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      To my readers: This book was originally released as Gypsy’s Secret. Due to the possible racial slur, the title has been changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARACTERS AND PLACES

          

        

      

    

    
      Adair—sorceress and Brandubh’s mother. Dead.

      Aki—a young male dragon that belongs to the Norse god, Loki.

      Alex—Maeve’s father and Finna’s husband--former resident of Halston, Mass. Now lives in Otherworld, parallel world in Scotland that was featured in Wolfmoon series. In this story he is a friend to Gertrude but plays a peripheral part.

      Airmid or ‘Airy’—Maeve and Harold’s six-year-old girl.

      Brandubh—Rifak/Fehin’s father and a former priest who has been brought back to life by his mother, Adair. Immortal.

      Brigid—Celtic mother goddess of healing, poetry and smithcraft and Ella’s mother.

      Carla—Gertrude’s friend and publicist from Milltown, 2012.

      Dagda—A Tuatha de Danann chief and father to Ella. Brigid is his wife. (aka the Celtic all father god)

      Ella—Kafir’s former wife and a witch who is in control of Fell in Gypsy’s Return.

      Eir—the dragon Aki’s, sister

      Eron—Finna’s father who plays a peripheral part in Gypsy series. Lives in Otherworld.

      Far Isle—the northern region that contains Fell, Amalthea, Jotunheim, Tolam, Glantsgo and the Norse realms.

      Fehin—Brandubh’s name for Rifak—means little Raven

      Finna—Alex’s wife, Maeve’s mother—played a big part in Wolfmoon series. In this series she is a peripheral character.

      Freyja—Norse goddess of beauty, love and destiny who advises Gertrude.

      Freyr—Freyja’s brother and purported owner of Skidbladnir, the Viking ship that Gypsy becomes.

      Gertrude—Main heroine and Rifak/Fehin’s mother who has written two books to ‘save’ the future. Loves Kafir.

      Gunnar—time-traveling druid who connects present and past. Friend to Kafir and MacCuill.

      Gypsy—a magical time-traveling boat

      Kafir—Sailor who pilots Gypsy and saves Gertrude’s life in Gypsy’s Quest. He and Gertrude share a distant past together.

      Kenneth—Maeve and Harold’s three-month old baby boy.

      Lars—lives in Tolam—character from Gypsy’s Quest. Married to Dia.

      Lifa—Tara and Tamar’s little girl.

      Loki—Norse trickster god who lives in Jotunheim outside Fell—has control of Rifak/Fehin. Dragons live beneath his castle.

      MacCuill—druid from Otherworld who councils Gertrude. Friends with Gunnar.

      Odin—Norse god and ruler of Asgard.

      Otherworld—parallel mystical world next to the Highlands of Scotland. Featured in Wolfmoon series.

      Rifak—Gertrude’s name for her son—Kafir spelled backward.

      Skibladnir—mythological Viking ship belonging to the Norse god Freyr. In this story it is the reincarnation of Gypsy.

      Sven—former Innkeeper of the Inn of the Beginning

      Tamar—Tara’s husband.

      Tara—Good friend of Gertrude’s in Gypsy’s Quest. Married to Tamar.

      Vanatru—women who worship the Vanir, the Norse gods and goddesses who represent fertility, wisdom, magic and nature and have the ability to see the future.
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      The Ten of Swords tarot card is associated with betrayal and attack. Betrayal could come from close quarters or from people you thought you could trust ...
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            MILLTOWN PRESENT DAY
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      Something in Far Isle had changed. My internal radar was always tuned to my son and the man I loved who were in the far future, and so I trusted my instincts. Six months had gone by since the deadline of December twenty-first that the Norse god, Loki, had set for my latest book. According to him, my son would be released to me as soon as my book made an impact on the future repressive regime that had banned the gods from the world of humans. The Tower had been out since the end of October and had hit the best-seller list, but it was June now and still I’d had no word.

      There were so many disturbing events going on in the present, from environmentally unsound oil and gas exploration, to the seemingly unstoppable GM food production, to the political system in the pockets of corporations. All of this would surely make a difference to the future if these policies weren’t halted.  I hoped that leaders would come to their senses, but with money ruling everything I knew there was little chance of this happening.

      I lived in a small town where the woods housed a variety of animal life. But even here I’d heard about the frog die-off, the loss of honeybees due to environmental pollution.  Every day I read about new toxic chemicals being released with the approval of the EPA. What was this agency for if not to protect people from pollution and dangerous chemicals? The idea of a planet devoid of wildlife was a world I could not abide. And because I knew that everything was inextricably connected, I was well aware of what the future would look like if we continued down this path.

      I thought about my first book, The Hanged Man, the story I’d written to help ‘fix’ the future after my first trip. Even the world of the present was so much worse than that sleepy medieval village. If only I had known then what I knew now. The seeds of what four-hundred years from now would look like, were being sown here.  I thought about my naïve expectations from that one book. So many other factors could have contributed to what happened in Far Isle. But then I’d written The Tower, the book Loki had insisted upon.

      I’d been patient since the winter solstice, sure that Loki would contact me through YouTube. He’d done it before, although I had no idea how. But now dreams and visions kept me awake at night. My forehead throbbed in the spot where I’d had my tattoo removed, and when I looked in the mirror, I could see the outline of the spiral. But now it was etched in red instead of blue. The symbol that represented the journey from the outer to the inner was trying to tell me something. My connection to the future grew stronger by the day.

