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			For Maxine and Lynda (always remembered)

		

	
		
			What value do YOU 
place on friendship?

			Heartbroken, Cam embarks on a voyage to seek answers. Will the journey answer his burning questions? Or will he learn more than he bargained for? His journey presents both challenges and opportunities as he builds new friendships along the way, as well as reuniting with old acquaintances. Just as Cam and Freyja’s life comes full circle, their friends and community are threatened, forcing them to defend those they love.

			In this third installment of the Antipodes series, friendships are tested when the survivors learn the horrifying truth about why they were chosen. Which relationships will survive?
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			Chapter 1

			Mooring the small fishing boat in the harbor at Kirkwall, I paused, wondering what sort of reception I would receive. Had I made a mistake in coming here? The last time I visited the Orkney community was almost a year ago, and for vastly different reasons. 

			Knowing how to open the access hatches in the geodesic domes that protected us from infected rain, a raiding party had kidnapped eleven women to enslave, my wife Lae being among them. In pursuit, but a full day behind, our crew had stopped here briefly and been welcomed. A quick meal, a precis of our mission, three volunteers to join us, and we were on our way. I had been in no fit state to communicate on our return voyage when we returned the six abducted Orcadian women. Reeling from the violent death of my wife Laetitia at the hands of the raiders and battling a severe infection, I hadn’t left the cabin of our vessel. 

			As I slowly entered the village, I could see people watching me from a distance, apprehensive. Knowing that the people here were likely as wary of strangers as the residents in my home community on the Hebridean island of Lewis were, I entered with my hands in front of me, indicating that I held no weapon. Cautiously approaching, I was about to call out a greeting when a tall shadowy figure spoke enquiringly toward me. “Cam?”

			“It is,” I responded and looked over to see the male speaker. The afternoon sun was behind him, the glare in my face making me squint.

			“Will?” I guessed as I stepped farther forward and into the shade of the home’s eaves.

			A wide grin crossed his face as he extended his arm. 

			“How are you, Cam? So good to see you! You recovered alright then?”

			Grateful for the warm welcome, I smiled. “I’m well, thank you. My profuse thanks to you for the antibiotics and painkillers. They undoubtedly saved my life.”

			“Our pleasure, and it was a fair price too. We never got the chance to thank you personally for returning our friends. I… I heard your wife didn’t make it.” 

			“No. She didn’t.” 

			“I’m sorry, man. I can’t imagine what that feels like.”

			Hell is what it feels like, I thought with fresh pain piercing my chest, making me want to double over from the stabbing sensation, but said nothing. 

			“Not that we aren’t thrilled to see you, Campbell, but I assume you haven’t come all this way for a random neighborly call. Is there something we can do for you?”

			Even after all these years, I still appreciated the direct Scottish approach—there was no beating around the bush with social niceties. People just asked, and you responded. 

			Out with it, then. “I was hoping… if you don’t mind, to speak… with them. The women… that were taken. If that is okay? I… I just need closure.”

			Will paused, and I waited as he responded haltingly. 

			“I’m not sure, Cam. It has taken them a long time to deal with what happened. I know it has been a year, but they are still struggling with nightmares and flashbacks. Most of them still cannot leave the village. But for you, I will ask, okay?”

			Realizing that this was the best that I could expect, I nodded in agreement.

			“You can stay with us. I’ll let Liesl know.”
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			A small group had gathered, interested in the newcomer. They were watching us apprehensively but visibly relaxed as they saw Will shake my hand enthusiastically, chatter springing up among them. Will turned to re-introduce me to the community here, and the look of fear broke on many faces as they recognized me. Several people approached to thank me, genuinely appreciative of my role in the rescue, small as my part had been.

			A small woman stood slightly apart from the group that had gathered. She looked familiar but out of place here. Dark hair tied back in a ponytail, she was tiny, delicate, with features like a bird—classically beautiful with pale skin and sparkling blue eyes enhanced by her dark lashes and brows. I hadn’t seen her last time I was here, but that was hardly surprising because I was focused on the rescue. Was she one of the rescued women? I had only seen them as they came out of the broch, filthy and scared, their hands still tied until Freyja cut their bonds in the daylight. Wracking my brain, I couldn’t place her. Why do I know her?

			Realization struck, and I recognized her as the tiny bird-like woman with the booming voice from my briefing session in Melbourne. Military budgie. What the bloody hell is she doing on Orkney? Then again, I realized in the next instant, the same thing could be asked of me. Once the crowd had dispersed after Will’s introduction, she made her approach forcefully.

			“I’m Illyria,” she chirped pleasantly, thrusting her hand out. “Campbell, isn’t it?”

			“It is. But please, Cam.” I wondered if she remembered me or if she had just heard about what happened. “We’ve met before,” I started cautiously. “Well, not really. You were part of the team in Melbourne.”

			“Oh, I remember you. The deployment team discussed each candidate at length, so I feel like I know you. Wonderful to meet you.”

			“You talked about us?”

			“Well, of course! Days were spent choosing candidates. Did you think we would let just anyone survive?”

			“True enough. How did you end up here?” I blurted, realizing as the words left my mouth that it was quite rude.

			She laughed again, a warm, charming laugh. Despite her booming voice that day, she was lovely and easy to speak to. 

			“They seconded me to the Department. You know, for the project.”

			“Military?” I guessed.

			“Major Morgan, Intelligence Officer, Australian Army.” She saluted in formal greeting. “What gave it away?”

			“Honestly, your voice. I had never heard such a commanding voice from someone so tiny,” I confessed. 

