he knew that he had a way down! He looked then at the barrels that lined the entire wall space, no markings being on them at all. As he glanced at the brilliant azure light carefully he saw a wide circular gutter encircling the room itself, from which the oddly coloured flames rose, bouncing up and illuminating the crystal at the top of the lighthouse. He had never seen the like of this before - it was the strangest lighthouse he had ever seen!
It was then that he noticed one of the barrels against the wall seemed at an angle, and as he approached it he could see that it had no lid. Approaching it and standing on tip toes he peered inside, and saw it was half full of what looked like black shining powder, not dissimilar to what he guessed that a barrel of gunpowder would look like. Reaching inside, his back aching as if he had been punched there as he did do, he reached inside and scooped out a small pile of the black powder and sniffed it. It smelt vaguely of salt and something else. He accidentally let a few grains flow through his fingers and as they hit the wooden decking of the floorboards they crackled and fizzed, bright blue sparks dancing about the floor as they hit it before disappearing without any trace of smoke at all. 
Very, very carefully he placed the remainder of the powder back in the barrel and tip toed almost reverentially away from it. He paused briefly, unsure what to do next, and so returned to the parapet, exiting the light room through the space in the wall and examined the mountains that rose in the distance. He gasped as he did so.
“Where the hell am I?” he said to himself, leaning against the railing, gripping the rail firmly with both hands to stave off his dizziness as he noted once again the distance to the ground. He screwed his eyes tightly shut and then slowly opened them again.
Nothing had changed at all.
He allowed his eyes to roam from the mountains across the rolling fields and then towards the cliffs that the lighthouse was perched upon, finally the scrublands and then the golden sand that ran down to the sea off to the northeast. It was then that he realised the one thing that had been niggling in the back of his mind but he could not quite put a finger on. There were not only no roads or signs of houses or farms or any form of habitation anywhere; there were no people either.
As far as he could see he was totally alone. Yet who had built and lit this lighthouse?
He edged carefully back from the handrail and moving slightly around the parapet made to look out to sea. Seeing nothing he slipped down into a sitting position, his back against the wall of the lighthouse, listening to the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks far below. He felt that he was paralysed by indecision. Where would he go now? He had no idea whatsoever of where he was, or where help could be found to get him back to where he had come from. His stomach rumbled slightly and he suppressed an urge to panic as he realised that he was hungry and thirsty too. Yet he had very little with him that counted as provisions. He searched through his waterproof pockets and found a bar of chocolate. Hastily unwrapping it he scoffed it immediately, but it hardly helped. He knew that soon he would be hungry again.
He continued to lean against the wall and looked up at the clouds scudding across the bright blue sky, watching their progress until slowly he began to feel his head drooping and so he closed his eyes, the sun beating at his closed eyelids. From somewhere he summoned the thought that if it continued to get any warmer than he would have to remove his waterproofs, but it was only a dim thought as slowly but surely he began to fall asleep, his last thoughts before he slept were that that soon he would wake from this dream and be back home. Surely it was only a matter of time - perhaps he was in a coma or some medically induced sleep? Perhaps he was just dreaming? Perhaps.
[image: image-placeholder]With a start Paul opened his eyes. He panicked as he struggled to remember where he was, and then it hit him that he did not actually know where he was or indeed anything about his current situation at all. The third thing was that dusk seemed to be falling. Standing and shaking cramp from his legs he hauled himself up to the handrail and looked out over the fields below.
It was all still exactly as he had seen it before. Everything in the same place, not changed at all. It looked just as real as before and just as mysterious. He did not recognise any landmark anywhere that he cared to look.
Already the mountains had faded into the approaching night. He searched the hills and fields for any sign of life; a light in a farm or the like, yet he found nothing. Nothing at all. Failing to find any signs of other people he turned his attention instead to examine the star studded sky that was above him. He was no astronomer but he did like most people know how to pick out several of the constellations. In vain he searched the skies for Orion, the Great Bear. The North star. Nothing at all was familiar to him. Denied even this he sighed deeply and turned his attention to the sea.
Where at last he saw a light out on the ocean, moving with the passage of the waves. His heart beating faster he half scuttled, half ran around to the part of the parapet that afforded him the best view of the sea. As he did so he saw several more lights and he squinted into the darkness to make out what they were.
It was at that moment that the beams from the crystal held in the lighthouse above him swung across the cliffs and headland, falling briefly upon the lights that bobbed across the waves. As they did so Paul finally saw that a small ship was rounding the headland, the lights being those attached to both the stern and bow of the vessel. He only had a momentary look at it, and then it faded into dusk again, but now he knew where
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