      

      Milltown remained maddeningly the same, despite the dire headlines about disease and wars across the globe, rampant poverty and disturbing stories about entire ecosystems being lost. Even the weather was unseasonably warm and pleasant--people moving down the street with smiles on their faces while I agonized over my situation. Rifak was often in my mind just as he’d been the day I left him, his dark curls bobbing as he ran around in the courtyard with his dragon friends—a terrifying sight that I would surely never grow used to.

      At times my visions showed me the magical time-traveling sailboat, Gypsy, being tossed about like a cork on a dark and roiling sea. It seemed that chaos had taken over the world of Far Isle as buildings collapsed and dark clouds open up to pour rain down on a landscape that seemed more than parched. Once I saw Ella at the helm of Gypsy, her blonde hair a flag in the wind. But I never saw Kafir.

      I kept up with my work, heading to the Crystal Guide four days a week to do Tarot readings. But an unexpected vision of Loki or one of the Vanatru would throw me into a nervous panic. Was this the god’s way of contacting me?

      My meditations brought no answers, nor had the Tarot readings I’d done for myself. Gypsy had disappeared from Milltown’s harbor and I hadn’t seen her since. And as far as I knew, that sailboat was my only way back.  I had to tune in to whatever Loki was trying to tell me, whether his messages interrupted my readings or not.
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      I was staring out the window at the purple and yellow pansies in my garden when my cell phone rang.

      “Gertrude, did you get the invite?” Carla asked me.

      Carla was my best friend as well as my publicist, the person who organized my book tours and kept me to a schedule. Without her to keep me going I would have fallen into a deep depression by now. “What invite?”

      “Check your mailbox,” she said just before the phone went dead.

      I hurried outside, wondering what all the mystery was about, but the sight of the envelope from Scotland answered the question.

      The thick cream paper with gold trim held a formal invitation to a saining for Maeve and Harold’s two-month-old baby boy. This ancient Scottish tradition was a celebration and blessing to welcome a new member into the community. And this one was set for the summer solstice and taking place at the Fitzhugh farm outside Halston, only a couple of hours from Milltown. At first, I was surprised they’d included Carla, since she hadn’t met any of them formally. But when I thought about it, she’d become part of the family in the last year or two. Since I talked about her constantly, I was sure my friends thought of her that way.

      The letter that accompanied the invitation was newsy and cheery and listed all the people who would attend. In addition to Harold’s enormous extended family, Maeve’s parents and grandfather would be traveling from Scotland specifically for the event. And I was glad to see MacCuill’s name on the guest list. The druid would preside over the ceremony. My heart did a little dance at the thought of being around all my old friends again. And hopefully MacCuill would bring news from the time-traveling druid, Gunnar, about conditions in Far Isle.
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      It was pouring rain and windy the day of the saining and I held my umbrella firmly as I waited for Carla to pick me up. I still hadn’t bothered to get my own car, relying on friends or taking public transportation to get around Milltown and its outlying areas. But today was a special day and since Carla was part of it, she’d offered to drive.

      I was looking the other way when Carla’s brand new red Mini Cooper pulled up to the curb, splashing water all over my linen skirt and overnight bag.

      “Sorry!” she called out, opening the passenger side window. “You’d better hop in; we don’t want to be late.”

      “Do you know the way?” I asked her, sliding into the passenger seat and closing the door.

      “No, but I’m sure you’ll tell me,” she answered gaily.

      I studied my friend, noticing the glow that indicated some new item of interest in her life. She and Mark had been married for six months now and I could tell something was up. As usual she was dressed stylishly in a pale grey linen sheath and wearing the spike heels that had become her trademark. I glanced down at my lackluster skirt and the lightweight white blouse that seemed somewhat shabby. At least I’d thought to add gold hoop earrings to my drab outfit. And the only thing I could say about my low-heeled black pumps was that I was pretty sure I wouldn’t trip and fall down.

      “You have that look on your face,” I told her.

      “What look?”

      “Carla, I know you too well. Now what’s up?”

      “I haven’t told anyone yet, but… I think I’m pregnant!”

      “That’s wonderful news!” I reached over to give her a hug, wondering why this surprised me so much. Maybe it was because she was in her forties and this was her first baby.

      “I know. I’m too old.”

      “I didn’t say that!”

      “You had that expression you get when you disapprove.”

      “My only concern is your health,” I said, hearing the motherly tone in my voice. Carla wasn’t much younger than I was, but after everything I’d been through, I felt like we were light years apart in age.

      “I’m very healthy. I jog, I go to the gym. I’m in great shape. And how can you say anything? You were in your forties when Rifak was born.”

      That was precisely why I was worried. I’d nearly died during Rifak’s birth. But then again, he was breech, born in a dirt-floored shack in what at the time I thought was the distant past. If it hadn’t been for Kafir I’m sure I wouldn’t be here now. I tried to shoo away the memories that crowded my mind. “We should go.”

      “Sorry.” Carla put the car into drive and moved forward. “I …”

      “I know. This is huge news and needs to be celebrated. Maybe we can…oh damn…wine isn’t a good suggestion, is it?”