			“A learned skill.” She twinkled at me with her brilliant blue eyes, the dark lashes gleaming in the sun. “And one I used many times with recruits. They offered me a place on Auckland Island with the scientific community, then I traveled through to Clava. Now tell me, how did you get here? Though it is not your first visit, I understand?”

			Will, realizing that we were going to be awhile, took the backpack I had left on the ground, caught my eye, and gestured into a nearby house before disappearing through the door.

			Up close, I realized she couldn’t be more than a few years older than I was; she just appeared more worldly. Intelligent and with a razor-sharp wit, nothing got past her, reminding me very much of Freyja. But I hadn’t spoken with another Australian in some time, outside of my immediate family and Freyja, and I enjoyed doing so now. We spoke of Melbourne, August, and Auckland; the portals and how awful they were; the differences between Australia and Scotland; words we found amusing; and strange customs.

			“If you were in the Clava community, why did you come here?” I asked, somewhat cautiously, as we re-entered the village. As lovely as she was, we didn’t know each other.

			“Let’s just say that I didn’t entirely agree with some of their decisions. Besides, I had personal reasons to come here.”

			I must have looked confused as she laughed. “My parents were from Kirkwall. They migrated to Australia before I was born, but I had always wanted to visit here. After I graduated from university and went to Duntroon, well, my military career took up all of my time. Now, I live here.”

			“You weren’t here when I last visited?” I quizzed. While I hadn’t met everyone here, I was certain I would have remembered her. Military trained, she would have been an asset in our retrieval of the captive women from Mousa. Freyja would certainly have roped her in to assist.

			“No, I first came about eighteen months ago, just to visit. Test the waters, you could say. Then I moved, permanently, about eight months ago.”

			“What does an intelligence officer do on an island community?” I asked, genuinely interested.

			“Not much!” she laughed delightfully. “But here, I started a market of sorts, based on a barter system. Four days a week, I travel to different areas of the community, collecting excess produce for trade. I facilitate the trade, and I get to keep a small percentage of the goods. So, it keeps me fed and clothed, and everyone else gets to maximize their time doing what they do best.”

			“That sounds like a great idea,” I said enthusiastically, and I meant it. “Lewis would love something like this.” Now that the community was widespread, having someone travel between settlements to take your excess produce and trade it for other items was a fantastic idea.

			“It sounds like a great idea when you have no skills!” She giggled merrily. “But they all seem happy enough.”

			Making plans to accompany her on her rounds during my stay and excusing myself, I entered the house after Will, a little tentatively. I didn’t want to barge into their private space. But I could hear low voices and followed the sound, standing hesitantly in the doorway, not wanting to intrude. Will looked up, smiled, and introduced me to his wife, Liesl, and their two children, Thor and little Thea. 

			Thor, a rambunctious four-year-old, was racing around the kitchen like a tornado, much to Liesl’s frustration, and barely gave me a second glance. Thea, a golden-haired two-year-old, blinked at me with fascination before handing me her knitted teddy. I thanked her profusely, and after introducing myself formally to the bear, solemnly returned it to her, watching the look of self-satisfaction cross her chubby cheeks. With her sharp green eyes and blonde curls, she looked just like I expected Katrin to look at the same age. Intelligent and testing people who came into her sphere to see if they measured up to her expectations.

			Invited to clean up by Liesl, I did so with gusto. Days spent on a boat with no clean water for washing meant I was desperate for a shower, even if it was a barely lukewarm, dripping shower. If only I had known that I would never get to have a shower with water pressure again, I would have enjoyed it much more, recalling the hot forceful showers of my original home in Melbourne. 

			It had been six years since the waterborne virus had spread from Europe and killed every living thing through simple dehydration, but the result had been no person, plant, or animal had survived. The exception was the few thousand of us who had been lucky enough to be chosen to live in a domed community, a terrarium of sorts, where the water was safe. We lived in communities of shared resources, but with limited contact with the outside world. Since I had been ensconced in my new world, I had traveled more than most. But I had not yet seen life outside of these domed communities—the exception being Mousa, the tiny island off the coast of the Shetlands, where the raiders had taken the kidnapped women. That journey had previously brought me here.

			When I left the bathroom, Will gestured me toward the table, and I soon found myself tucking into a delicious vegetable soup with fresh bread. 

			“This is so good! How I have missed fresh vegetables!” I gushed, making Liesl blush with pride. Eating with children was something I was surprised to find that I also missed after days alone and enjoyed helping Thea with her spoon, Liesl enjoying the break from parenting for a short time.

			It was the sense of sublime relaxation that came with being back in a protected environment that I hadn’t expected. No longer needing to worry about getting caught in the rain, eating something contaminated, or constantly suiting up to avoid having a random wave splash into my face, I relished that bone-deep sense of intrinsically knowing I was safe. If my attention lapsed for a second, it wouldn’t be life-threatening. 

			Eighteen months ago, I had traveled back to Australia to find my sister, Sorcha, who lived in an inland, isolated community. The first leg had been through the antipodal point back to August, my original settlement. Then by boat to New Zealand and Australia. 

			On our way back to Scotland, Sorcha and I had stopped at our old holiday property, where our parents had isolated themselves after the pandemic had struck Melbourne, and it was impossible to get food, fuel, or safe water. It had been a time when people were raiding shops, attacking neighbors, and breaking into houses to survive. It was clear from the freshness of their remains that our parents had survived for some years after the virus struck. The handmade dome my father had built from tarpaulins had developed a minuscule tear that allowed water to pass through. But it made me wonder—how many people still survived outside of the geodesic domes? 

			[image: ]

			After a blissful night spent in an actual bed, a hand-carved wooden car driven up my leg woke me. Liesl found Thor and me sitting on the guest room floor sometime later, racing cars along tracks made from shoes and my belt. Thea insisted I sit with Holly, her teddy, at breakfast, chattering away to me the entire time while Liesl made tattie scones.

