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Prologue

[image: ]


Gertrude thought about her life. Her past had been a series of mistakes that she wished she could take back. And there were some parts of her life that she wasn’t sure of—as if they had happened to some character in a story. Her gypsy heritage could be traced from her mother’s family back to Romania, but her father was German and so she ended up with a name that didn’t match her dark hair and olive skin. 

It was the year 1942 when Heinrich Himmler decided that all gypsies should go to concentration camps to be killed or used for experiments. Gertrude’s grandmother and her family had been living in Germany at the time and were sent to Auschwitz where a special camp was set up for the Gypsies. Drina, Gertrude’s mother, had just been born. 

During the course of the war, horrible experiments were performed on the Gypsies. They were subjected to sterilization, frozen to death, put into pressure chambers and many other cruel and despicable things. But somehow Gertrude’s grandmother, Mirela, and her baby daughter survived. Maybe it was partially due to Mirela being a chovihani, a woman who had powers of divination and could read the cards. In this culture she would be called a witch or a wizard. In the culture of the Gypsies, the ‘families’ did not revere people born with these abilities; it was more about the money they could bring in; but in the concentration camps it was probably an asset. Possibly Mirela read the guard’s palms or maybe with her dark-haired charms she had performed more odious duties—whatever it was, she kept herself and her baby alive. 

In 1944, when the order came to close down the camps, Mirela was loaded onto a truck with the other survivors to be sent to a work camp. The night was black as pitch as they traveled along the forested road. Possibly the guards turned the other way as Mirela tied her baby tightly to her chest and jumped. She was gone in a few seconds, disappearing into the woods.  All the rest of the Gypsies on that truck were gassed.

Gertrude was a young girl when her mother told her these stories, and the impression they left remained with her to this day. Estimates were that around five-hundred-thousand gypsies were killed in the Holocaust, a fact that still made Gertrude ill. 

Gertrude’s mother and father had never married after their chance meeting in Berlin at the end of 1963. According to her mother, Hans had been captivated by Drina’s exotic looks when he met her at the market. They had immediately formed an attachment and Hans had taken her to bed several times before Drina brought him home to her family’s camp at the edge of town. In the throes of passion, he had declared his love and Drina thought it was time to introduce him since she was sure they would be married soon. But Hans was standoffish after he visited the camp, still wanting her in his bed but not as loving as he had been. 

Hans was an aristocrat, part of an old family, and from what he told Drina they were not at all happy with their son’s involvement with a woman of her class. Unfortunately, Gertrude had already been conceived. Drina was heartbroken when Hans finally told her he couldn’t continue with her or the child that he now insisted was very likely not even his. She was around five months pregnant at the time, the baby just starting to show. Drina thought it was the changes in her body that drove him off—after all it was undignified in his circles to be seen in such a state. And she could tell he was no longer attracted to her. But all of her assurances to stay in seclusion until the birth did nothing to keep the man around. 

When Gertrude was born, she was given her mother’s family name of Besnik, but Drina named her baby girl, Gertrude, after Hans’s mother. Drina had remained in love with Hans and wanted to honor him even though he left her and never looked back. How her mother was capable of falling in love with a German man after the family history was a mystery Gertrude could never fathom.

Around Gertrude’s eighth birthday her mother became more seriously ill. The lung cancer that finally killed her two years later was a blow that put Gertrude into a tailspin. Her closeness with her mother had grown during Drina’s illness. Most of what she knew now of the family history had been recounted during those times. But they were travelers, part of a larger family that moved from place to place, so after Drina’s death another young mother who had lost her own child took over Gertrude’s care. 

Her teenage years were spent learning the craft of divination from her foster mother and Gertrude found that she had a certain facility with palm reading and the Tarot cards. It was around her sixteenth birthday that something in her life changed drastically. Everyone in the ‘family’ was expected to contribute to the welfare of the group. Gertrude read palms at fairs and for people along the roads they traveled through Greece and Turkey. She had the gift, was a true chovihani like her grandmother. The responsibility that accompanied this ability weighed on her, and at sixteen she no longer thought it a fun pastime and didn’t like taking people’s money for what came to her from a divine source. When she complained, she was slapped and subjected to ridicule for refusing to carry out her duties—and when she didn’t back down, Camio, her surrogate father, threatened her with expulsion. The rules were the same for all members. Gertrude set her jaw and shook her head. His dark eyes bored into hers as a frown pulled his heavy eyebrows down. His hand formed a fist as he struggled to control the emotions she could see seething beneath the surface. She didn’t look away from his cold and angry stare until he told her to collect her things. 

As Gertrude grabbed a few items and climbed out of the truck, tears trickled out of the corners of her eyes but she willed them away, determined to not let her feelings show. Brown dust and black smoke spiraled into the dry air as the wheels churned down the road. Next to her feet was a pack containing some clothes and the Tarot deck she had inherited from her grandmother. Fear clutched her in the belly as she watched her life disappear around a bend. Surely, they would turn back; it was only done to scare her.  

It was dark by the time a truckload of men on their way to Istanbul stopped to give her a ride. Wiping at her dirty tear-streaked face, she climbed in. They seemed nice enough and since it was the first vehicle she’d seen, she thought she better take them up on the offer. While the truck bumped and swayed through potholes, Gertrude read the men’s palms. In exchange they offered some dried meat and cheese. She turned down the bottle of foul-smelling liquor they were passing around. 

An hour or so later her fear began to mount when they turned surly and starting giving her sidelong glances; but when she asked them to stop the truck and let her out, they only laughed. The truck hit a bump a moment later, throwing her into the man next to her. That was all they needed to break down any reserve they still maintained. The first man’s breath was hot and foul in her face as he pulled at her clothing, ripping away the buttons that held her blouse together. She screamed and then bit his hand, making him howl in pain, but that only served to bring the others into the struggle. Held down she was helpless as they pulled off her skirt and underclothes, exposing every part of her. Between swigs of alcohol, they took turns, their smelly bodies heavy as they penetrated her. Barely conscious, Gertrude lost count of how many times she was raped. 

