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      Allyson believes Pre-Raphaelite model Catherine Vickery actually painted the work credited to artist Julian Brewer.

      When Allyson stays in Cathy and Julian’s former house in the Lake District of northern England,  she dreams about sensual, crimson-haired Cathy.

      Erotic, explicit dreams.

      Dreams…or a message from the past, and a clue toward the future?

      Andrea Dale skillfully weaves Victorian art and modern mystery into a sizzling lesbian erotica tour de force of a short story!
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      The lake nestled between gently sloping hills. The hills were an impossible green, the water a striking blue currently uninterrupted by breezes, still as a mirror. Not a terribly inspired metaphor, I know, but poetry isn’t my interest.

      Art is, though, and truth, and beauty, and the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, that slightly mad group of men who painted women as angels and goddesses and medieval fantasies. They used women as their models and muses…and I believed that one of the muses was a painter in her own right.

      And I was in the Lake District of England to prove it.

      It was almost preternaturally still here on the lakeshore, punctuated occasionally by the cry of some bird of prey or a rustle in the nearby underbrush, some small animal foraging for food. The house was far enough from the narrow roads that dipped and curved through the hills that I couldn’t hear traffic. I felt out of time, almost between worlds.

      Not a poet, but prone to fancy, I suppose.

      I’d dragged a lounge chair from the flagstone patio behind the house down to the lakeshore. The shore itself, made of slate-grey pebbles, sloped gently into the water. The house was built of the same grey stone—larger ones, of course—and stood solidly behind me, three hundred or so years of settling into the landscape until it had become a part of the scenery.

      It had been the home of Julian Brewer and Catherine Vickery, the latter known as Cathy in the few writings I’d been able to find. Julian wasn’t a member of the Brotherhood, but he likely had met them a few times, and their influence on him was clear from the paintings he left behind. Like them, he’d been obsessed with Arthurian legend and mythology, themes in all of his paintings. Cathy was in all of them, too.

      I believed, however, that Cathy painted most of them herself, and they’d been attributed to him for some reason. There had been female painters and poets at the time, but their contribution has mostly been minimized, and I alleged Cathy’s had been hidden altogether.

      Which is why I’d scraped together enough cash to rent the house—mid-week and off-season, early enough in the spring that the skies were likely to be pissing down rain than sending sunlight glittering across the lake. Today, I’d been lucky. British weather being what it was, tomorrow the house might threaten to wash away.

      Of course my scholarship had been pooh-poohed by my older, male professors; although I never heard them call me a feminist with any hint of derision, I suspected they did so privately over biscuits and tea, calling me foolish, a silly girl. I wasn’t going to get any grants for this. It was all on my own dime.

      I rested my sketch pad on my knees. I’m not much of an artist, but I’ve studied art enough that I can make a pretty picture, and the pad doubled as a notebook for my research.

      On this very spot, Julian sat and painted Cathy as The Lady of the Lake. She’d stood chest-deep in the water, her glorious, thick curls the color of a flaming sunset spreading out over the water, one hand held aloft, bearing a sword.

      She’d stood there so long, she’d caught a chill. Got sick. Sicker. Probably developed pneumonia. And unlike Lizzie Siddal, who’d caught a cold while posing as Ophelia in a chilly bathtub for Millais, Cathy didn’t get better.

      It was the last painting Julian did of Cathy. His most famous. It’s breathtaking, not just because Cathy is breathtaking. He’d caught the sunset behind her in such a way that it seemed she caused the light with her hair. In a static painting, she still looks as though she’s in motion, rising out of the water. And her expression…the devotion in her eyes as she holds out Excalibur to an unseen Arthur, trusting him to do what was needed to protect Britain.

      I believe Julian did the initial sketches for The Lady of the Lake, but I believe Cathy did the actual painting.

      I mean, male artists throughout the years have painted themselves, so why couldn’t a woman? The men in Julian’s paintings (if they were Julian’s) often resembled him, and the one other woman who occasionally appeared, a blond, was always depicted facing away. A local girl, I assumed, who’d modeled for them but didn’t have the right look facially—or she somehow detracted from the real subject, Cathy.

      I tugged the blue-and-black tartan wool blanket more firmly onto my lap and idly sketched the painting: the Lady from memory and the background from what I could see before me. When I’d first walked out the back doors of the house onto the patio, the view had sucked the breath right out of me. I’d seen it so many times, in the painting, in photographs. Nothing had prepared me for it. Not just its stunning beauty, but being here, being on the spot where the piece had been painted.

      The artwork, and the woman, who’d haunted my dreams from the first time I’d seen her.

      She epitomized that Pre-Raphaelite stunner look better, in my opinion, than Lizzie Siddal herself. The crimson tresses, the pale English skin, the graceful mien…she had the face of a queen with the eyes of a warrior: strong, confident, self-assured. But she could also look vulnerable when the artistic subject called for it, and as for love, well, it poured out of the painting of her as Penelope, for example.

