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For my daughter, Jennifer, and her dear cat, Juniper, who passed too young and had the spirit of a raccoon.








  
  Chapter One


The noises of the market surrounded fifteen-year-old Gemma like a crashing wave. Vendors yelled their offers, their rough voices blending into a loud, confusing noise. Laughter and shouts mixed with the bleating of animals as people moved through Manorhamilton’s narrow streets. Different smells fought for her attention—the yeasty smell of fresh bread, the earthy scent of mud, and the musk of animal pens. 
Gemma tightened her fingers around the tasseled edge of her shawl until her knuckles showed bone-white. Her chest had a tightness, as though an invisible hand was constricting the air from her lungs. 
This place was unlike her serene valley and cave home, where she had lived for fourteen years. There, she could hear the softest murmur of the wind or the splash of water against the rocky lakeshore with pristine clarity. Here, a thousand overlapping sounds flooded her senses until her head spun.
She jumped when a heavy hand grabbed her shoulder. “I’m here, lamb,” said her great-aunt Lillian. Gemma leaned gently into the older woman’s calming presence.
As they hurried forward, the crowd flowed around them like water in a busy ocean. People moved past, bumping Gemma again and again. Elbows jabbed her with quick apologies before fading into the chaos. Even among so many, she felt alone. Eyes never rested on her. No warmth at all—just brief looks of confusion, fun, joy, or frustration.
Colorful tents hung above the market, casting lively patches of light on the crowded paths. One tent was bright red, changing to yellow, then deep purple. These palettes danced over rugs and patterned fabrics until Gemma felt lost in the swirling sea of colors.
Children ran through the crowd, their shrill cries carrying ahead of them. A young boy, all elbows and tousled hair, dodged around Gemma like a woodland creature before disappearing again. An older girl balanced a basket of fresh greens on her shoulder, her steady stride unbroken even as people jostled her. She looked content, her chin lifted in casual vigilance.
Despite the constant noise and movement, Gemma found herself drawn to the simple marvels unfolding around her. A butcher carved glistening cuts of meat with the confidence of a performer, each slice precise and fluid. A young wife inspected bolts of cloth, the weave’s texture and colors speaking unspoken meaning that hinted at a rich tradition. Two farmers laughed over worn-out jokes as they exchanged coins for firkins of ale, their friendship needing no formal words.
The weft and warp of daily life for others appeared extraordinary to her. The beauty in their traditions, an elegant rhythm, reminded her of the dances of birds in flight or animals on the hunt.
Lillian moved through the throng like the bow of a stately ship cutting through turbulent waters. Her snow-white bun crowned her head, stray wisps escaping to frame her features.
“Keep close, Gemma.” Lillian’s whisper carried enough authority to slice through the surrounding racket.
Gemma tightened her grip on the soft linen of her skirts. The explosion of sights, sounds, and scents threatened to overwhelm her. Golden, honeyed crust loaves sat beside piles of ripe produce—cabbages, beets, carrots that gleamed like gemstones. The smells of anise and ginger mingled amongst the warm aroma of bread, fresh-turned soil, and the musky scent of livestock.
Gemma swayed, unable to focus on any one thing for more than a dizzying second. Her chest heavy, struggled to draw breath from the spice-laden air. Heat bloomed across her neck, and her palms grew slick beneath her shawl.
Lillian’s arm wrapped around her shoulders, the comforting weight steadying her. The older woman’s gaze softened as she found Gemma’s panicked eyes.
“Breathe, child,” Lillian said, her thumb tracing a gentle arc over Gemma’s knuckles. “This is life—busy and loud and always changing. It’s not like our quiet cave, but there’s magick here too, if you know where to look.”
Gemma closed her eyes, seeking refuge from the dizzying chaos. She listened, focusing on each noise until they made sense. The lowing of cattle from a nearby pen. A sharp clang of a tinker hammering a pot. The gentle lilt of a mother haggling over a bundle of carrots. She took each sound in, one by one, until they formed a melody.