Without slowing down, they threw her out of the truck when they had their fill, laughing and calling out something she couldn’t understand. Later she discovered, fahise, the repeated word, meant ‘whore’.  She considered herself lucky to be alive; the smell of their foul breath and sweat and the acrid Turkish cigarettes they smoked still plagued her nightmares. 

Gertrude had no idea how much time had gone by when the car stopped. Completely naked, she was shaking uncontrollable from cold and shock. When she heard it she pulled herself into a ball hoping she wouldn’t be seen. But a moment later strong arms lifted her. The man murmured words in a foreign tongue before he put her gently down on the back seat of his car and covered her with a warm blanket. She slept. 

Her memories of that trip remained foggy; she was in and out of consciousness for several days. Hypothermia and shock as well as the severe bruising and tearing from the rapes and the fall from the truck kept her nearly comatose. At one point, feeling hands on her body, she startled awake. She struggled until she realized that the man was attempting to dress her. Kind and worried eyes regarded her as he spoke some soothing sounds that she couldn’t understand. She relaxed against him and then fell into a deep sleep. How long she slept she didn’t know, but when she finally came to her senses, she was on a sailboat far out to sea. 

Dream-like and vague, she recalled mists on the surface of the water and voices calling to her. She must have been delirious. The small sailing ship had dark red sails, a gaff rig. The boat’s name was Vasilia, named for the Celtic goddess of the wind. And Kafir, the man who owned the twenty-eight-foot sloop, had saved her, taking her with him on a trip across the ocean. 

Even though they could barely communicate, she learned about sailing from him. Kafir was a kind man who never expected anything from her. It was several weeks before she healed enough to help him and began to move around on the boat. At first, their communication was by gestures and a few words. He was Greek, a merchant sailor who traveled around collecting things to sell in foreign places. When he said his boat was magic she laughed, thinking the language barrier had made her misunderstand.

One night, after more than a month of being together on the open sea, she climbed into his bunk. Despite the violence and pain of her first experience she trusted him. And he didn’t let her down. His gentle ways healed her psyche just as he had healed her wounds. It wasn’t long before she realized she loved him. She didn’t think they would ever part. But those were the dreams of a seventeen-year-old girl who had been severely traumatized. 

*
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WHEN THEY REACHED THE shore of North Carolina he told her she must remain. There was no place for a woman in his life. She remembered the moment as if it were yesterday—the look of pain in his eyes and the feeling of desperation that look evoked in her. “Why?” she remembered screaming as he hoisted the sails and prepared to go. He shook his head without answering. One minute he was there and in the next there was no sign of him. Sitting on a log she searched the shoreline for the dark sails but it was as if he had literally disappeared.

Years had gone by since then, and what had been a young girl’s dream had faded into a past she barely remembered.
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Chapter One

Fell 2450
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When I turned for one last look at the temple, the sun had risen, bathing the sandstone in dazzling color, the sky behind a contrast of vivid blue. But once the light had passed those formidable walls, the structure faded into the landscape, belying its existence. I wondered if this effect was intentional, since the ascetic monks who practiced there did not encourage visitors. 

One night spent in the temple had given me a chance to regain my strength, but my request to remain longer was refused. Their vows did not allow women—they had already bent the rules. Not only was I a woman, an outsider with olive skin, but also, I was pregnant and conspicuously alone.  When the solid wooden doors closed behind me, I felt more apprehensive than I had in all the weeks I’d been traveling. Kindly, they had given me some food and a heavy robe to keep out the cold wind and swirling fog, my constant companions in these higher elevations. A hard kick took my mind to my belly and I cupped my hands around the growing girth of my middle. It would only be month or two before this one would be born; I was determined to be in a warm and safe place by then. 

As I walked, my thoughts careened from one dead end to the other, lost in the labyrinth of the past. How I had arrived in this alien world was still a mystery. My last coherent memory was landing at the Edinburgh Airport and then some hazy dream-like images. It was as though a filmy curtain had dropped over my mind. To these indistinct memories I added the information gleaned from the residents of Tolam, the tiny backward village where I’d been recovering for the past six months. 

A low rumble had me crouching against the uphill side of the trail, bringing to mind the monks’ warning about earthquakes in this region.  A shower of rocks and pebbles careened by, disappearing over the far edge. Below me a few larger boulders loosened, tumbling away to disappear into the deep crevasse that gaped threateningly below. As things quieted, I stood and shifted my woven bag to my other shoulder. It was heavy with oat and barley cakes, the cheese the monks had given me, as well as my tarot cards, talismans, extra clothing, knife, wooden bowl and cup, and the other small bits and pieces of my current life. My fingers traced the triple spiral around my neck. I was wearing it the day Dia and Lars found me unconscious on the sand close to their village. And although the necklace felt familiar, I knew it was not something I owned before arriving in Scotland. 

“You were battered to bits and nearly drowned,” was how Dia explained it later, showing me my shredded clothing. I smiled, thinking about how she must have viewed my down ski jacket with feathers escaping from the holes, and my ripped blue jeans. There was nothing of that sort here where clothes were handmade out of flax and wool or knitted. My feet had been bare of the waterproof boots I know I must have been wearing, lost forever in the cold ocean. 

Once I regained my senses, Dia told me she and her man Lars had been walking the shore that day, searching for mollusks to put in the stew. “Twas a wonder you were alive,” she told me, shaking her head. “That water would freeze a witch.” I remember smiling at the saying, wondering if I qualified since I had once possessed psychic abilities. But my gifts seemed to have disappeared, leaving me bereft and unsure. Somehow my Tarot deck had survived the trip in the water, making me wonder if I had fallen off a boat close to shore.  Whatever I had gone through had left me completely emaciated. It took months to put on weight and lose the strange pallor that lay under my normally olive skin. 