      Carla grimaced. “I’m not planning to go crazy on that front,” she said. “I’ve known many women who drank a little wine while they were pregnant and it did no harm. Good God, the rules these days regarding pregnancy and motherhood could put anyone off!”

      Carla squinted to see the road, turning the windshield wipers on high. “I can’t see a thing!” She slowed the car and put the hazards on before continuing our conversation. “I can’t believe I’ve never met any of these people.”

      “I tend to forget that since Alex and Finna always ask how you are when we talk on the phone.”

      “It’ll be good to finally see some of the characters in your weird time-traveling life.”

      “They aren’t from the future, Carla. Otherworld’s in our timeline.”

      Carla laughed. “A parallel world filled with alien beings, gods and goddesses and druids of old is still pretty strange in my book, no matter what timeline it’s in. Thank God you finally shared what you went through in that place.”

      “If I hadn’t, we wouldn’t be friends now. That huge a secret would have put a rift between us.” I thought back to when I’d finally had the nerve to tell her what I’d been up to on my supposed one-month vacation. My foray into Otherworld to help Maeve, followed by being swept into the ocean and taken four hundred years into the future had definitely changed my life.

      “I’ll never forget how insane I thought you were! You expected me to believe that you’d given birth, which meant nine months, that the baby was kidnapped by a sorceress when he was not quite a year old, and that another year had gone by while you searched for him. Not to mention sailing through Norse worlds that I was sure you made up. And then you just sailed home on a boat that sailed herself—all in one month’s time!  Seriously, Gertrude, who would believe a story like that?” Carla shook her head, chuckling.

      I laughed with her, remembering the expression on her face when I related it all. If it hadn’t been for the book tour to Scotland and the weird YouTube posts Loki had put up on the Internet, I might never have shared the truth. Carla was practical and down-to-earth, not someone who believed in anything mystical. It was a tribute to our friendship that she was able to accept it.

      “Basically, it was that kid’s face that Loki put up that convinced me. That child looked too much like you to be anything but your son.”

      “Turn at the next light,” I said, pointing ahead. “That’s the route to Halston.”

      “Have you checked on YouTube for recent posts from Loki?”

      “There haven’t been any. I can’t for the life of me figure out what’s going on. I’m desperate at this point.” Loki’s past messages over YouTube still mystified me, considering that the god was four hundred years in the future. For one thing, how did he have access to a computer? And on top of that, being here in this somewhat staid puritan community made the thought of the Norse god even more preposterous. There were moments when I wondered if I was delusional.

      

      Once we made the turn onto the wider road the rain diminished into a fine mist. Carla’s white knuckles turned back to a normal color as she relaxed. “I just hope I get to meet Kafir and Rifak.”

      “You and me both,” I answered, my mind drifting into the past to the last time I’d seen the two people I loved more than anyone else in the world.

      When I left my six-year-old in Loki’s care, I promised that I would do everything in my power to bring Far Isle back to what it once was. Loki was furious about my first book, The Hanged Man, blaming me for every one of the ills that had come to plague Far Isle. I knew that one book couldn’t have had such an enormous impact, but I chose not to argue with the enormous god who towered over me with a frown on his face.

      Ella and Brandubh and their cohorts were in control, and somehow had managed to banish the gods from their rarified world. I’d been surprised by this until I found out that Odin had forbidden the gods from harming humans, a detail that in my eyes seemed ludicrous. But there it was.

      And so, I wrote The Tower, hoping the post-apocalyptic tale of corporations run amok, the impact of global warming and dwindling natural resources might cause a ripple effect over time. To keep Kafir and Rifak from disappearing I’d done what Kafir suggested, centering The Tower around a man and a little boy and a magical boat. But in my haste to get it done I’d neglected to write myself into the story.

      “Is this the turn?”

      I looked over at Carla with what I was sure was a blank stare and then glanced out the window. “Not this one, the next one.”

      “Where have you been?” Carla asked. “You had the strangest expression on your face.”

      “I guess I traveled into the past …or should I say the future?”

      Carla frowned. “Well, it’s time to come back to the present and give me some directions.”

      “It’s just up there.”

      “Is that it?” Carla pointed at a sign a hundred yards ahead.

      “If it says Fitzhugh, it’s the place.” I put my hand on my racing heart and tried to breathe deeply. Don’t worry, I told myself. You’ll get answers soon. And with that hopeful thought in my mind, we rolled into the parking area and Carla switched off the car.

      As I got out, the heavy wooden door of the rambling 1700’s farmhouse flew open and Finna and Alex gestured for us to come inside out of the rain.

      “So good to see you!” Alex exclaimed, grabbing me by the shoulders after both Finna and Maeve had hugged me. Behind him I noticed MacCuill and Eron talking with Harold and Harold’s parents.

      “This is Carla,” I told Alex. “She’s my publicist, best friend and everything in between.”

      “I feel as though we’ve already met,” Carla said before being drawn into Alex’s embrace.

      There were more hugs and then everyone said the right things before leading us into the ‘great’ room where Harold, his parents, MacCuill, Eron and several of Harold’s brothers and sisters, their spouses and children oohed and aahed over the newest member of the Fitzhugh family.

      Harold smiled when he saw us and then introduced his parents to Carla.  “I won’t even bother with the rest of them,” he said, glancing around at the throng of people. “Everyone, this is Gertrude and her friend Carla!” he called out.