A sudden blast of salty ocean air startled her. She traced the scent to a fishmonger loudly promoting his morning’s catch; leathery sheets of kelp and fresh fish laid out on slabs. Behind him, a peddler shouted about his iron and copper wares, each clang of his hammer sending a shiver through Gemma’s bones.
Amid the clamor, Gemma spotted a tiny herb stall untouched by the surrounding chaos. An old woman sat there, her wrinkled face calm, her hands moving tenderly over bundles of lavender, thyme, rosemary, and mint. The sight of the herbs pulled Gemma closer, the soothing scents helping her find her balance.
The shopkeeper looked up, her gaze sharp and knowing. Lillian spoke first. “Maeve, show Gemma your finest herbs. She has a talent for the craft.”
Maeve’s eyes widened, and her lips curved into a smile that deepened the lines on her face. She reached beneath the counter and brought out a sprig of thyme, holding it out to Gemma. Gemma took it, feeling a warmth from the herb, almost like it was alive.
“For protection,” Maeve said, barely a whisper. “And maybe a bit of courage, too.”
Gemma closed her fingers around the thyme, breathing in its scent. Simple, but powerful. Something shifted inside her.
They moved from the stall, and Lillian spoke again, softer. “To live fully, you need to engage with the world. Hiding away won’t work—not for someone like you.”
Gemma thought of her powers, the ones she had tried to suppress. She had always feared them, concerned by what they could do. But now, as the thyme’s scent grounded her, she questioned the apprehension.
She nodded slowly. She glanced back at Maeve, who laughed with a young mother, the two of them sharing a simple joy. What if she could be part of that, too?
She looked at the sprig of thyme, its aroma still strong. Its understated fragrance eased her last doubts before it ignited her inner resilience. 
Grounded.  
Emboldened.  
Resolved to live a normal life like the people in town. Another steadying breath filled her lungs to capacity. Gemma lifted her chin with renewed determination and forged ahead into the surging heart of the teeming marketplace.

      [image: ]Lillian and Gemma walked down the narrow winding path toward the secluded farm. The late afternoon sun bathed the landscape in soft, golden light, casting long shadows across the earth like gentle fingers. The farm looked modest and worn, but in this light, it was almost magical. To Gemma, it could be a place where new beginnings might grow, a stark contrast to the dark, confining cave she had known for so long.
As they got closer, they heard the sounds of life on the farm—chickens clucking in their coop, the distant mooing of a cow, and the occasional bark of a dog. The smell of freshly turned soil mixed with hay and the faint aroma of cooking food gave the place a sense of warmth and home. Despite its humble look, the farm appeared hopeful to Gemma.
The farmer and his wife stood at the gate. Years of hard work and surviving the famine years ago lined their faces, but their eyes held a spark of optimism. The farmer had broad shoulders, calloused hands, and a sun-weathered face. His wife had a gentle manner, her hair tied back in a simple kerchief. She held a quiet infant against her chest while a lively toddler bounced at her feet, full of energy and curiosity.
Lillian stepped forward first and introduced herself and Gemma. “This is my niece, Gemma,” she said warmly, her tone steady. “We’ve come to see how she does with your little ones.” She turned to Gemma. “This is Patrick and Johanna.”
Gemma smiled and bowed her head. “Hello. Nice to meet you.”
Johanna replied, “We are glad you came.” She held her toddler’s hand up. “This is Conner. And the babe is Sean.”
Lillian’s eyes met Gemma’s, sending her a silent plea for understanding and encouragement. This visit was more than a test of Gemma’s abilities—it was a chance for her to find a lifeline, a way to anchor herself to something real and far from the isolation that had shaped her life until now.