I had traveled to Scotland because of a client of mine in Milltown, Massachusetts. The young woman, Maeve was her name, had come to me for a psychic reading and I had seen several disturbing events in her future. I remembered now the frightening creatures and darkness that appeared in her reading, the dangerous fate awaiting her. Whatever happened in between then and when Dia found me had been traumatic enough to give me a major case of amnesia. I had the sense that I’d been severely depressed for some time, in addition to near starvation. It was a wonder I hadn’t miscarried. 

The one thing I knew for sure was my name, Gertrude Besnik, and as the days went by, I began to recall more of my former life.  My psychic work in Milltown included the Tarot, crystals and palm reading, and I had an extensive client list.  I owned an apartment and had a cat named Lucifer. And yet I could not recall the father of the child I carried. Nor could I fathom what had brought me to this desolate and backward place. If I believed in time travel, I might have thought I’d been transported to some earlier period in history. 

My first months in Tolam were pleasant enough, despite the hard work and the villagers’ superstitious ways. I lived in an extra bedroom in Dia and Lar’s house, sharing meals with them. These people had no electricity, no plumbing, they cooked over wood fires in iron pots, and milked the sheep and goats to make cheese. Work began before the sun rose and ended long after it went down. Gathering wood, searching for mushrooms and greens to add to the one-pot meals took most of a day. Chickens ran loose and often ended up in the stewpot, but mostly it was their eggs that provided protein, that and fish the men caught in rope nets. Rudimentary bread was made from nuts ground into a fine powder, mixed with eggs and butter and cooked over the fire.  

They had odd spiritual beliefs that I didn’t recognize, despite my knowledge of pagan festivals and holidays. According to them there were trolls living underground who would appear periodically and take children. Everyone in the village was terrified of these creatures and had stories to tell. No abductions had happened in recent memory, but still they fretted, keeping all the young ones under close guard and scaring the wits out of them. They had bonfires at certain times of the year, sacrificing animals to appease these underground dwellers. 

When I showed them my Tarot deck, they forked their fingers in the sign to ward off evil, refusing to even look at it. They used Runes for divination, which led me to believe I had traveled northward from Scotland into the realm of Norse mythology; when they spoke of deities it was of Odin, Frigga, Freyja and Eir, and they often referred to Asgard, the home of the gods, as well as Utgard, where the monsters and giants lived. 

After I recovered from my injuries, I was constantly hungry. Dia laughingly referred to me as the bucket that was never filled. I helped with milking and cheesemaking in order to fill my belly with the leftovers. It was several months before I registered that I was going to have a baby. The initial shock of this had me reeling. I’d always been so careful to use birth control—I’d never wanted children. How in the world had this happened?  I remembered being attracted to a priest I met in Milltown right before I left for Edinburgh, but there was definitely no sex between us. I had a vague notion that things had ended badly—knowing me I could have tried to get the poor man into bed; I never had much respect for the priesthood. 

As the pregnancy progressed, a certain amount of contentment and even joy filled my heart, no doubt brought on by the hormones coursing through my body. At night before sleep I forgot about my desire to get home as I registered a deep connection with the tiny being growing inside me. Despite my earlier feelings about motherhood, I could hardly wait to cradle this child in my arms. 
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AROUND MY FOURTH OR fifth month the villagers began looking at me askance. Having no husband made me a hora, an adulteress, they said. Colum, a man who had lost his wife, offered to marry me, but I declined. Why would I want to saddle myself with a husband, especially a man I didn’t love who didn’t love me?  Most of the men in Tolam exhibited a decidedly condescending attitude toward the women, but when I tried to speak to Dia and her friends about this, their eyes grew wide and they turned away; they were not allowed to control their fates, living under their father’s roof until they were married and then under their husband’s tyrannical control afterward. Some men were kinder than others, and from living under the same roof for so long, I knew that Dia and Lars had a love match.  

Dia tried her best to convince me to go ahead with the marriage. Colum was a good man, and according to their laws I would have to leave if I remained single. She told me that with winter coming on I would never survive. But the days were still warm, with the sun peeking through the clouds more than fifty percent of the time. From what I’d heard, winter could be fierce, bringing freezing fog, snow and gusting winds that went on for a very long time. 

After lengthy discussions with the town elders, all men, I was told that I would need to be out of Tolam within a fortnight. I packed up my things in a state of panic. All I wanted was a hot shower, a real toilet, not a hole in the ground, a bed with a thick mattress and a doctor to deliver my baby. At the age of forty-one I was concerned about complications. But how and where would I find these things?

As I prepared to leave, I questioned Dia and Lars and several others about ships, planes, cars or buses. Yes, small sailing vessels came to shore occasionally, bringing merchants and traders and sometimes thieves, but as to the others, they’d never heard of them. The day before I left, Dia told me of the larger towns to the west on the other side of the mountains. There, she said, I might find what I was looking for. It was sweet Dia, with tears in her eyes, who escorted me to the edge of the village to say good-bye; she seemed the only one who didn’t want me to leave.  It was she who told me of the Temple of the Sun where I might find shelter and more information. 

Looking out over the ochre crags that seemed to go on forever, I wondered how much longer it would take to get to these unknown towns. Did Dia know what she was talking about? She was young and I was certain she hadn’t ever been away from Tolam. The monks had little to add, only advising me to head toward the valley. 

The familiar green forests of the lower elevations were long gone, as well as the streams where I filled my water skin and plucked greens to supplement my steady diet of cheese and hard bread. I missed the soft ground underfoot, the call of birds, the smell of pinesap and mushrooms, nights spent under trees on a mossy bed. Up here water was scarce. I was glad the monks had provided me with several days-worth, even though it added considerably to my load. Summer was long past and snow would come early to this high desert place. Luckily this day was fairly temperate, warm enough to do without the heavy hooded robe that was now stuffed into my pack. 
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I LOOKED UP, STARTLED to see a man approaching from down the trail. He was dressed in homespun trousers, high leather boots and a thick woolen sweater. His skin had the deep coppery look of someone who spent a considerable amount of time in the sun, his hair bleached to reddish-gold.  Suddenly nervous, I pulled my shawl protectively around my body. He gaped at me, his eyebrows rising in surprise. 