      The chorus of, “Hi Gertrude and Carla!” made me smile.

      “Come meet Kenneth,” Maeve urged, taking me by the arm. MacCuill and Eron, who’d been fawning over the new baby, both turned and smiled.

      After warm embraces all around I introduced them to Carla and then went to see the dark-haired baby boy. I felt a pang as I remembered Rifak at that age. I’d missed out on so much of his life. “He’s a beautiful baby just like Airy,” I said, turning to watch their first child dancing around in a pink tutu with her cousins.

      There was a screech from one of the many children running around, and in the next moment an enormous shaggy dog streaked through the room carrying something in its mouth. “No, Joker! That’s our dinner!” Harold’s mother yelled, taking off after him.

      After eating the saved and cleaned up roast, and array of fresh vegetables from their garden, we had a relatively solemn celebration with MacCuill presiding. Gaelic words that I didn’t understand were said and then all present came close to either touch the baby or kiss him, each person repeating a certain prayer. By now baby Kenneth was fully awake, his wide eyes taking everything in as relatives and friends paraded by him. A garland of daisies circled his dark curls, and he wore a gossamer smock that had obviously been hand sewn with care.

      From that point on the evening bordered on controlled chaos, with copious amounts of wine consumed, kids shrieking, dogs barking, and lots of laughter coming from everyone. There was no time to question anyone about Far Isle as conversations ran the gamut from the recent strange weather patterns to the ancient Celts and their beliefs in the mystical. When asked, I shared information about my newest book, a murder mystery set in the early nineteen-hundreds that had nothing to do with Far Isle.

      Writing The Speakeasy had taken me through my grief, giving me something to concentrate on while I waited to hear from Loki. The book was doing moderately well since its publication, and had provided lots of opportunities to travel out of Milltown for signings.
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      The children had all been settled in bed by the time Carla and I said our good-byes.

      “Meet for breakfast?” I whispered to Maeve on our way out. “I really need to talk to you. And if MacCuill could come along I’d be most grateful.”

      Maeve smiled. “I figured you were biting your tongue tonight. Harold won’t mind taking care of Airy and Kenneth for an hour or so,” she said, glancing toward her dark-haired husband carrying plates into the kitchen. “What time?”

      We set our meeting for nine and then Carla and I hurried through the rain to the car.

      “That was delightful!” Carla said as we were driving away. “What a wonderful family.”

      “I had no idea how many siblings Harold had.  It must be hard to live so far away. It’s obvious they’re a tight-knit family. And so many children!”

      Carla nodded. “I hated being an only child. It made holidays really depressing.”

      “Consider yourself lucky, Carla. My family is long gone. And now you have Mark and a baby on the way.”

      Carla smiled as she pulled up in front of the Halston Inn. “I can’t wait for him to be born.”

      “You think it’s a boy?”

      “I know it is.” As we walked into the hotel Carla grabbed me by the arm. “You’ll be with Kafir and Rifak soon. Someone will help you.”

      “Are you suddenly getting psychic?”  I asked, laughing. But Carla didn’t answer, her gaze going to the two flights of stairs we had to climb.
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      “I did it!” the boy yelled. A happy chortle lifted into the air right after this pronouncement.

      Kafir watched with his heart in his throat as the seven-year-old moved among the four enormous dragons. Aki and Eir had grown considerably in the last months, and were close to the same size as their parents now. Their serpent-like eyes were all focused on the boy as he instructed them, each one bowing down in turn.

      “See, Kafir? They don’t mind bowing to let us up on their backs.”

      “They don’t mind because you just trained them to do it! I’ve got to get back to the city.“

      Rifak frowned. “I don’t want you to go. It’s dangerous.”

      “That’s why I have to go. My friends need me.”

      “Loki said I could stay with you.”

      “Not this time.”

      “But…”

      “I’ll be back soon. We have to make things right so you can see your mama again.”

      “I miss Mama.”

      “I know you do. And I’m very sure she misses you, too.” Kafir held out his arms and the boy rushed into them, pressing his head against the sailor’s chest. “Take care of the dragons until I get back.”

      Kafir walked out of the courtyard keeping his gaze focused ahead. It wouldn’t do for the boy to see the tears in his eyes. He missed Gertrude as much or even more than Rifak did, and the way things stood now he had no idea if or when he’d see her again.

      Fell was in the throes of a war that had escalated since Gypsy had sailed away with Gertrude on board. If Gertrude had written a book designed to help this place, it hadn’t yet made much of an impact, other than destabilizing what was on the brink of falling apart to begin with. And the more things deteriorated, the more Ella and her cohorts fought to maintain it. There were daily bombings outside the walls now, and hundreds of people had been killed, including Dancer. The Vanatru had nearly all been wiped out when their caves were bombed. And when he thought of the satyrs it was all he could do not to scream out his despair. Their forest was no more.

      And when Gypsy arrived from the past without Gertrude on board it made it even worse. He’d hoped she would stay so that Gertrude could travel home to them. He tried to stay calm as he headed through the pygmy forest to his boat, but it was very hard to do.

      Once on board he felt his spirits lift, at least marginally. No matter what was going on, standing at Gypsy’s helm, feeling the surge of the waves and the wind on his face brought him into the here and now. And there was something more coming from his little sailboat, a message of hope conveyed in the sing of the wind through her lines, the creak of the hull as she heeled. Was it his imagination or was Gypsy sending him a message?