Gemma hesitated for a moment before kneeling beside John, who looked up at her, eyes wide and curious. The child was so full of life; she moved cautiously, unsure of how to interact. But when she reached out, Conner giggled, grabbing at her fingers with tiny, chubby hands. A smile tugged at Gemma’s lips, and she relaxed. Her actions grew more natural and confident as she amused the child, whose laughter bridged the gap.
Encouraged by the toddler’s response, Gemma turned her attention to the now fussy infant in the mother’s arms. “Can I hold your baby?” 
Johanna hesitated before handing the bundle to Gemma. As she cradled him, small, soft, and warm, a sense of peace washed over her. She hummed a lullaby—one Lillian had sung to her long ago. Sean, who had been fussing moments before, quieted under her care, his tiny fists unclenching as he settled into the comforting rhythm.
Gemma glanced at the farmer and his wife, noticing the way they exchanged a look. Patrick’s furrowed brow eased, and the tension in Johanna’s shoulders softened. Gemma heard their doubt fading, as if her caring for their children had shown them something they needed. She knew not to reveal her gift of reading thoughts and worried how long she could conceal her gifts.
Lillian broke the comfortable silence. “Your journey to America is a new start—not only for you, but for Gemma as well.”
The couple nodded, the weight of their upcoming journey clear in their expressions. Patrick cleared his throat. “Yes, it’s a big step... for all of us,” he said, his gaze drifting from Gemma to his children and back again.
Lillian took a deep breath, steadying herself. “I’m not going to make it through the winter,” she said, emotion threatening to break through. “And Gemma... she shouldn’t be left alone. I fear she’d end up like her mother, caught in a cycle of despair. She deserves more. I want her to have a family, a chance to be part of something better.”
Johanna glanced at Gemma. “She’s good with the children,” she said. “We can see that. And we do need the help, especially with the move. She could be part of our family, if she’s willing. But you have to pay for her ticket and food. We can’t afford another mouth to feed.”
Lillian nodded. “Of course.”
Gemma’s fingers twisted in the fabric of her skirt, her breath shallow. She lifted her gaze to meet Lillian’s, her throat tightening. The idea of leaving everything she had ever known—no matter how lonely—for a new life in a faraway place scared her. Yet, the warmth of the family in front of her and the possibility of belonging tugged at her heart.
Patrick stepped forward. “We’ll take her,” he said firmly. “She’ll be a big sister to these two, and, God willing, we’ll find our footing in a new land.”
Tears welled in Lillian’s eyes as she nodded. She reached out to Johanna, her hand trembling as she rested it on the woman’s arm. “Thank you,” she said, choking with emotion. “Thank you.”
Johanna smiled, her eyes meeting Gemma’s with a warmth that made Gemma’s heart lift a little. “We’ll take good care of you,” she said. Gemma heard the sincerity in her words, as if this promise was more than just spoken—it was something the woman truly meant.
As the evening light faded, the small group lingered, exchanging last words and making tentative plans for the coming days. The promise of a new life in America loomed large—a challenge and opportunity rolled into one.
As they prepared to leave, Gemma turned to Lillian, her eyes searching the older woman’s face. “Is this really what you want for me?” she said.
Lillian placed both hands on Gemma’s shoulders, pulling her close until their foreheads almost touched. “I want you to live, Gemma,” she said. “I want you to have a chance to be part of something bigger. To be happy. To be free.”
Gemma swallowed hard, the lump in her throat making it hard to speak. “I’m scared,” she said.
“I know,” Lillian said, her tone softening. “But you’re stronger than you think. And you won’t be alone. These people, they’ll be your family now. And you’ll always carry a piece of me with you, no matter where you go.”
Gemma’s last bit of resistance crumbled. She leaned into Lillian’s embrace, letting her great-aunt’s warmth and comfort push away the fear that had taken root in her heart.






  
  Chapter Two


Gemma’s heart pounded as she walked along the path, leaving behind the only home she had ever known. The cool morning air stung her skin, each gust reminding her of the journey ahead. Lillian walked beside her, steady and strong, but Gemma could sense the heaviness of the moment between them. 