“Are you on your way to the temple?” I asked as he came close, trying not to stare into his startling turquoise eyes. 

He nodded and then smiled, revealing straight white teeth. “I didn’t expect to run into a woman on this trail, especially one as exotic as you. Occasionally the priestesses come this way. They’re the only women allowed in the Temple of the Sun.”  

Exotic was not a word I would use to describe my dusty sweat-stained clothes, my hair loosened from its braid and hanging around my face in damp wisps. “Are you a monk?”

He laughed until his eyes teared up. “Hardly. I’m a trader. I come this way every year. It’s the easiest route to the many villages hidden in these mountains. Where did you come from?” 

A trader—I hoped he wasn’t one of the thieves Dia had described, who robbed people and sometimes knifed them.  “I lived in Tolam.” 

“Ah yes, Tolam. You’re a long way from home.” He looked at me quizzically for several moments. “This is not a place for a woman alone, especially in your condition.” 

When his gaze traveled across my body my cheeks grew hot; I smoothed my skirt over my protruding belly. “The villagers threw me out,” I admitted before I could stop myself, my hand going up to cover my mouth. This was a stranger, one who had a knife on his belt. 

“Well,” he said after a moment, “I lived in Tolam for a short while—they’re a superstitious bunch full of strange stories. You’re heading into the valley?”

I waited for the inevitable look of disdain, the judgmental stare, but his expression was only one of concern. “The monks were kind enough to let me stay one night at the temple. I’ve been told there are towns in the valley.” 

He nodded, sitting on his haunches and pulling a small pipe from his pack. As he tamped the tobacco down and lit it with a match, I looked around helplessly. Shelter for the night was imperative—the sun had already disappeared behind the peaks. 

“Would you like a smoke? It’s very calming and it won’t hurt the baby,” he said, holding out the curious pipe. 

I took it from him, examining the swirls and patterns carved into the stem. The designs were very much like the necklace I wore. 

“It’s very old,” he said, watching me. “Belonged to my great, great, great, grandfather.” He laughed again and the bright sound echoed into the valley. 

I hesitated before bringing it to my lips. As a former smoker I had read the warnings on the cigarette packages. But with his smiling encouragement I overcame my reticence, pulling the fragrant smoke into my lungs. Coughing, I stared up at him. 

“Try again,” he grinned. 

The second time was better—smooth and cool. When I breathed out, the smoke swirled in familiar patterns and I watched them until they faded into nothingness. My body tingled. Everything looked bright and I could smell the sea.  But how far away was that? It must be a hundred miles from here.  “Can you tell me where we are? Is this some remote island off Scotland?”

“Scotland? No. This place is known as Far Isle.” He held the pipe out. 

“Far Isle. I’ve never heard of that.” I took the proffered pipe again and inhaled. I felt strong and full of energy, ready to take on the world. He watched me, his eyes bright and filled with humor. 

When I handed it back, he puffed a few times and then dumped the ash on the ground. “That’s better,” he said, standing up and stretching with his hands high above his head. He twisted from side to side, loosening his shoulders. “Maybe you should accompany me. These hills hold many unseen dangers.”

I studied him carefully. Although there was something about him that seemed familiar, I didn’t know him; I didn’t want to put myself into someone’s care. It was the main reason I was out here alone in the middle of nowhere. “I’m heading the other way. Besides, I have my talismans—I’ll be fine.” Why had I said that? Now he would think I was as superstitious as the people in Tolam. 

He raised one eyebrow. “What do you carry to keep you safe?”

“I have a few herbs and some beads and crystals and my spiral necklace.” I pulled aside my shawl to show him my one piece of jewelry. 

“A proper witch then,” he said, leaning in to take a look at the triple spiral. His fingers grazed my breast as he picked it up to get a better look. 

“I wouldn’t call myself a witch, although I...”

“I swear I know this necklace.” He looked up at me, his forehead creasing into a frown. 

“It’s an ancient emblem, the triple goddess. The villagers told me it was a potent symbol.”

“And so it is, but what I meant is this particular one seems familiar to me. The way the silver is worked, the artistry in the embellishments. Where did you get it?”

“I don’t know. I was wearing it when I washed up...”

“Washed up?”

I nodded. “I was in Tolam because the villagers took me there after they found me on the sand. It was the place where the river meets the sea. I don’t know how I got there.”

He gazed at me thoughtfully. “Yes, I know this place where the boats bring in their cargo. What’s your name?” 

“I’m Gertrude.”

He frowned, studying my features. “Kafir,” he finally said, holding out his hand. 

I felt calluses on the roughened skin of his palm. Hands of a sailor. “Do you know me, Kafir? My recent memories have been lost.” 

“You remind me of a woman I knew many years ago.”

A shiver went down my spine. “Where was that?”

He shook his head, letting go of my hand. “I was a different man then. I’m fairly certain she’s long dead.” He seemed to come back to the present, straightening and adjusting his pack. 

“I must be on my way. Keep to this trail and you will come to a place to shelter by nightfall. It is a perilous journey you have undertaken.” He raised his hand in farewell.  “May Frigga keep you and your child safe. I hope our paths will cross again,” he called over his shoulder as he moved past me. 

“Wait! Is there transportation in the valley? Trains, planes?”

He stopped and turned. “You will not find those methods of transport here.” 

When he continued on his way, I suddenly felt very alone.  
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Chapter Two
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I hurried down the trail, very glad when I came upon the tiny wooden structure Kafir had told me about. As I opened the door a musty smell wafted out; no one had stayed here for some time. Inside I found a board to place across the iron fastenings—a useless gesture. The door was rickety, and I didn’t want to think about what might happen if someone or something tried to get in.  