      He asked as he always did why the boat hadn’t remained in the past with Gertrude, but there was nothing to indicate an answer. Maybe it was up to him to sail Gypsy back to retrieve the woman he loved. Unfortunately, 2016 was not a time-line where he could survive for more than a few hours.

      

      Kafir navigated around Fell’s smoldering harbor, his gaze landing on the scarred stumps that were all that remained of a forest of trees that had provided protection for his forays in and out of the city. He sailed past the burned-out hulk of an enormous tanker listing in a sheen of oil. That ship must have held the very last remnant of oil in the world. Now it had leaked out, adding more pollution to the once flourishing ocean. So far, the nuclear power plant still stood, but it was only a matter of time before its radioactive waste joined the rest of what was floating in the air and water. And when it blew, he hoped to be very far from here.

      His mind went to what he and Gertrude had seen just twenty years ahead in time. It had been his suggestion for Gypsy to take them, hoping to alleviate Gertrude’s worry. But instead of calming her, it had shown a devastation that neither one of them could have foretold. From what they’d seen that day, there was a nuclear disaster looming on the horizon and anyone remaining here would die.

      His fingers closed around the little glass vial of dragon’s blood he’d taken from the neck of one of those bleached skeletons in the future. At the time he assumed it was Ella, but what if those bones were his? He shuddered at the thought. That little vial had been his way to keep free from her enchantments--until the day she took it from him. Hopefully it would continue to keep him free of whatever nastiness she had up her sleeve.

      

      In the distance the thumps of mortars and the chorus of laser guns blasted away at the resistance. Every so often there was a sizzle that lit up the sky. Once he pulled Gypsy up on the shore and secured her, he scanned the outline of the walled city, gratified to see that several buildings were on fire and others had crumbled. The engineered blue sky was now gray, just like all the rest of it; someone had brought down the shield, which meant that the city was now vulnerable.

      When he turned to leave the boat, he heard a voice in his head. He’d felt the boat’s messages from time to time, but never in actual words. Find shelter for this is the end. It was obvious the resistance was gaining some momentum, despite the militia’s weaponry, so how could it be the end? “Where?” he asked stupidly, staring at the boat as though she would rise up and talk to him. When there was no answer, he shook his head, moving stealthily toward the gates.
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      As soon as the four of us were seated in the restaurant the next morning I turned to MacCuill. “Have you seen Gunnar recently?” The abrupt question was rude, but I was out of sorts and irritable after a restless night filled with dreams. I knew beyond a doubt that the future was in a precarious state, which meant that my son and Kafir were in danger. I simply had to have some answers.

      Before replying, MacCuill gestured to the waitress and then ordered a carafe of coffee and cinnamon rolls for the table. “Can’t have a serious conversation on an empty stomach,” he chuckled.

      Food was the last thing on my mind. “Have you heard anything?” I asked Maeve.

      “I’m too caught up in my own life and taking care of two small children.  It’s been nearly eight months since you got back, right?”

      I nodded feeling pressure behind my eyes. “My son and Rifak are lost to me without Gunnar or Gypsy.”

      “We understand your worry,” MacCuill said, putting his large hand on mine. “But you know the rules about divulging the future.”

      “I don’t want to know the future; I just want to find out if my book’s changed things. Loki promised to release my son, but I have yet to hear from him. I don’t know what to do!” I tried to keep the tears back but a moment later they’d spilled over. I’d been pretending all these months, doing my work and acting as though everything was fine, but being here with MacCuill and Maeve had broken the dam.

      The druid exchanged a look with Maeve and then turned to face me. “Gunnar has intimated that the unrest has grown. At the moment there is all out war. Many have been killed.”

      “Kafir and Rifak?” I asked, my voice rising.

      “Last I heard they were both alive. Until it comes into some equilibrium there’s not a lot to do.”

      At that moment the waitress arrived with our coffee and rolls, plunking them down on the table. “Is there anything else I can get you?” she asked.

      I looked around the table and then shook my head.

      “As you know, your son lives with Loki outside the city,” MacCuill went on, dragging his fingers through his nearly white beard. “He is unharmed, since Jotunheim is protected, but…” He paused, staring into the distance with an unfocused expression.

      My heart skipped a beat. “But what?”

      “I’ve probably said too much,” he said, looking down to pour coffee into his mug. “There are things at work that need to settle out. Once they do, I’m sure I’ll have more news from Gunnar.”

      “You can’t leave me hanging like this. I have to know what I can do!”

      “You’ve done everything you can. The rest is up to destiny.”

      “I don’t believe that! Far Isle changed drastically after my first book. Why hasn’t The Tower made a difference?”

      “Why do you assume it hasn’t? We’ve spoken about this before, Gertrude. You never know what impact anything will have or when it might happen. You need to have faith.”

      “What did Gunnar say the last time you saw him?”

      “He said that the love of his life had been killed.”

      I stared, horrified. “Dancer?”

      MacCuill nodded. “What you have to remember is that everything is in flux. There is no future written in stone; it changes from day to day and moment to moment. Time weaves back and forth like a ribbon caught in a current, reorganizing from second to second. Dancer may be back once the world changes again. And from what I know of you I would say you’ve had some insights through the ether. Am I right?”