			Will spent the next two days showing me around the community, introducing me, and ensuring that everyone we spoke to knew my role in saving the abducted women. We had returned all the Orcadian women unharmed. Laetitia had been the sole female casualty, though the raiders had killed three men on Lewis who were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.

			Despite her pleasantness and appreciation of the time spent with her children, I sensed Liesl was apprehensive around me. Assuming that she was shy, I was polite but didn’t push. Perhaps, like me, she enjoyed the solitude of her own home. I had shown up unannounced. It wasn’t until after dinner on the third night, after their children had gone to bed, that she admitted, highly embarrassed, that she had initially feared me.

			Will and I looked at her in amazement. 

			“Alize told me you went ballistic,” she admitted, “when you heard your wife had died.”

			Flushing, I had no reply. Freyja had told me this, but honestly, I recalled nothing about that time. I remembered one woman telling me that Lae hadn’t stopped screaming, so they had slit her throat. After that, my memory went blank.

			Will looked at her, bewildered. “And you don’t think I would lose my shit if I was told that they had murdered my wife?”

			Liesl blushed at that. “Maybe. It was just… they made it sound like Cam was an animal, completely out of control.”

			“I was,” I admitted quietly, realizing that honesty was best. “Out of my mind with grief. Nearly four years ago, my first wife went missing. I spent a year searching for her. I didn’t think I ever would survive the loss, the bone-deep grief of losing someone I loved that much. I didn’t think I could live without her, and honestly, I wanted to die. It took me a very long time to recover. But then I met Laetitia, the sweetest, kindest woman I had ever met. I fell in love again, and we married. Now we have a son, Louis. He had just turned one when those … men …. took her … on her birthday. She was five months pregnant with our second child. After Lae went missing, I spent days not sleeping or eating, just desperate to catch up to them, to find her. Then to learn that they had murdered her? That those animals had killed our baby too? I admit I lost control. I remember nothing after being told how she died. I woke up, fevered, on the yacht. The other women were all safe, but not her.”

			Will sniffed. “Mate, the way I hear it from Gerry, you were restrained. I am not sure there would have been a man left alive if that had been Liesl or my child.”

			Liesl reddened further as Will reached over the table to take his wife’s hand. 

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered, half choked. “I didn’t know.”
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			After making the initial introductions, Will returned to his work in charge of the fish farm. While invited to accompany him, it was something I could not bring myself to do. Fishing had never been my favorite pastime, unable to kill the thrashing fish on a hook or in a net. 

			Recognizing that the women needed time before being comfortable enough to speak to me, and simply being here, in their faces, might be confronting, most days I spent with Illyria. She took me traveling across the community, meeting the different families, learning bits and pieces about what they raised and grew and how they lived. I shared information from August and Lewis: things that grew well, companion planting tips from Diana. Illy’s military training came through occasionally, and I saw the leader in her. It was never blatant. She was helpful and had a natural way with people, adapting her communication style to her audience. In the end, it was Illy that advocated on my behalf to convince the six women to speak with me, something they were reticent to do. After Liesl’s confession, I knew why.

			As I accompanied her on her rounds and learned the basics of her business, I recognized it was a fantastic concept. One farmer had a surplus of pumpkins, another of wool. Illyria took a minor cut of each item but passed the rest on to others. They gifted those with skills like doctors and engineers with their goods in exchange for their service to the community. Those who gave away their surplus got to choose from other produce. Everyone seemed happy with the arrangement.

			“It is a terrific system,” I told her. “But how do you keep everyone happy?”

			“That is where my psychology training comes in.” She grinned. “Recognizing how much people are prepared to donate. Reading them, if you like. Everyone is willing to trade but to differing levels. Some are exceedingly generous, prepared to give away all their excess, and not want anything in return. Others want something in return, every time—a fair trade, you could call it. A small number want to feel that they have gained from the trade, that it was in their favor. It is about ensuring that everyone feels like they are getting a good deal, not taking advantage of the generous ones, and ensuring that the tight-asses feel rewarded. Most of all, the trick is to keep absolutely everything confidential. Let no one know what trade you have done with another.”

			“Well, from what I saw, you are doing an amazing job,” I admitted.

			“It keeps me busy … and fed.”
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			Five days after I arrived, Illyria sat with the six women and myself in Illyria’s small, neat cottage. She provided tea and cake. Small talk dominated the conversation as everyone arrived and settled in for the evening. Work was finished for the day. No interruptions from children or partners. What was it like here compared to Lewis? What was it like on August? What was the world outside like now? I felt quite nervous about raising the real reason we were here.

			One of them started eventually, saying how sad they were about Laetitia. I recognized the voice, but not her face. It was the woman who had told me about Lae’s fate, Alize.

			The look of apprehension in her eyes illustrated she remembered me losing control, and I knew I was better off addressing that immediately.

			“The truth is…” I started, forcing my voice to remain calm, “I remember you telling me they had murdered my wife. I heard you, but I remember nothing after that. I am told that I lost my mind, temporarily. I loved her so very much. The day they took her was her birthday. She was five months pregnant with our second child. I lost my first wife several years before and thought I would never recover. Then I met Laetitia. She was my world. We were madly in love, devoted to each other. Then in a single day, to lose both her and our child, leaving our little boy without a mother? Well … I need to make sense of what happened.”

			One of the other women spoke, barely audible. 

			“What I witnessed was the most profound manifestation of grief that I have ever seen. How I think I would react if that were my child. You must have really loved her.”

			“I did,” I admitted. “I still do. That is why I am here. I need closure. I can’t sleep. I dream about her. I can’t move forward with my life, not until I know what happened.”