I pulled a candle out of my pack and lit it with one of only a dozen matches I had left, and then rubbed my lower back. Before eating I placed my crystals in the four directions: east for new beginnings, south for fire and passion, west for water and emotion, north for home and security, remembering the invocation to spirit I’d used in Milltown. I knelt in the center of the circle holding my amulet in my fingers as I asked the spirits to keep me safe from the dark, the wind, and the fog. 

The familiar ritual took my thoughts into the past, to my arrival in the States when I was barely seventeen. Not unlike now, I had gotten myself into a dangerous situation from being stubborn. I would have died if the sailor with the turquoise eyes hadn’t found me, taking me with him on his boat. I could no longer recall his name, but he was my first love. I pulled my Tarot deck out, thinking to ask the cards about my future, but when I handled them I felt disconnected, as though they hadn’t been with me since my teens and my main source of income for many years. I felt bereft, as though my best friend had deserted me as I wrapped them back up in the square of purple silk, stowing them on the bottom of the pack. 

After Kafir’s pronouncement, my hope of getting home had faded, but I still looked forward to finding a better place to sleep with a decent roof, a fireplace and a real bed. Maybe the people in the valley would be open to Tarot readings and I could somehow reconnect with my psychic abilities. Barring that I was at a loss as to how to support myself. 

I shivered as a gust of cold wind came through the wide gaps in the walls. Pulling my shawl close, I blew out the candle, hoping that sleep would take me somewhere pleasant instead of into the frightening dreams I’d been having of late. 

I woke with an intake of breath. It was black as pitch. I couldn’t decide if it was my full bladder or the terrifying dream that had me blinking into the dark. Shaking with nerves and cold I made my way outside. A dark malevolent sky greeted me outside the door, and as I lifted my skirts, I heard the whine of the wind. According to the villagers, the wind god was Njord, but to me it was Vasilia, a Celtic goddess who could scour my mind and leave me unable to think for many days. A tremor passed through me as I imagined being lost in these hills until I died of hunger and thirst. If this was a Norse land, perhaps I should add the proper gods to my repertoire of devotion. I wouldn’t want to anger them. 

When I rose from relieving myself and re-adjusted my skirt, the dream came back—a man dressed in black who chased me to the brink of a deep chasm. If I hadn’t awakened at that moment, I would have tumbled over trying to get away. I shuddered, clutching my shawl close as I headed back to the shelter. 
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IN THE MORNING I FELT the light on my eyes before I was fully awake. It lay across the floor in evenly spaced lines where it slid through the gaps in the boards. I grabbed a hunk of cheese and gathered my things together. With any luck I could make it to the valley by nightfall. 

Within an hour the sky became sullen and lonely, the sun barely visible. If it rained the trail could become even more treacherous—and besides that I had no raincoat. Sometime later the sound of bells lured me onto a side path toward a small herd of ponies. They were grazing, their movements bringing sweet music from the bells hanging round their necks. A brown-haired woman was with them, her gaze focused on me. 

“Hello,” I said tentatively, moving toward her. 

She smiled, the ring on her third finger catching the light for a moment. When she held out her hand, I was struck by the Celtic knot design broken in the middle. I had seen this ring before. Her fingers grasped mine strongly, a strange smile lighting up her pale eyes. “I am...um...Frigga, named for Odin’s wife.”

“I’m Gertrude,” I told her, feeling a tremor go up my forearm. I pulled away, rubbing the places where the sensation lingered. 

“Your little one is very close to term,” she told me, her eyes traveling over my body. “I suggest you come with me. I have a small house here and I can help you.” Her smile turned greedy before she shook herself, letting her brocade dress settle around her shapely body. “I’m a skilled midwife.”

I searched the area, wondering where this house might be, a strange languor coming over me. “The baby isn’t due for two moons.”

“Oh, I doubt that! No, this baby is ready.” When she reached toward me, I stepped back, my senses on high alert. But a second later a well of pain surged through my lower belly making me double over. 

“I told you. I am very intuitive about these things,” Frigga said, taking the opportunity to take hold of my arm. “My house is right here.”

I looked up, my eyes watering from the pains still coursing through my belly. Behind us was a house that I was certain hadn’t been there a moment before, complete with smoke rising from the chimney. “The baby isn’t due yet...it’s too early.”

“At least come in for a cup of tea. I don’t get many visitors out here.”

A feeling of déjà vu coursed through me—something about her eyes seemed familiar, but in the next second she was dragging me toward the house, chattering about tea, the cold and her loneliness. When she opened the door, I noticed that her chin was sagging, her hair now streaked with gray. This woman was no ordinary woman, and every part of my being told me to get the hell out of here. 

“I’m sorry, but I have a long to go. Thanks anyway,” I said, pulling out of her grasp. 

“Are you headed toward Fell?” she asked me, her eyes wide. 

I nodded. “I plan to give birth there.”

“Well. The next time I’m there I’ll look for you and your baby boy. I wish you all the best.” She stared at me with narrowed eyes, a frown of concentration on her face before moving through the doorway. 

I hurried back to the trail, moving as quickly as I could away from her, the house and the ponies. I was spooked, visions crowding my head like frightened birds. I was sure I knew her—if only I could remember. On the main trail I ran into Kafir who reached out to steady me. “Whoa! I can’t imagine this pace is good for you or for your child.”

“I ran into a woman back there...she...she appeared out of nowhere.” 

Kafir frowned. “A woman out here?”

“She had ponies and a house and...there was something odd about her. She told me she was a midwife and...oh!” I doubled over as a contraction moved through my belly. 

He took hold of my forearms, his focus on my eyes. “Whose child do you carry?”

“I...I don’t know.”

“You don’t know who fathered your baby?”