The couple taking Gemma to America hurried to finish their preparations, loading the last of their things onto the creaking cart. The wooden frame groaned under the weight of their belongings, echoing the heaviness in Gemma’s heart.
Gemma climbed into the back of the wagon, holding Sean close to her chest. The baby’s warmth seeped through the blankets, offering her a bit of comfort. Beside her, Conner clung to the edge of the cart, his small fingers tight, much like Gemma’s grip on her own—resolve. Her stomach twisted, and her jaw clenched.
Lillian walked over, her footsteps slow and deliberate. She stopped by the wagon, her eyes meeting Gemma’s, and the intensity of her gaze made Gemma’s breath catch. Lillian’s eyes held so much—sorrow, pride, and love. It all crashed over Gemma, threatening to overwhelm her.
“Gemma, my dear,” Lillian said, choked with emotion. “You’re about to start a journey that will change you in ways you can’t understand yet. Be brave, be kind, and remember, you already have the strength you need.”
Tears welled up in Gemma’s eyes, and she nodded, trying to hold on to Lillian’s words like a lifeline. “I won’t let you down,” she said, barely louder than the rustling breeze. It was a promise to herself as much as it was to Lillian.
Lillian reached out, her fingers gently brushing the infant’s cheek, drawing a soft coo. She ruffled the toddler’s hair, her touch full of warmth. “Take care of them, Gemma. They are yours now, and they are your companions in this new world.”
The couple exchanged a glance, mirroring set jaws and pressed lips. The man climbed onto the wagon, taking the reins in his calloused hands, while his wife settled beside him. Lillian stepped back, her form growing smaller as the cart moved. Gemma watched her until the bend in the road swallowed her from view.
The journey to Liverpool stretched out before them, the landscape blurring as each mile took Gemma far from everything she knew. Sensing the change, Conner nestled closer to her. Gemma wrapped her arm around him, embracing the new sense of purpose.
When they reached Liverpool, the city overwhelmed Gemma. The port was a whirlwind of noise, smells, and people, unlike anything she had ever experienced. The stench of salt, fish, and unwashed bodies filled the air, and she fought the urge to gag.
The ship loomed ahead, its dark hull towering over them. The couple led the way up the gangplank, their steps sure. Gemma followed, her legs trembling, the weight of the infant grounding her.
Below deck, the cramped, dimly lit space smelled of despair mixed with hope. The bunks, nothing more than rough wooden planks, offered no privacy. Gemma found a small corner for herself and the children, carefully placing their few belongings around them like a nest in the chaos.
Life was raw. Families huddled close, holding on to each other for comfort. Old men shared stories, their voices blending with the creaks of the ship. Children laughed and played, their joy a bright contrast to the adults’ somber mood. Gemma pleaded silently to Danu, the goddess of wisdom, to help her shut out all her shipmates’ thoughts, to give her peace.
Gemma moved among the passengers, helping where she could. She played simple games with the children, their laughter lifting her spirits. She listened to the old men as they spoke of Ireland, their words painting pictures of places she had never seen. One evening, she helped a mother soothe her crying baby, rocking the child gently until he fell asleep. In these small acts, Gemma connected with the others, their shared struggles binding them together.
One day, Gemma slipped away onto the deck for a moment of quiet solitude. She gripped the railing, watching the horizon swallow her homeland. The sea stretched endlessly, both terrifying and beautiful. The wind tugged at her hair, and Lillian’s words echoed in her mind, urging her to be brave.
Back below deck, the ship rocked steadily, and Gemma moved among the other passengers, building connections. They shared stories of their struggles, and she saw her own fears and hopes reflected in their eyes. Each day, as she cared for the children and faced the challenges of ship life, she noticed a change within herself. The timid girl who had once hid away now found her strength.
Gemma wove her own story—one of resilience and courage. The fear that once gripped her loosened its hold, replaced by a growing determination to not only survive, but to thrive in this new world.