			The women looked around at each other and at Alize. Without speaking, they had appointed her to the spokesperson role. 

			She started slowly. “They took us unaware. We were all working near the coast, individually, some of us in pairs. We had seen no one from outside other than Illyria here, and we genuinely believed we were safe. Some of us waved to the ship, and they attacked us from behind. Others were simply outnumbered. There were eight of them on the ship; another two remained on their island. Over the course of a single morning, we all ended up on that filthy stinking ship, where we found five women we didn’t know. We were tied and gagged so that we couldn’t speak to them. But they were prisoners too, tied as we were. Some were bruised and filthy and had been there for some time. But it was the terror in their eyes that we could see, even in the poor light from across the room, which made us even more scared.”

			Pausing for a moment, Alize continued, swallowing hard, trying to retain control as the memories flooded back.

			“The men were foul, stank terribly, and were quite abusive to us. We knew from the start why they had taken us, as they leered and slobbered. Made nasty, judgmental comments about our appearance, your friend Isla and Saba here in particular. They took every opportunity to grope us, test the merchandise as they referred to it. The saving grace was that they had agreed in advance that they would only have one each. Ten men to ten women. Jason, the leader, described it to us as, ‘I don’t want someone else’s slops.’”

			Several of the women cringed slightly with the memory, but Alize continued, more matter-of-factly, now that she had begun.

			“We arrived on their island two nights later, which we know now was lucky. We were terrified, not knowing where we were, and couldn’t see where they were taking us. They had already told us they planned to strip us naked and parade us along the beach upon arrival so that each man could choose. Fight over us, I guess. They didn’t care if we soiled our clothes. But it was dark, and there was no light to see us properly, so they forced us into the broch overnight so they could see us better by daylight. We tried to escape. Contemplated suicide. But it was so dark in that stone tower that we couldn’t see anything. We couldn’t see each other or what was around us. The door was solid, and there was no light at all. After what they did to your wife, we knew they were serious. If we climbed the narrow stairwell in the dark and all we did was break our legs, then we had no chance of ever getting away. It was plain that there would be no medical treatment. There were no boats on Orkney… then. We knew we would never make it home.”

			A sob punctuated the sentence, and another woman put her arm around the crying one.

			“We didn’t sleep. We huddled together. Some of us cried, others not. The smell of fear and piss was overwhelming. Then morning came, and you were there. We heard the screaming and yelling, and we were absolutely terrified. We had no idea what was going on. Then we heard a gunshot. Your leader opened the door, and as soon as the light hit her and our eyes adjusted, we could see that she was a woman. Words cannot describe the sense of relief I felt to know that there was a woman. Just with her sheer presence, I knew she wouldn’t let them hurt us. She didn’t. After you… beat them… she dealt with it. Cool, calm, no qualms. She knew what those monsters were, and what they planned to do to us. She looked us in the eye and promised that she would never let them hurt us, or anyone else, ever again. She told us we would never really rest unless we knew it was over. So … she ended it.”

			Freyja. She would have taken charge; I knew that without question. Even if she didn’t feel confident, she was a master at projecting it.

			“And Laetitia?” I asked softly, seeking an answer to what I really wanted to know.

			“She was on the boat when they took us. The other women … from Lewis, I mean … were in the cabin, down below. The men had taken them the day before. When we were well out to sea, they dragged all eleven of us back up onto the deck. Lined us up so they could see us in the light. Poor thing, she was terrified. You could see it plainly from across the deck. They had hit her, hard. She had bruises across her face and a nasty black eye. She could barely open it. But she kept crying, crouching, and refusing to stand up. It pissed them off. They had already been talking about what to do with the spare, and… and…” Alize couldn’t finish, choked with the emotion of reliving that awful day, twelve months ago.

			“I know what they did,” I whispered. “Isla, a friend … our neighbor from Lewis. She told me. Laetitia screamed in his face, and he cut her throat.”

			Alize nodded in agreement. Just a tiny flick of her eyelids. 

			“It all happened so quickly. Jason, the leader, was yelling at her, hitting her around the head, trying to make her shut up, stand with the others, and be quiet. As he was smacking her, the gag moved. She screamed so loudly it made my ears hurt. She was just panicked. We could all see that. She didn’t scream to antagonize him. She was just beside herself with terror. I didn’t even see the knife in his belt until he had it on her. She was just suddenly… silent. She fell onto the deck. Her cloak fell back as she landed, and that was when we all saw why she was upset. Refusing to stand.”

			“She was five months pregnant. She was protecting our child,” I finished, choking on the last word. 

			Tears welled up in all the women’s eyes at that point. 

			“We didn’t know that until then. They didn’t either. She was so tiny, lying there.”

			Silence filled the room as we all pictured Lae’s still form, bleeding on the deck.

			“We are grateful to all of you,” Alize finished, tears streaming down her face with the memory. “Without you, we wouldn’t be here today, with our partners, our children. We owe you our lives. Future generations will exist because of you. One day I hope we can repay you.”

			“Thank you,” I breathed. Recognizing that this was enough and standing to leave, several of the women came to hug me. 

			As genuinely as I could, I managed, “I am glad you are all home with your families.”

			 Illyria stood quietly, and taking me by the arm, led me out into the cool night air.

			“They needed that as much as you did,” she whispered. “They have been holding on to that guilt for a year—survivor guilt. Healing can only start when you recognize what happened, and you can talk about it. Once you can distance yourself from the event, you can become objective. Only then can you process, let it go, and move forward.”

			“Thank you,” I whispered, unsure of what else to say.