I shook my head, looking down. “It happened right before I arrived here. I haven’t recovered those memories. Is it important?”

“I think you’ve had a run-in with the sorceress. It’s the only explanation, since no one lives out here, and ponies could never survive in these mountains.”

“I’m in labor, Kafir. And I’m not due yet.”

Kafir shook his head. “She caused the contractions—she wants your child. That’s why I asked about the father. I’ll accompany you as far as Fell. But then I must get back to my boat. I know people in the valley who can keep you safe.” 

After walking for several more hours the contractions slowed and then stopped. I was so exhausted I could barely keep my eyes open, so when Kafir suggested we stop for the night I agreed whole-heartedly, following him off the trail to a cave he had used before. I hoped I could trust this man, but so far, my intuition had not sent up any red flags, other than a sense of familiarity. 

“Adair is very dangerous,” he told me, his attention on the fire he prepared. 

“Adair?” I recognized that name. 

“Did the monks mention their sister temple, the Temple of the Moon?”

“No. Where is it?”

Kafir studied me for a moment as he thought. “It lies on a peninsula in the southern sea. The temple is protected—she can’t get in.”

“You seem worried.”

“You must search your memories for why she wants your child. There is no other explanation for her behavior.”

An image of a cold, desolate landscape surfaced in my mind—death and the destruction of everything good. I shivered, close to tears. “I wish I could remember.” 

“You can’t force it, Gertrude. Until the past resurfaces you must do whatever is necessary to keep yourself and your child safe.”

I was barely awake when Kafir told me he was heading out to get more wood. I nodded, closing my eyes again. My night had been restless and full of dreams, and it was barely light. Surely, I could sleep another hour or so. “Don’t be too long,” I mumbled, settling again under the heavy cloak he had placed over me. When I woke later the sun was high. Kafir had not returned. I ate some cheese and oatcakes, scanning outside for some sign of the man. I would have to go soon if I wanted to reach Fell by nightfall. He had left most of his things behind, including his pack. I went through it carefully, and when a letter fell out, I picked up the yellowed paper. 

Kafir,

I hope this letter will reach you and that you read it in the light in which it is intended. Your wife and sons are here with me. They have decided to remain here as I am a better provider and my work is in the town, and does not take me away for days and weeks at a time. Ella loves me now, as do your boys. She wishes your blessings and release from your vows so that we can be married. Please honor her needs and send a signed letter. 

Dughall. 

I wondered if he had given his blessings, or if he still hoped for reconciliation with his wife. Judging from the condition of the paper I would say it still pained him a great deal.  

I gathered my things together, including Kafir’s pack, worrying about where he might be.  After reading the letter my heart grieved for him. I followed the trail down, afraid he had fallen and twisted an ankle or broken his leg, but there was no sign of him. 
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IT WAS DUSK BY THE time I spied lights in the distance and although very tired, I was determined to make it to the village. I had to have some cooked food tonight, even if it meant begging. 

“Hello there,” a voice said from the shadows. “Where did you come from?”

I turned to see a creature standing next to me that looked part human and part hoofed animal. Small horns protruded from the brown curly hair on his head, pale gold goat eyes peering at me from under bushy brows. He stood around four feet, his interested gaze moving from my face to my feet curiously. 

I stared for a full minute before my speech returned. “I...I came from the mountains.” I pointed vaguely behind me. 

“You look nearly dead on your feet,” the creature replied. “If you follow me, I’ll take you to the inn.”

I hesitated, wondering whether everyone in this place was like him. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m the only one.” And then he made a sound like the bray of a donkey. 

“I...”

He waved his hands dismissively.  “Everyone who meets me for the first time reacts this way.  I’m a satyr. I’m sure you’ve read about my kind—but perhaps you thought we were a myth?”

“Well, yes, I guess I did.”

He held out a hand that looked human except for the thick fur that covered it. “I’m called Foy. You know of course that satyrs are woodland spirits. The rest of my kind live in the forest to the west.” His face held a forlorn look for a moment. 

“My name’s Gertrude,” I said, grasping his fingers. “Why don’t you live in the forest with the other satyrs?

“I search for lost items. I am very good at it, and humans seem to be constantly losing things. Follow me.” He dropped my hand and trotted away and I ran to catch up. 

“Do you mean lost things like—like people? Can you find them?”

“Now that’s a new one. Who have you lost?” 

“A man—Kafir,” I answered. 

“Kafir often sails into our little harbor. And he does not normally become lost.”  Foy stopped to stare at me questioningly. 

“We were together, you see, up on the mountain. We slept in a cave last night, but when I woke up he was gone. I waited, but after a few hours I thought I better go on without him.”

Foy cocked his shaggy head. “He trades in the towns further to the north. His boat is here. The red sails are hard to mistake.”

We were going by houses now, and thankfully I could see normal-looking people through the windows. Businesses were closed, the doorways firmly latched. “He left his things behind,” I added, holding up the pack as though Foy might doubt my word. 

“Well, that can mean one of two things—either something happened to him, or he fled the scene.” Foy brayed as though he’d made a huge joke. 

“That’s not funny.  He told me he knew people here who might help me until the baby comes.” 

“Are you with child?” Foy asked innocently. “I hadn’t noticed.” He laughed again and turned away. Ahead of us bright lanterns hung from a two-story wooden building. A sign above the doorway read Inn of the Beginning. I followed Foy inside. 

“Yes, we have a room. Do you have anything with which to pay?” The stocky man with bushy eyebrows and gray hair looked me over suspiciously. 

I searched in my pack, pulling out a velvet bag that held my special buttons, sewing things and beads collected over the seven months I had lived in Tolam. “Will this do?” I asked, handing him an oyster shell button. He turned it over in his beefy hands and then looked up and nodded. 

“How long can I stay for that?” I asked. 

“How long do you wish to stay?” he asked. 