      My own sketch was clumsy. I flipped back to my page of notes and to-dos. Later, I’d start scouring the house for clues—parts of it had been modernized, of course, like the kitchen and bathrooms, but much was as it had been in Cathy and Julian’s time, and there were framed sketches, old books, that sort of thing. It wasn’t a large house, but it had that British rambly feel to it, with a hallway that dipped down a couple of steps and then back up again, corridors that meandered.

      In my gut, I knew I’d find something to support my belief that Cathy was the real painter.

      I became aware of the sound of water sloshing, lapping at the bank, even though I hadn’t noticed that a wind had kicked up. Probably a jumping fish. It was a flash of a thought in the moment that I looked up.

      I caught my breath. My world narrowed, tilted, righted itself.

      Catherine Vickery, clad in the sheer white shift, clutching a sword in her right hand, was walking out of the water towards me.

      My notebook fell out of my hand onto the rocks.

      She was…she was… Were there words for this? Her beauty, her strength, her glory that blazed out of every painting was a shadow compared to this woman in the flesh.

      In the painting, she stood in the water up to her chest. The faintest hint of the upper curve of her breasts, floating free beneath the embroidered white lawn linen, was just visible. It was an erotic tease, because you knew her nipples were just barely below the water line. Showing them in the painting wouldn’t have been the right thing to do; it would have changed the tenor of the piece, changed who The Lady of the Lake was and her relationship to Arthur.

      The young, impressionable girl I’d been when I’d first seen the painting had had other, more personal thoughts that had nothing to do with the story being told.

      As the young, impressionable girl grew older, those personal thoughts had become more specific, more lustful.

      I imagined the fine fabric catching on her nipples, tight and hard from both the cold water and her desires, their darkness clearly visible through the soaked linen. I imagined how the fine fabric clung to her belly, outlining her navel, caressing the natural curve of her lower belly. I imagined her crotch, the fiery tangle of hair, when I pushed the sodden fabric up her long pale legs and she parted her thighs for me, an invitation, an appeal.

      She couldn’t be here in the flesh. Yet her expression was one I’d never seen in a painting before, and it wasn’t one I’d ever imagined, not even in my dreams, so why would I be dreaming it now?

      Love, yes, but wonder, and terrible pain, and almost disbelief. The sword clattered to the ground as she took the last few steps onto the bank, and towards me.

      “Maud,” she breathed. “You came back to me. You promised me you would, and you have. I never imagined…I thought all hope was lost…”

      I sat up in the lounge chair, my feet falling to either side of the extended seat. This was all just so surreal—in large part because my name isn’t Maud.

      My middle name is, though, and I’ve always hated it, to the point that I legally changed my name to just have “M” as the middle name. Almost nobody knew what it stood for.

      Or did that somehow prove this was a hallucination?

      The way she wrapped her lips around the name made me like it was a hell of a lot more.

      She fell to her knees on the lounge chair, took my face in her hands, and kissed me.

      Her hands and lips were cold but warmed quickly against my skin. This was no chaste kiss: her tongue parted my lips and I welcomed it. I reached out, blindly, and managed to find her shoulders, my fingers grasping her wet flesh, pulling her closer.

      She couldn’t be here, but my mouth and hands told me she was, and I wasn’t about to let go. I drank the passion she poured into my mouth, and when she pulled away long enough to moan, “I missed you so, sweet Maud,” I didn’t question it. I didn’t care. Maybe I was bewitched, or dreaming, or I was dead and this was heaven or hell, but I didn’t care.

      My body responded the way it would to a familiar lover. She was familiar only in my fantasies, but still. Still. It was as if I knew her, but had been without her for so long that I was relearning her, as if the memory of her touch was resurfacing in my mind and on my skin.

      Bracing herself on the back of the lawn chair, she kissed her way down my neck, little nips with her teeth followed by a lick to soothe. Each bright sparkle of pain ratcheted my desire higher. Beneath my sensibly thick woolen sweater, my nipples ached for her lips and teeth on them.

      I wanted to touch her, too, and I reached for her small, high breasts, found her peaked nipples. When I rolled them between my fingers, she hissed, arching her back, her head thrown back to the sky. Her hips rolled forward in a motion that seemed unconscious, and certainly hedonistic. “Sweet Maud,” she moaned again.

      I knew somehow, instinctually or from that place of memory that couldn’t be, what she liked, what she needed. I pulled her forward, suckled her through the wet shift, heating the cold buds, gently rasping them with my teeth. She panted and groaned, and possibly pleaded; her words were unclear. I knew what that kind of pleasure was like, the kind that chased away all coherence, leaving only mindless desire.

      There are times for slow, languorous sex. This was not one of them. This was a time for greedy, grasping sex, the desperate need touch and be touched, to feel and be felt, to give pleasure and receive it. The desperation born from a long separation. One knee slid higher on the chair, nestled between my thighs, pressing against the seam of my jeans. Even through the layers, the pressure against my clit was exquisite.

      I grabbed the hem of her shift up in my fists and gathered it up, up over those pale legs of hers, then reached between her legs to her crimson-covered mound. I wanted to taste her, but that would have meant getting up, laying her down, and we were both too desperate for rearranging bodies and limbs. Beneath the crinkled hair, she was hot and slick, sweet and musky.
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