As the ship sailed toward America, Gemma looked ahead, her heart filled with both fear and hope. She was no longer the frightened girl clinging to the past. She was becoming a young woman, finding her place in the world.

      [image: ]The ship rocked as another wave struck the hull, the sea’s sound a constant murmur. Gemma kneeled on the hard wooden floor of the ship’s hold, her knees aching. Sean lay on a bed made of blankets and coats, but it did little to soften the unforgiving surface. Gemma’s worn leather satchel spread open beside her, its contents scattered around as she searched for anything that could help.
Sean let out a weak cry, and Gemma’s heart clenched. She turned back to the bag, her hands trembling as she rummaged through it. Bottles clinked together, dried herbs crinkled under her touch, and small cloth packets slipped through her fingers. Lavender oil, chamomile—nothing had worked so far.
“Please, there must be something,” she said, barely audible over the ship’s creaks and the muffled sounds of other passengers. She pulled out a small envelope of crushed yarrow leaves, her last hope. Her breath shaky, she opened the packet and sprinkled the yarrow into a tin cup of lukewarm water. She stirred it, whispering a silent prayer, her chest tight.
Gemma leaned over the infant, lifting his head and helping him sip from the cup. Sean’s lips parted, and he swallowed weakly. Behind her, Johanna stepped closer, her eyes fixed on every movement. Her face, showing signs of exhaustion, softened as she witnessed her baby’s attempt to drink.
“Will that help him?” she asked, barely more than a whisper.
Gemma glanced up, her expression uncertain but determined. “I’m trying everything I know,” she said, her heart pounding. She caught the unspoken fear radiating from Johanna’s mind, the worry circling around her own safety and the possibility that Sean’s ailment might spread to her. She couldn’t bring herself to meet the mother’s eyes. Instead, she directed her attention to Sean, looking for any sign of improvement.
Patrick hovered nearby, his hand resting on his wife’s shoulder as they both looked on, waiting, hoping. His brow furrowed deeper with each passing moment, matching the growing dread in Gemma’s chest.
The gathered crowd remained in a reverent silence, their breath held, as they witnessed the small, fragile form of the infant battling for every shallow breath in the ship’s hold. The air was thick with anticipation and dread, every creak of the ship’s timbers and slap of the waves against the hull punctuating the gravity of the moment.
Gemma, her hands trembling as they cradled Sean, felt each labored breath like a physical pain in her own chest. Her eyes, red from tears and fatigue, never left the tiny, pale face of the child, willing him with all her might to keep fighting. On the other end of the bunk, Johanna sat vigil; her face a mask of controlled despair.
Suddenly, there was a change. Sean’s chest, which had been rising and falling with increasing difficulty, stilled. A soft gasp escaped Gemma’s lips, a sound so faint it was almost swallowed by the surrounding quiet.
The silence that followed was complete and devastating. It was as if the entire world had paused. The air in the hold carried the finality of the moment. Gemma’s heart thudded painfully in her chest, her eyes fixed on the now-still infant, unable to believe that he was gone.
A stifled sob broke the silence, the sound raw and gut-wrenching. It came from Johanna, who allowed her grief to surface in a wave of suppressed sobs. Her body shook as she cradled her head in her hands, her whole being radiating profound loss.
Patrick, his face stoic throughout the ordeal, allowed a single tear to escape, tracing a slow path down his cheek. He reached out, his hand trembling as he placed it on Johanna’s shoulder, a silent gesture of shared sorrow.
Around them, the crowd dispersed, their soft footsteps and whispered condolences a background murmur to the intimate tragedy unfolding. They left Gemma and the family alone with their grief, a respectful distance allowing them the space to mourn.
Gemma remained still, Sean’s body light in her arms, a devastating weight on her soul. The eerie calm that had descended was broken only by the mother’s quiet weeping and the distant, haunting sounds of the sea.