      I gazed into those fathomless indigo eyes of his and felt myself grow calm. “I’ve had some visions, but what I’ve seen is pretty disturbing.”

      “Just know that all of it could change instantaneously. Far Isle, as you remember it from the last time you were there, could be gone completely.”

      My anxiety returned. “But what if Kafir and Rifak don’t exist in the new Far Isle?”

      “Is that what you see in your visions?”

      “I see destruction and war.”

      MacCuill nodded. “This is what Gunnar mentioned. Now why don’t we enjoy our rolls and coffee?”

      On the way out an hour or so later, I grabbed MacCuill’s arm. “What about Gypsy? She was supposed to take me back.”

      “Do you know the exact date this was supposed to happen?”

      “No, but I thought she would stay in Milltown until it was time.”

      “Gypsy must have had other things on her mind. I wouldn’t give up on her just yet.”

      “Have you met Gypsy?” I asked.

      MacCuill’s gaze slid away before he answered. “You do know how old I am, don’t you?”

      “Does that mean your answer is yes? How old is that boat?”

      MacCuill smiled and held the door open, ushering Carla, Maeve and me out ahead of him.
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      Carla and I barely spoke on the way back to Milltown, both lost in our separate thoughts. Once we reached my apartment, I turned to her. “Why don’t you call Mark and invite him over for a glass of wine? I’d like to open the good one I’ve been saving for a special occasion.”

      “Are you sure this is the best time? I mean you’ve been rather preoccupied.”

      “What’s going on with me will be going on tomorrow and the next day and the day after that. It won’t go away until I either hear something, or Gypsy shows up at the harbor.”

      Carla stared at me for a full minute before she nodded. “Okay. You seem pretty calm considering everything we heard.”

      “Don’t you mean what I didn’t hear? MacCuill has a way of bringing me back to earth. Wish he’d come clean about Gypsy, though.”

      “You mean your question about whether he knew her?”

      I nodded.

      “Just a wild guess, but I think the answer is yes.”

      “I agree, but I so wanted some details!” I grabbed my bag from the backseat and then slammed the passenger door, leaving her to talk to Mark on her cell while I headed inside.

      “He’s coming over,” Carla told me a few minutes later as she walked through the open doorway.

      I turned from where I was preparing a plate of grapes, cheese and crackers. “Good!” When my black cat rubbed up against my legs, I almost lost my balance. I reached down to scratch him behind the ears. “Sorry, kitty. I know you hate being left alone. How about some cream to soothe your feelings?”

      Carla came into the kitchen and leaned her elbows on the granite countertop. “When did you first sail on Gypsy?” she asked.

      I looked up, my mind going into the past.  “I was in Turkey at the time, reading the Tarot for people to make enough money to buy food. The irony is that later my family threw me out because I refused to take money for reading the cards! At the time I felt like it was a gift from the divine that shouldn’t be used for profit—funny how circumstances can change your perspective on things.”

      “What does this have to do with the boat?”

      “I was getting to that. I read the cards for some truckers in exchange for a ride and they ended up raping me.”

      “Good God, Gertrude! How old did you say you were?”

      “Just turned sixteen. It was a stupid decision on my part. When they left me on the side of the road Kafir found me.”

      “Kafir? Way back then?”

      I nodded. “If it hadn’t been for him, I’d probably be dead.”

      “Wow! You guys have some history!”

      “When we ran into each other in Far Isle I didn’t remember him at first. I kind of recognized his eyes, but we’d both changed so much.” My thoughts scattered back to my feelings for the man I now considered my best friend and the surrogate father of my child. “So anyway, he took me with him on Gypsy and took care of me until I recovered. We sailed to the coast of North Carolina.”

      “That’s a very long way. Then what?”

      “He left me there and sailed away.”

      “But you guys…”

      “He was my first real lover and I was definitely in love with him, if that’s even possible at sixteen.”

      “Why did he leave?”

      “What he told me later was that he couldn’t live in this timeline, but at the time I thought he didn’t love me.”

      ”So many years have gone by! No wonder you’re distraught. You’ve missed a lot of time together.”

      “Anyone home?” Mark called out, appearing in the doorway.

      “Perfect timing,” I told him. I carried the bottle of Primitivo and three glasses into the living room, placing them down on the coffee table. “Would you mind opening this?” I asked.

      “Sure,” Mark answered. “I just need a corkscrew.”

      

      By the time Mark and Carla left it was growing dark. Being with the two of them and their happiness about the upcoming baby had allowed me to forget my problems. Mark had told funny stories that made us laugh, and we’d ending up polishing off another bottle of wine. I did notice that Carla did not partake of the second bottle.

      As soon as I sank down on the couch and closed my eyes the visions started. Whether they were real, or brought on by what I’d heard from MacCuill and Maeve, I didn’t know, but it looked as though Fell lay in rubble; the only thing left standing was the wall that circled the city. And above the devastation in a sky dark with storm clouds, four dragons swooped and spiraled.
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      Kafir heard the hysterical screams before he caught sight of the dragons in the sky above the city. He sucked in his breath when he saw the little dragon-master balanced between Aki’s massive shoulders, directing the enormous creature toward the ground. Flames poured out of Aki’s mouth in a whoosh, bringing more horrible screams from the people below. What was the kid up to? It seemed unlikely that Rifak would encourage the dragons to kill people. The human beings behind those walls weren’t the enemy; they were merely caught up in the war just as they all were—unless there was something else going on.