			“I’ll see you in the morning,” she promised.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Initially, Illyria reminded me very much of Freyja in manner, forthright, direct, and highly intelligent. She could read people and adapt quickly. She knew how people were going to react before they did. But I soon learned that when she wasn’t negotiating, she was kind and easy to talk to, much like Lae. 

			“Where to from here, Mr. Mackintosh?” she asked cheekily one day on our way back from a farm near Stenness. She was driving the golf cart containing her trade goods.

			“Mousa, then Edinburgh,” I replied. “I really would like to visit Clava too, although I can’t say why.”

			“That isn’t what I meant, but I can radio ahead to let them know you are coming to Clava.” She stopped the cart and turned to face me. “What I meant was you are nearly thirty. You have your entire life ahead of you. What next?”

			“Why would anyone want to be near me?” I asked, astonished, baffled by the question. “I have lost two wives in four years. They aren’t great odds, you know. Can’t see too many women wanting to sign up to that.”

			“One went through the portal. That wasn’t your fault. Disgusting excuses for men kidnapped the second. Also, not your fault. You, Campbell, need to forgive yourself. You are only human. Both were random acts. None of this was your fault.”

			“You don’t think…”

			“Think what?”

			“That perhaps I am just bad luck? Cursed?”

			“Do you really believe that?”

			“I…” I started, but she cut me off with a kiss.

			“Forgive yourself!” Delivered in that forceful military tone, it was an order. “Then you can move on.”

			“You make it sound so easy. How do I do that?”

			“You make a conscious effort. You recognize that none of it was your fault, and you let it go.”

			She paused and looked at me, assessing. “After you left the other night, I led the women on a guided meditation. To help them seek closure and heal. Maybe that could help?”

			It had been many years since I had meditated. “I’m happy to try anything,” I admitted. 

			“Come.”

			Illy beckoned me off the path, and we found a lush patch of grass under some trees. It was serene, calm, and safe.

			“Lie down and get comfortable,” she instructed in a slow, peaceful voice. 

			Following her instructions, I loosened my boots and lay under the tree, the shade darkening my face.

			“Lightly close your eyes. Feel your face relax; feel all the tension melting away. Unclench your teeth and your jaw; feel them become soft and relaxed. Starting from the top of your head, feel the tension drain out of your body and into the earth. Feel it pull away from you as the earth takes all the pressure away. Feel the heaviness of your body, soft and relaxed. Empty all the thoughts from your mind. Acknowledge them, one by one, and let them go. 

			Focus on your breath. Breathe in slowly, then out slowly. Physically see your breath as you bring it in, inhaling, then see it outside your body as you let it go. 

			Visualize your challenges as a kite. See them. Manifest them as the kite. See the color, the size, and shape. Feel it as the kite vibrates in the breeze. You are holding onto the tail as it fights you to take off; it wants to be free. Picture the portal and Freyja falling in. She didn’t want to go. See the men on Mousa. Large and strong. Picture them in your mind. Remember the details, the sounds, the colors, the smell. Really focus on them. It wasn’t your fault, Cam. None of it. No matter what you did, or didn’t do, you didn’t kill Laetitia. You didn’t force Freyja to go through the portal. None of this is your fault. Really feel that.”

			Behind my closed lids, I could see the kite soaring above me. Red, ragged, and fighting to be free.

			“When you are ready, when you have fought with the kite enough, just let it go. Let it go. Forgive yourself.”

			The sun was beating down through the tree, the orange tinge glowing behind my closed eyes. I still held onto the large red kite. Buffeting in the breeze. All of my fears, terrible memories, bound up in that single object. Losing Freyja. Spending months searching for her. Being isolated and feared. Thinking she had betrayed me. Hugh’s death. Learning that Heidi had deceived me, that Freyja hadn’t left me for Angus. Hearing about Laetitia’s death. With a final deep sigh that went all the way to my spine, pressed into the grass, I let go of the kite and watched it as it soared higher and higher. Onward and upward it flew, up into the brilliant blue sky, shrinking, until it was finally out of sight.

			Feeling lighter than I had in years, I opened my eyes and saw Illy watching me.

			When she leaned in again, this time, I was ready. 

			Kissing her was arousing me in a way I hadn’t felt in a very long time, taking me by surprise. My stomach was jittery, my skin tingling. After Lae, I didn’t think I would ever feel this way again, and it surprised me how I felt now. Guilt knotted my stomach. But surprisingly, I felt alive. As she touched my face, I felt like I had awakened from a long sleep. It was new and exciting. 

			“Illy,” I murmured in her ear, “I can’t start anything. It wouldn’t be fair to you. I have a life on Lewis. My sister, my children. I have to go back.”

			“Well then. Let’s just enjoy the time you have left,” she said simply.

			[image: ]

			Life on Orkney was very similar to Lewis. There was a genuine sense of community. People appeared to care about each other, stopping to have a chat and help. People shared harvests and meals. Illy, despite not being an original resident here, was liked and respected. Traveling between homes took ages as everyone wanted to catch up on the news, learn how everyone was faring. It got me thinking again about why she had left Clava and Auckland before that. But that triggered another question.

			“Illy, I have to ask, why didn’t your colleagues on Clava offer Angus a place with the other scientists? Why send him to Lewis, I mean?”

			“Angus MacLeod? Goodness, why would we want him? Have you met him? Opinionated, excruciating, oxygen-thieving fucktard. Until they mobilized us, I had to deal with him via teleconference. That was bad enough. He was in a similar role for the British government, selecting the best candidates to settle the offshore communities. But he was a civilian. We collaborated to ensure that we had sent complementary teams to our ground zero sites. We spoke most days. I used to dread it—demeaning, argumentative pedant, always trying to one-up me. God, I was happy when they posted him.” 