“I’m not sure,” I said, glancing at Foy. “I have some business I need to attend to.” My fingers traced the lapis bead in my pocket. I didn’t want to part with it, but I would if I had to. 

“From the looks of it,” he said, his gaze going to my belly, “I would hazard a guess that this ‘business’ could take a month or two. This button will give you two nights.” He turned away to help another man who had just arrived. 

“But where’s my room?”

“Foy will take you.”

“Do you work for the Inn?” I asked, following Foy up the stairs. 

“Sometimes. I bring in customers and do the little errands needed. Sven can be abrupt, but he treats me well, not like some others in town.” 

He opened a door and went in to light the oil lamp before ushering me through.  It was small, but it had a sink with running water and a real bed and a window that looked out on the street below.  “This is perfect!”

“The privy is down the hall.”

“An indoor privy?”

“Oh yes. It empties into a chute that is collected every day by the poor sod who picks up garbage.”

“Oh, that sounds disgusting.”

He shrugged his thin shoulders. “The job pays better than others.”

“Are you...?”

“The poor sod? I’m afraid so.”

I stared at him. “How will you have time to help me find Kafir?”

“I’ll make the time. Now tell me everything that’s happened.” His hooves clicked across the floor to the bed where he seated himself, gazing at me expectantly. 
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THAT NIGHT I HAD MY first real meal in a very long while. Potatoes, braised chicken and beans went down easily.  There were curious stares from other diners, making me uncomfortable and self-conscious—my clothes needed to be cleaned and pressed and I could do with a good wash myself. I had hoped the people here would be less concerned with a pregnant woman alone. 

After dinner I went up to the room and used the sink to wash some of the grime off my body and brush my teeth with the natural bristle brush and peppermint powder Dia had given me. I needed new clothes, but where to find them? And more importantly, how I would pay was a conundrum; I only hoped my beads and crystals could be used for bartering, but when they were gone, I wasn’t sure what I would do. When I finally shut my eyes my dreams were filled with the man with the turquoise eyes, as if we were old friends. 
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IN THE MORNING FOY told me that Adair was not a frequent visitor here. “She keeps herself young by feeding off younger women,” Foy added, his eyes roaming through the dining room. “There are several here who would fill that requirement, including you.” 

I looked around at the other tables where couples sat over their breakfasts, remembering how weak I felt after my one encounter with her. 

“She wanted your child for some reason, and I doubt it was for food,” Foy said. 

“She wouldn’t use a baby to keep herself young, would she?” 

“I doubt it. I’ve heard a story that her son was killed in a terrible flood. Maybe she wants another child to raise.”

Something skittered across my mind but I couldn’t catch it in time, sighing in frustration. 

Foy regarded me solemnly. “If she wants this baby she will not stop until she has him—or her,” he added with a goatish smile. “She has powers, powers to disappear, powers to move at will. You say your memories are gone. I suggest you find them to determine why she was on that mountain. Adair is not one to do things idly.”

“Can we go to Kafir’s boat? Maybe he’s back and I can return his pack.”


Foy nodded, leading the way out of the dining room and down the narrow dirt road


toward the harbor. We scanned the anchored boats, searching for the red sails. 

“I know it was here earlier,” Foy said, sounding bewildered. 

“How long ago was that? 

“I saw it yesterday.”

“But I got here yesterday, and...”

“Kafir must have sailed out before you arrived.”

“You think he forgot his pack, left me alone on the mountain with the possibility of another encounter with Adair, and then came down here and sailed away?”

“Do you have another explanation?”

“Maybe someone stole his boat. He mentioned a safe place for me. The Temple of the Moon, he called it. How far is that?”

“Too far for you to go in your condition. I know a woman who owns a tiny shack close to the harbor. Her terms will be less harsh than Sven’s. But if Adair’s on your trail you will need assistance.”

I smiled. “Are you offering?”

Foy looked away as though embarrassed. “Well...I might be.”

“How much will I have to pay? For the shack, that is.”

“Let’s go talk with Solti,” the satyr replied. 

Solti turned out to be an older white-haired woman with very bright blue eyes. She was delighted to have me live in her ‘cottage’ as she called it, although Foy rolled his eyes when she used the word. We followed her along the narrow road leading out of town and up a small hill overlooking the harbor. As soon as I saw the place, I knew I could be happy there. It was cozy, with a tiny fireplace and an area outside where I could plant a garden. The outhouse was behind, and when I checked, there was no bad odor. The view was spectacular, with a forested hill behind, the harbor and the sea in front. A rocky trail wound downward through a meadow of wildflowers, ending at a wall of riprap along one side of the dock. 

“I love it!”

Solti smiled. “In trade I have some sewing I could use help with. I heard a rumor that you might have some ability in this area?”

I nodded, surprised that she’d already spoken with Sven—for how else would she know of my recently acquired sewing skills? Relief made me almost giddy. 

“And when your time comes, I am well-versed in midwifery,” she added with a glance at my protruding belly. “I would say you are less than two moons from delivering.”

“I would certainly be grateful for your help. As you can see, I’m too old to be going through this. It’s my first, or at least I think it is.”  

“So, you are the one who has lost her memory,” Solti said, patting my arm. “I doubt very much that you would forget a child. I would say you are correct that this one is your first.”

“Who told you about my memory?”

“We have visitors from Tolam. There have been several stories about a dark-haired woman who appeared mysteriously out of the sea.”

“I spent several months in Tolam, but they...”

“They wouldn’t let you remain because of the baby and no man.”

“That’s right.”

“We have the intolerant ones here as well, but most are forgiving and will accept you into their midst. And I am well known in these parts and I daresay I have some influence. Now tell me, Gertrude—you truly have no recollection of this baby’s father?”

I shook my head, watching her eyebrows knit together in doubt. She probably assumed I was trying to escape from a man I didn’t like or a marriage that was too confining. Men seemed to rule here, and if any woman dared to defy her husband she could be jailed or worse. I felt as though I’d ended up in New England in the 1700s. Maybe it was a good thing my psychic skills had deserted me; I would hate to be burned at the stake. But on the other hand, I was no longer the independent person I remembered. 