      Another tremor passed through the ground, throwing him to his knees. As he struggled to stand, he witnessed another building collapse. The place was coming apart! This should make him happy, but all he could think about was getting everyone to safety, including the elite group who lived inside. It was only a matter of time before the technology used to create this exclusive world, would explode and toxic chemicals and burning particles would rain down, killing everyone in their wake.

      The militia still guarded the gates as though they had something to protect, but from the sound of things, the city was almost worse off than the area outside the walls. He wondered if Ella was still alive. Certainly, with her sorcery she could escape this disaster. And what of Brandubh? The last time Kafir had seen the two of them was at Loki’s castle, and from what he remembered, Brandubh had been on the floor with blood trickling from his head.

      That was the day Kafir met the dragons and discovered some of Rifak’s abilities. He wondered idly what other gifts the child might have inherited from his sorcerer father and psychic mother.

      “Why in hell are you just standing there, Kafir?”

      He turned to see Gunnar glaring at him. He pointed. “Watching the dragons and Rifak.”

      Gunnar’s mouth turned into a thin line. “I suggest evacuating the tunnels and getting the hell away from here.”

      The sea level was rising rapidly, and water would more than likely flood the tunnels within the next fifteen minutes. “What’s going on out there?” Kafir asked, staring at the massive silver shapes standing in the harbor mouth.

      “The tremors have caused a total power failure as well as a minor tsunami. It won’t be long before it all blows.”

      “But what about them?” Kafir asked, turning back to the burning city.

      “With those idiots guarding there’s no way to get in. Let’s just hope that Ella and the rest of her gang are under one of those collapsing buildings.”

      From within the walls an explosion rumbled, and then sirens wailed. Seek shelter a calm voice advised, the message broadcasted from the loudspeakers and repeating over and over.  Kafir heard screams as more buildings crumbled, the resounding rumble of their descent rocking the earth and reverberating into the distance. Black smoke rose, obliterating the view. “Holy mother of Odin! Can you see Rifak?”

      “I’m sure they flew out of here.”

      Before Kafir and Gunnar entered the tunnels, Kafir looked back for any sign of the dragons, but the entire cityscape was enveloped in acrid black smoke. Even from here the stuff burned his eyes.

      In the tunnels they were greeted with frantic people running for the exits as water rose around their legs.

      “Follow me!” he heard a familiar voice call.

      Tara ran toward him with two-dozen or so men and women hurrying behind her. “Get the rest of them out, Kafir. There must be more than a hundred people trapped back there!”

      “Trapped? What do you mean?”

      “I mean the water level has reached critical levels. If they can’t swim, they’ll drown. Go!” she yelled before hurrying away.

      Gunnar took off running and Kafir went after him. As the tunnel descended, the water level rose, and soon they were up to their knees. Once they reached the community room that had held their beds, food, and water supplies, they were swimming. It was pitch dark and the water was filled with debris, making it even more difficult to find the ones who couldn’t swim. In the end many were left behind.
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      “Odin’s ghost, Gunnar. What in hell are we supposed to do now?” They’d been walking for some time, skirting the city and heading in a southerly direction. In front of them fire danced through the trees, the whoosh and explosions of dried branches cutting them off from the trail they were following.

      Gunnar nodded toward another trail that led in an easterly direction. “The white-hairs,” he said.

      Kafir stared in shock at the straggling line of men and women slowly making their way toward them. “What do we do with them all?” Kafir whispered, turning to regard the group of fifty or more men and women they had rescued from the tunnels.

      “We take them to Loki’s castle. It’s the only place we’ll be safe.”

      “Hope you can help us,” an older man gasped as the group drew close. “Our homes are burning and other routes out are blocked off by fires.”

      “We’ll do everything we can,” Gunnar answered, raising his hand to signal that he had something to say. The druid took control, telling the people where they were going and how he planned to get them there. While he spoke, Kafir scanned the surrounding brush for signs of Tara. He feared the worst.

      Once questions were answered and suggestions considered, Gunnar and Kafir skirted around the burning forest, heading in a southwesterly direction.

      “Do you know what this means?” Kafir asked quietly.

      “Are you speaking metaphysically or are you simply asking why the forest is burning?”

      “I want to know why this is happening. Are we about to burst into another reality? And if so, will I remember this one? I didn’t expect this kind of violent upheaval.”

      “This is very much like the last one. You were completely oblivious that time.”

      “I can’t help being human, Gunnar. What about Brandubh and Ella? If this world is about to change, where will they be?”

      “How could I possibly answer that?”

      “Because you’ve seen the future?”

      “The future is not a solid thing.”

      “Goddamn it, Gunnar! What about Gertrude?”

      “At the moment my concern is helping these people stay alive.” A second later there was another explosion followed by an earth tremor that knocked them all to their knees. “That was the power plant,” Gunnar announced grimly. “We need to reach Jotunheim in the next twenty-four hours if we don’t want to die of radiation poisoning.”

      “You mean the rest of us will die of radiation sickness. You can fly out of here anytime you want.”

      “Don’t be an ass, Kafir. I’m doing everything I can to see this through, but if it comes to it, I won’t sacrifice myself. Would you?”