			I smirked at the apt description. 

			“Why was he posted?”

			“From what I understand, they sent him to Lewis, as the British knew he was a valuable asset and would likely aid the resettlement. There were meetings about allowing him to join the scientific community at Clava or even on Auckland. The issue was none of us could stand him. Then, I assume somehow he learned about the Clava community and visited.”

			That was news. Freyja had said nothing about visiting Clava.

			 “When?” I asked.

			“Oh, recently, maybe eight or nine months ago. I was still there, but in my planning stages to leave. Maybe closer to nine months.” 

			That made sense. Freyja was on Lewis by then, heavily pregnant with Katrin. 

			“Was he pissed? That he hadn’t been told about Clava, I mean.”

			“Honestly, I have no idea. I had resigned from my post and was leaving anyway, so I was no longer included in briefings. I just saw him one day. We had never met in real life, but I recognized him easily enough. He was coming out of the headquarters. He spotted me, made a beeline for me, and started talking at me. Boasted that he was being tasked with a special mission to visit the other domed communities like they had promoted him above me or something. Honestly, I had always thought he was an arrogant twat, so I nodded sweetly, made my excuses, and left. After that, I avoided him until he left a few days later.”

			“Illy, what do you mean by you could radio ahead? You said that the other day.”

			“Oh, I forgot you wouldn’t know. Most communities have a satellite radio capable of transmission.”

			“They do?” 

			“Let’s just say that the discrepancies between the resourcing of the communities were one of the many reasons I decided I wasn’t suited to life at Clava. But I can contact them if you like. I have the radio here.”

			Illy’s tone was a little off. She wasn’t telling me something, but I wasn’t sure that we were close enough for me to ask.

			“No, it’s okay,” I replied quickly. “It is only a thought, and weeks away, even if I make it. I have things I want to do first. What is it like on Auckland? At Clava?”

			Illy sighed. “Very different from here. Come on. It is getting dark, and Will and Liesl will wonder where you are.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			After nine days, it was time to move on. After wishing Illyria goodbye, a surprising sense of sadness washed over me. She was an amazing woman, one I genuinely liked and respected. There was a good chance we could be happy together. I had made my peace with what had happened but knew that I needed to visit Mousa, just once, to put this chapter behind me. While I knew Lae never made it this far, that was where those brutes had intended to take her, enslave her. It is where my memory skipped, and I was missing a fragment. Orkney was lovely, but my children were on Lewis. My sister and Di. Louis was my mini Lae, and being here, away from him, was more painful than I would have thought. It was my longing to hold Katrin, to see her happy, cheeky face beaming up at me, that surprised me. She was as much my child as Louis, and I could never be away from her either. 

			The formidable solid gray stone broch was visible from quite a distance. I had taken care to arrive in the mid-morning to avoid flashbacks. Mooring near the broch, instead of the cove where we had anchored the Selkie, I stood on the beach and listened. I’m not sure why or what I was listening for exactly. But there was nothing—just wind echoing through the small valley, whistling past the ominous broch. The broch stood on the grassy hillside and commanded attention with its imposing authority.

			Staring up at the broch, I noticed they had affixed a flat metal roof, a solid steel door on the single doorway. They covered the slitted windows from the inside. Likely the raiders had used it for protection before its use as a prison, drawn to this place for its tiny speck of greenery, so out of place in the sea of death. The door was ajar, and I stepped inside, imagining those poor women, terrified out of their minds, trapped here in the dark, amid the filth and stench. Exactly one year ago today, on her birthday, Lae had left, never to return. Never to hold Louis, or me, in her arms again.

			The broch was much higher and far more intact than the one at Carloway, and I fervently wished that Lae had been here to see it. The tall ancient cylindrical stone tower was Norse, I think she said. But thousands of years old. If it hadn’t been for her love of the broch at Carloway, I would never have known about Mousa. Then the outcome would have been vastly different. It had been Lae who had saved the other women. How conflicted she would have been to see something she had only dreamed about but in the vilest of circumstances.

			Standing in the doorway, my back to the broch, I could see several houses visible in the cleared area below. The shacks were crudely built, uneven structures that were barely more than sheds with a flat roof that overhung the stone walls of repurposed stone—each with a single door and window. Entering the nearest one, I discovered it was a basic fishing cabin. A single room with a filthy mattress on the floor, it had once been silver or pale blue. Now it was mottled shades of brown, stains of all sizes marring the stitched surface. It held a simple wooden table and chair opposite—no sign of life. Even though Lae never made it here, I knew I needed to come here to see where they lived and had planned to enslave her and our child. Somehow, over the past year, I had built up the notion they were ogres, sub-human. But in truth, they were just men. Brutal, repulsive men.

			I spent several hours wandering through the settlement, not sure what I was looking for. Slowly I retraced my steps, walking along the path where we advanced on the camp in the early dawn light. Locating the tree where I slammed the first man, indentations still faintly visible in the bark, I paused and closed my eyes. This was the place I had been standing when I heard, the last place I remembered standing before waking on the Selkie, several days later. Gazing out to sea, I knew that there was no closure here. She was gone, and for Louis’ sake, I needed to keep on living. Louis was my focus now. Closing my eyes, I visualized her seated on our couch, baby Louis in her arms. That charming smile as she gazed lovingly at our son. Happy birthday, kitten. I sent the wish out to wherever she was, taking care of our child. The child I would never meet.