Gemma felt a profound loneliness, a sense of helplessness almost unbearable. She had wanted to save this child, to prove her worth and her skills, but in the end, it reminded her of the harsh limits of her abilities. The finality of death, so definitive and cruel, left her feeling empty and defeated, her spirit as dark and tumultuous as the ocean that carried them toward a new but uncertain future.
Gemma laid Sean on her bunk. Her hands shook as she reached for a piece of soft cloth—a shawl that had once kept her warm on chilly nights. She spread it open, her fingers pausing for a moment as she gathered her strength. Then, with a deep breath, she wrapped him. Each fold was tender, each movement a final goodbye.
Johanna, her eyes tearful, watched while Patrick stood beside her, his arm around her shoulders. The silence between them was heavy, filled with a sadness too deep for words.
Gemma whispered a lullaby, the same one she had sung to Sean in his first days on the ship. The melody was soft, mournful, echoing in the dim hold.
Gemma stepped back after she secured the final fold, her eyes lingering on the small, wrapped form. It looked peaceful, like he was only sleeping. She turned to the parents, whispering. “He’s ready.”
Patrick nodded, his face grim but grateful. He lifted the tiny bundle, his hands rough but gentle. Together, they moved toward the deck, their steps slow and heavy.
As they stepped onto the deck, the sun cast a golden light over them. The three of them stood in silence, the infant cradled in his father’s arms. Johanna leaned into her husband, her hand resting on the tiny bundle, not wanting to let go.

      [image: ]The group gathered on the ship’s deck, quiet under the weight of their grief. Soft sobs and whispered prayers mixed with the wind that swept over them. The ship rocked on the waves, insignificant and fragile against the vast, indifferent ocean.
Gemma stood a little away from the grieving parents, her eyes swollen from tears that still threatened to fall. Patrick held the small, wrapped body of their baby close to his chest, his face tight with pain. His arms shook, and beside him, Johanna clutched his arm; her knuckles white as she leaned on him for support. Her face looked pale, her eyes hollow with sorrow.
Patrick took a deep, shuddering breath before he stepped forward to the ship’s railing, holding the baby above the dark water. The deck fell silent, even the usual creaks of the ship fading away, as if everything held its breath. He whispered something, his voice lost to the wind, then lowered the baby into the sea.
The bundle slipped from his hands, falling into the water. For a moment, the cloth fluttered like a white bird before the waves swallowed it. Johanna gasped, her hand covering her mouth as she watched it disappear. Her eyes stayed fixed on the spot, as if trying to hold on to her child. Patrick pulled her close, tears glistening in his eyes, though he refused to let them fall.
Around them, the crew and passengers stood in silence. Some crossed themselves, others bowed their heads. The sense of loss hung heavy, drawing them together, strangers now united in their shared sorrow.
Gemma stood by the railing, gazing at the horizon where the sea met the sky. The wind tugged at her hair, and salt stung her eyes, though she wasn’t sure if it was the wind or more tears. A hollow ache settled in her chest, the pain of knowing she hadn’t been able to save the baby. It was a weight she knew she would carry, no matter how far they traveled.
She turned away and saw Conner standing alone, a few steps away. His small face was full of confusion, his eyes wide as he looked for Sean. He reached out, his tiny hand trembling as he tried to find his mother, who still stared at the sea. Gemma’s heart twisted at the sight. His thoughts whispered of fear and isolation from his mother, a raw ache that intertwined with her own, pulling at the edges of her mind.
Gemma stepped forward, scooping Conner into her arms. He trembled against her, pressing his face into her shoulder, seeking the comfort he needed. She held him close, feeling his small heartbeat, a reminder of the life that still required her care.
She hugged Conner tighter, her resolve hardening. He needed her now. She leaned down, whispering in his ear. “We’ll get through this, little one. Together.”