      “No.”

      “We need to step it up a bit!” Gunnar bellowed. “What you just heard was the beginning of the end of this place. The next one will vaporize anything in its path.”

      “My boat’s back there.”

      “Gypsy can take care of herself,” Gunnar replied, waving to everyone to hurry.

      How could the little boat still be in one piece after an explosion like that?

      “My gods! Where have you been?” a voice called.

      Kafir looked up to see a breathless Tara and her small group of men, women and children heading toward them from beneath the trees. “I was wondering the same thing,” Kafir answered, reaching out to take her in his arms. She was bone thin, her shoulders like bird wings under his arms. “Any sign of Tamar?”

      Tara shook her head, her eyes filling. “He went to help the Vanatru, but the militia bombed the caves.”

      “And the satyrs?”

      Tara shook her head.

      “We don’t have time for idle chit-chat,” Gunnar said, beckoning. “There isn’t a lot of daylight left and we need to get as far away from here as fast as we can.”

      “I don’t see how we can escape it,” Kafir said looking up at the ominous clouds rising into the sky.

      “Jotunheim is under the protection of the gods. The fall-out won’t reach us there.”

      “Are you sure of that?” a voice called out. And then someone else yelled, “Yeah, how can you know that?” A minute later there was general pandemonium as people jostled and pushed to get to the front of the line, calling out questions hysterically. “We’re all going to die!” someone yelled out.

      “Stop!” Gunnar’s deep voice rang out, bringing instant attention. “Anyone who says another word about dying or any other dire predictions will know my wrath. It will take a day and half to get to Jotunheim and another day to reach the castle. I know you’re all hungry and exhausted, but if you want to save yourselves you must do exactly what I tell you. Now try and keep your mutterings to yourself and keep up. I’m planning to set a pretty brisk pace.”

      With that Gunnar headed out, his muttered incantations moving the brush aside to make a path as he went. Fifteen minutes later there was another blast followed by a blinding light that seemed to split the sky open. A mushrooming cloud lifted into air.
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      Ella crouched on the floor of the cave watching the few remaining women of the Vanatru run for their lives. Those stupid cows thought they were doing something for humanity by worshipping the gods of the Vanir. Ella had banished the gods and goddesses from Far Isle long ago, an achievement that still brought a feeling of pride. She shook her head and then gazed at the bodies that lay strewn around her like broken dolls. There were moans coming from a couple of them, but she ignored it. They would all be dead soon enough.

      “What do you want us to do now?” a young militiaman asked, slinging his recently fired laser rifle over his shoulder.

      Ella waved her hand dismissively. “Go set fire to what’s left of the satyr forest. Kill whatever moves.”

      After the soldiers left, Ella worked her way up the cliff face. From this vantage point she had a clear view of the city and the harbor beyond. When she felt the resounding boom and then saw a giant fireball followed by a mushroom cloud, she realized what she had to do.  Anyone close to the harbor or the city had certainly been vaporized by now.

      In the cave Ella removed the pack from her back and pulled out her protective gear. She dressed carefully, covering every part of her body before placing the oxygen mask over her face. The air was already thick with dust and smoke and it was a long way to the harbor. For a moment she felt badly that this was the only hazard suit, but the feeling passed. No matter, the new timeline would come about soon enough and people would return, and when they did, she would be there to greet them. She smiled, thinking about how her powers had grown in the past few years. Even if Brandubh hadn’t made it through, she’d manage the transition.  But to get to that point there were things in the past she had to attend to.

      As she left the cave there was another explosion in the distance and more black smoke lifted into the already ominous sky. She glanced back at the bodies that littered the trail. Militiamen and Vanatru had fallen side by side; their legs and arms twined together like lovers. Panic about what was coming set her on a fast course to the city. She wasn’t used to taking chances like this. This suit would not help her if there were another explosion while she was searching for the boat.
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      Once Ella reached the city and took a quick look around, she realized that most everyone had been vaporized. A few were still running around like rats in a cage, and others were obviously sick and hurt, but they weren’t long for this world. The city was in ruins, with collapsed buildings and fires burning out of control. The system she’d put in place was blasting its last message over and over: seek shelter. What a laugh. As if there was any shelter to be had. Looking up she felt a pang as she realized her beautiful blue sky was gone. Her carefully constructed world had fallen apart.

      In the distance the nuclear power plant still stood upright, despite the radiation and dust spewing all over everything. Waves caused by the tremors were coursing up the beach and would soon reach beyond the city walls. There were no more guards at the gates.

      Heading north she searched along the harbor wall for the rust-red sails, hoping the little boat hadn’t been destroyed in the initial explosion. Did Kafir sail her away before it happened? But the boat was there, violently listing from side to side in the increasing wave action. Ella had to swim to reach her.

      As soon as she stepped on board, Ella felt Gypsy’s animosity toward her.  “Oh, come on, Sea Witch, you and I have known each other forever. You were mine long before Kafir or Gertrude came into your life.”

      Without removing her protective gear, Ella unfurled the sails, readying the boat for the trip into the past. With a sweep of her hand, she cleaned off the deck, removing the dust and debris that was filled with radioactive material.

      Once they reached a safe distance from the harbor, she stripped off her hazard suit, letting out a long sigh of contentment. As she maneuvered the tiller the wind came into the sails
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