			Slowly I boarded, being careful not to splash water on myself, and sailed back to the northernmost point and down the eastern coast of mainland Scotland. The solitude was a balm to my wounded soul, watching the blues of the sky and sea drift past, day after day. There was no sign of life. But wind, blessed wind. As the days passed, the pain lessened, and I looked forward to seeing Louis and Katrin. Just one more mission. A trip to Edinburgh, possibly Clava, then home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Walking along the Edinburgh High Street, I was astonished to see that the beautiful buildings that had stood for hundreds of years were still mostly intact. Rubbish was strewn everywhere, forcing me to step over it carefully and watch where I walked. Broken windows and smashed cars littered the cobbled streets, but the charismatic buildings remained intact. Solid stone in various shades of gray, sand, and fawn, with chimney pots poking out of black slate rooftops, most were several hundred years old and withstood the test of time. Imposing and silent, these buildings stood sentry, watching generations be born, grow up, and die. They had seen wars and celebrations alike. Now, they may be the only part of Edinburgh that remained.

			I had walked the Royal Mile many times on visits here, across the North Bridge, and past Waverley station. Casting my eye upward, I could see Edinburgh Castle atop the volcanic rock. A place I had visited several times, it remained silently judging, surveying all that lay below. The city I loved, so alive with people, sound, and full of life was familiar, and yet now, it wasn’t. Stillness and a foul stench filled the air, unlike any memory I held of this place.

			Turning into Princes Street, it didn’t take me long to locate the building that housed the National Records of Scotland. An imposing multi-floor sandstone building with solid black painted doors, small chips in the glossy paintwork showed evidence of someone trying to enter. Sighing, I realized that smashing a window was my only option. I was creating quite a habit of breaking into abandoned buildings. Eyeing the small multi-paned windows on the lower floor, I tried to locate one that would be easier to access.

			The Records room was a spectacular circular space, well lit with natural light and large tables in the center. Computers and lamps, now dead, were still plugged in, awaiting their next user. Fortunately, the walls were covered, floor to ceiling with enormous leather volumes, embossed with gold lettering containing all the recorded births, deaths, marriages, census data, church data, and court findings since the mid-1800s.

			Knowing her birthday, it wasn’t hard to find what I sought.

			Rose, Laetitia Katherine. 

			Born 16 September. 

			Mother: Jasmine Rose, aged 19 years. 

			Occupation: Student Nurse. 

			Father: information withheld. 

			Place of birth: Raigmore Hospital, Inverness-shire.

			It was the place of birth that came as a surprise: Inverness. She hadn’t always lived in Glasgow then. I smiled, thinking of that. Lae had believed that she had never been farther from Glasgow than Edinburgh until she moved to Lewis. 

			Her mother’s name was on the certificate: Jasmine Rose, aged 19 years. No father’s name. Hardly surprising. That would have been too easy.

			Student Nurse? Now that was interesting. Lae had not known that. If I could not track her down through the records here, perhaps I could locate a university record? Immediately I recognized the futility in that endeavor. She could have attended one of many universities. I returned to the volumes in front of me. I needed something to take home to Louis, some part of her history that would let him know where he came from.

			[image: ]

			Several unproductive hours passed as I looked through the birth records for her mother—no child with the surname Rose and first name Jasmine was recorded. Searching the years on either side also turned up nothing. No Jasmine Rose was born in any year on either side of the age declared on Laetitia’s birth certificate.

			Slamming the dusty leather-bound volume shut, I placed it back in its correct place on the shelf, instantly recognizing the futility of doing so. How many people would seek birth, death, and marriage certificates in a deserted city?

			Marriage. I pondered on that word for a moment. Maybe… she married. Maybe Rose wasn’t her birth name. Or… It occurred to me that naming a child Jasmine if the family surname was Rose was a little unlikely. She also had listed no middle name on Laetitia’s birth certificate. Perhaps… What if her mother changed her name so that her family couldn’t find her? Lae had no knowledge of any living family, so maybe her mother ran away?

			 I cast my eye around, looking for the Deed Poll section. There wasn’t one. A memory stirred in the dark recesses of my mind. Mum saying that it wasn’t a requirement to register a name change in Scotland one day as she bemoaned her own difficult name. Wishing she had changed it before she moved to Australia, where it was so much harder.

			I sighed, wondering what to do next. Such a waste to travel so far and find nothing. Feeling the need to learn about Lae’s family, to provide that information to Louis, was burning a hole in my chest.

			Finally, standing and cracking my stiff neck, I left the building and walked along Princes Street toward Calton Hill, the Nelson Monument, and National Monument of Scotland still standing proudly at the top. It was mid-afternoon, and the sun was setting. 

			Okay, what do I know? Lae’s name and date of birth. Her birth location: Raigmore Hospital, Inverness. Her mother’s name and age: Jasmine Rose, age 19 years. Nurse. 

			Only that wasn’t her name.

			Turning toward the Nelson Monument, I tried to focus. What else do I have access to? Death records were pointless. By the point her mother had passed, they likely wouldn’t have been recorded. Not in time to make it into a leather-bound volume on a shelf. Marriage records appeared unlikely if there was no father listed, especially at the age of only nineteen, although not impossible. Checking every birth record for a Jasmine seemed a daunting task, but not as daunting as traveling to Inverness to seek a medical record. Census then?

			Recognizing that the dark would likely overtake me soon, I returned to the reading room. I located the census data and looked at the books. Nothing before 1931. Seriously? Perhaps they were in a different space. I hunted around, and my eye caught sight of a plastic brochure holder displaying flyers coated in dust. 

			CENSUS DATA: We hold records of the census of the population of Scotland for 1841 and every tenth year thereafter, (with the exception of the wartime year of 1941 when no census was taken). Census records are closed for 100 years under the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002.

			Closed for 100 years. Brilliant. 