“Well, no matter. The baby will be born despite unknown origins. I’ll show you where the well is before I go. Foy can help you get settled.”
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Chapter Three
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When I noticed sails in the distance, I made my way down to the harbor mouth hoping it would be Kafir. My mind whirled in one direction and another as the boat drew close, the skipper skillfully navigating through the narrow entrance. Now I could see the bright-haired man moving forward and aft, preparing to dock. Letting the boat drift, he pulled down the sails, furling them adeptly. His boat was beautiful, with dark wood and gleaming brass fittings. When the sun glinted off the familiar gold-red curls I felt a flutter of nervousness. He was jumping down now, his gaze toward town. “Kafir!”

He turned, his eyebrows rising in surprise. And then he was striding toward me. At this point I wanted to run up the hill, but in my present state I knew this would be impossible. 

“Gertrude! I had hoped you’d be at the temple by now.”

“Where did you go?”

Kafir looked down for a moment, his hand reaching for mine. “I’m sorry. Something came up.”

“I was worried about you. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to carry your heavy pack along with my own?” I pointed to my huge belly, which was twice the size it had been the day he left me in the cave. 

Kafir frowned. “I had intended to come back, but...well, it’s hard to explain. Something called and I had to respond.”

I thought about the letter about his wife and children—was that where he’d gone in such a hurry? “Are you planning to relay the details of this ‘something’?”

Kafir sighed, shaking his head. “If I could I would.”

Anger rose in my throat. I wanted to yell at him, to scream about the danger he’d left me in, as though he and I had known each other forever, but this man was basically a stranger. I swallowed, trying to calm my raging hormones, but before I could stop them, tears were streaming down my cheeks.  

Kafir reached for me and I sobbed into his wide shoulder, my nose pressed into his scratchy sweater. “I wish I could explain,” he murmured. “But in my defense, I made sure the threat from Adair was over before I left.”

He released me but held on to my forearms, his furrowed gaze traveling across my face. “How long have you been here? Is it working out? Looks to me as if that baby is ready.”

I smiled despite myself. “I live up there.” I pointed up the hill where the roof of my tiny shack peeked out between the trees. 

“Solti’s place. She’s a good soul.” He turned to look up at the sky.  “I need to find a room for the night. I chose this protected harbor because a storm approaches from the north.”

I watched his boat lift as a wave came in—a delicate dance of wood on water. “But the sky’s completely clear and there’s barely a breath of wind.”

“See the wisps of clouds there?” He pointed toward some innocuous looking clouds I hadn’t noticed. “Those are mare’s tails and they forewarn of an approaching storm. It will arrive late tonight just before your child makes his entry into this world and opens his mouth to take in his first breath. It’s a good portent to be born during a storm. The baby will be strong because of this.”

I stared at him. I hadn’t felt any contractions and had no indication that tonight was the night. Solti had assured me it would be at least another week. 

“Do you have a midwife?”

“Solti said she would help, but I think you’re wrong.” I placed my hands on my belly. It did seem as though the baby had dropped a bit. 

Kafir nodded. “I’ll be on my way then. Make sure you contact Solti. This babe will be born before morning.” With that he turned away, heading toward the village. 

I watched him go, wondering about his predictions, the irritating surety of the man. I was still angry and upset with him. Why was he being so mysterious?
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IT WAS CLOSE TO MIDNIGHT when I woke. My water had broken and I was lying on a cold wet bed. When I stood up, a pain jig-sawed through my belly, so sharp I cried out. Outside a storm was brewing—I could hear the gusting wind, the rattle of raindrops against the glass. Why hadn’t I heeded Kafir’s warning and spoken to Solti? It was too late to go for help now—this baby was on the way. 

The pains kept coming, the force of them more and more excruciating. At some point I took to the floor, writhing around in agony as each one ripped through my body. I heard myself screaming as if from afar, my mind aware of nothing but pain. Lightning flashed every few minutes, as though in rhythm with each contraction. 

Sweat ran into my eyes, my hair damp with it. On all fours now I felt like an animal, grunting as the pains rolled through. I had no idea how much time had gone by or if my labor was getting me anywhere. Women do this every day. I’ll get through it, I told myself in a moment of lucidity. But as the moments ticked by, I began to wonder. Something was wrong—either the baby was breech or I didn’t have the strength to birth him. Tears joined the sweat on my face, sending salt into my open mouth. 

When the next contraction hit, I screamed, terror racing through me. A roll of thunder echoed my anguished cry. Shortly after that I had a moment when the world went dark, followed immediately by a rush of adrenaline. If I passed out, we would both die. From then on, I was in a sort of twilight place, barely aware of what was going on. When I saw Kafir come through the door I was sure I was hallucinating.  I was going to die here alone. As another pain nearly ripped me in two, my howl of terror filled my consciousness, drowning out the thunder. I could no longer see, could no longer feel. Everything went black. 
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WHEN I WOKE UP, I WAS on the sleeping pallet wearing a clean cotton nightgown that didn’t belong to me. Lying close by me was my baby, a thick thatch of dark hair covering the tiny head. I carefully opened the blanket to inspect my newborn—a boy.  I was crying now, my tears wetting the front of my gown and falling onto him. How had I managed to get myself dressed and into bed? Maybe Solti had come after all, but if she had, I had no recollection of it. 

Memories flashed through my mind as I lay dozing, my baby at my breast. I was somewhere dark and awful where the sun never shone. I was with a man who had no respect for me—treating me like his whore. My eyes flew open. The father of my baby was Brandubh, the priest I’d been in love with in the Otherworld. But now the thought of him made me shudder in horror, his cruelty all that I remembered. 

A tiny cry brought my attention to my baby who had come unlatched, his features distraught. I settled
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