			Looking out the nearest window, I estimated I had half an hour left of daylight, possibly a little more. After this, I would wait until tomorrow. Getting my pack close and ensuring that I could light the small gas burner I had taken from the camping store in Invercargill several years before, I checked it worked before returning to the volumes containing birth records. I could cook dinner in the dark, the light from the butane throwing off enough light for me to at least see what I was opening and eating.

			Returning to the book I had discarded, the one I believed to be her mother’s birth year, I touched the soft brown leather cover, the tissue-thin pages inside, yellowed with age, and squinted at the tiny black print in the dim light. Lae genuinely believed that her mother was Scots-born. Twelve thousand babies were born that year, according to the index. Sighing and getting myself comfortable in the leather armchair, I committed myself to my task. Tracing my finger slowly down the page…

			Jasmine wasn’t a common name, so by the time I reached the B’s, I wondered if her name genuinely was Jasmine. Perhaps it was something completely different, and she had taken an entirely new name? Keeping a shortlist of names on the paper and pencils handily confiscated from the National Records main desk, I was almost nodding off by the C’s and forced myself to get up and find the toilets. No water, but it wasn’t like anyone would chase me if I didn’t flush. 

			Returning to the darkened room, I realized I needed to call it a day, and placed the book carefully on the main table, open on the D’s. 

			With little butane in the canister and no replacement, I heated the soup to a barely tolerable level and sipped at the tepid chicken and vegetables as I reviewed what I knew.

			Lae told me her mum was Scottish, so she was likely born here. Immigrating when she was a young child would explain the accent but would throw a spanner in the works. The options now appeared to be that her birth name was not Jasmine Rose or that she wasn’t born here. Either were entirely plausible options, but neither was a more straightforward possibility. Finding immigration records would be difficult, impossible if she just moved from England or Wales. Moving across the border was simple and didn’t require any formal applications. Deed poll not being a legal record, there was no way of proving that she had just changed her name.

			Ensuring the gas stove was off, I left the empty can and dishes for tomorrow. Feeling exhausted, I curled up in my sleeping bag, dreaming of Lae, her hair streaming behind her in the breeze. Shocked, I realized I had only once seen her with her hair blowing in the wind. The day we had visited my aunt’s house. But now, she was standing on a rocky cliff, overlooking the beach, staring out to sea. Intently. What was she looking at? Peering past her, I saw a white yacht in the distance. She was waving happily. 

			[image: ]

			Dawn light trickled through the windows, and I woke with a new determination to solve this mystery. As freezing as it was in this dark, dusty building, unoccupied for years, I gritted my teeth, pulled my sleeves down to cover my frozen solid hands, and set to work. My breath was visible in the frigidly cold air, partially obscuring my vision.

			Carrying the volume to the window and dragging a comfortable chair into the daylight filtering in through the windows, I forced myself to pay attention to the book. Under no circumstances did I want to do this twice for fear that I could have missed something.

			Page after page of tiny printed text blurred before me. Nothing.  

			Then I saw it. Blinking my dry, tired eyes, I closed them and looked again. I wasn’t hallucinating. It was definitely there. 

			MacLEOD, Jasmine Rose, 13 March, Western Isles Hospital, Stornoway, Lewis. 

			It couldn’t be. Surely not. But the year was correct. The name was correct. Of the 12,000 babies born in Scotland in that year, the law of averages said approximately half were boys. For the other half, Jasmine had been a relatively uncommon name. I had only seen four others, and none, Jasmine Rose. I wasn’t sure Laetitia ever told me when her mother’s birthday was. Closing my eyes, I tried to recall what she had told me. Memories drifted in and out. We were talking about flowers, wildflowers. I had brought her some machair wildflowers, those that grew near the coast, a posy of eyebright, lady’s bedstraw, and native orchids. She had asked me if daffodils grew on Lewis; she liked them. They reminded her of sunshine. She told me she picked wild daffodils for her mother’s birthday. Daffodils grew in the UK from late winter to early spring. So, a birthday in March… that would fit. My heart was pounding. If this was her… Laetitia’s mother… she was from Lewis? 

			Standing to clear my head, I walked around the room, took a sip of my bottled water, and tried to get my thoughts straight. There was no guarantee this was her. It was all circumstantial, the dates, the name. She could have changed her name entirely and not just dropped her surname. 

			Heating baked beans for breakfast, I couldn’t shake the feeling deep in my bones. This was her. Eating quickly, I cleaned up, a laborious task with no running water, and repacked my bag. There was no need for me to rush, but the feeling of invading this place permeated my skin. I was keen to move on.

			Looking again at that entry—MacLeod, Jasmine Rose—I noted the names underneath. 

			Born to Angus Robert MacLeod, Engineer, and Amara Kalayani MacLeod, Lawyer, of Tarbert, Harris. 

			Other issue: None.

			Amara Kalayani? Lae’s grandmother was Thai? Closing my eyes, I could see Laetitia, standing in our kitchen, so tiny and lightly boned, her glossy brown hair flowing down her back. Her dark hair, and yes, the slightest hint of exoticism about her eyes. Not her coloring, but that beautiful, exotic look. She herself had assumed that her lovely almond-shaped eyes were from her unknown father. Instead, it may have been her mother, half Thai, who had transmitted those gorgeous Oriental features.

			A thought struck, and I started looking through marriage records, beginning with the year Jasmine was born. Nothing. The year before. Nothing. Two years. I started thinking this was a wild goose chase. Then, there it was, two years before Jasmine was born. 

			Marriage. 

			MacLeod, Angus Robert and Siriporn, Amara Kalayani. 

			15 December, St Clement’s Church, Rodel, Harris. 

			St Clement’s Church. That sounded familiar. Had I been there? I wracked my brain to recall the churches my mother
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