Johanna turned, her eyes catching sight of Gemma holding her son. For a moment, a flicker of gratitude crossed Johanna’s face—a small spark amid the sorrow, but beneath it, Gemma caught the sharp sting of buried blame. Johanna’s thoughts churned, tangled between the grief of her loss and the unspoken accusation that Gemma’s presence, her otherness, had somehow brought this tragedy upon them.
Gemma met Patrick’s gaze over the boy’s head. He gave her a small nod, but his thoughts pressed against her mind, raw and heavy—anger at the unfairness of it all and the quiet, gnawing guilt of failing to protect his son.
As the ship sailed toward their new life, Gemma stood by the railing, the toddler in her arms, watching the waves. The journey would be hard, and the memories of what they had lost would stay with them. But Gemma also knew that strength could come from pain—that they could still find hope, even in the darkest moments.
She thought of Sean, the brief life that had touched hers. She said, “I will protect your brother. I will be braver, kinder, and always hold on to hope.”






  
  Chapter Three


As the ship rocked into the busy docks of Ellis Island, Gemma gripped Conner’s hand tighter, her heart pounding. The Statue of Liberty faded behind them, replaced by the noisy, crowded harbor. Voices in languages she didn’t recognize—Italian, Russian, Polish—filled the air. It felt like being caught in a storm of sounds, and each unfamiliar word made her seem smaller, more lost. 
The wooden planks of the dock creaked beneath hundreds of shuffling feet. Officials barked orders, herding the passengers like cattle. “Move along! Keep the line moving!” they shouted. Gemma flinched with each command, her anxiety growing.
Stepping onto solid ground made Gemma’s legs shaky. Johanna, usually so composed, stopped and stared back at the statue. Her shoulders slumped, and her gaze fixed on the symbol of hope. She stood frozen, tears welling.
Patrick hurried to her side, touching her back. “Johanna, we need to keep moving, love. For Conner,” he whispered. His eyes looked at Gemma, seeking her help.
Gemma stepped closer, Conner holding tight to her. “Johanna, we’ll take care of each other now,” she said, even though fear churned inside her. She touched Johanna’s arm, hoping to break through the grief.
Johanna blinked, her distant gaze turning toward them. She looked at Conner, his small face searching for his mother’s comfort. She took a deep breath, wiping her eyes, and nodded. Patrick took her hand, and they moved forward again, inching through the crowd.
Around them, parents called for missing children. Families searched for loved ones. The smell of salt and sweat filled Gemma’s nose, a reminder of how different this place was.
The family shuffled towards the great hall of processing which swallowed them, people pressed close from every direction. Inside, officials called out names and numbers, directing people to different lines. One young man was separated from his family, and his mother’s wails echoed through the crowded hall. Gemma’s chest tightened, her own fears amplified by the scene.
When they cleared the last checkpoint, they stepped into New York City. The towering buildings leaned over them, making Gemma feel trapped all over again. She glanced at Patrick and Johanna, their faces tired but determined. They had made it this far, but it was only the beginning.
A train whistle blew in the distance, and Gemma followed Patrick as he led them towards the next step of their journey. Conner’s tiny hand in hers gave her a purpose, a focus amid the chaos.
The train was packed with people, everyone trying to find seats. Patrick found a pair near the back, but there weren’t enough for all of them to sit together. Johanna shook her head. “I’ll sit alone,” she said, low but firm.
Patrick’s face tightened. “Johanna, please. We need to stay together. Conner needs you.”
“I need space,” Johanna whispered, her eyes distant.
Patrick sighed and nodded, leading her to a seat by the window. He touched her shoulder before walking back to Gemma. He tried to smile at Conner, but sadness weighed it down. “She just needs some time,” he mumbled.
Gemma nodded, though worry gnawed at her. She watched Johanna stare out the window, her grief a wall separating her from them. Gemma looked at Conner, who clung to her, confused and scared. She smiled at him, hoping to ease his fears.
“Would you like to hear a story, Conner?” she asked.
Conner’s eyes lit up, and he nodded. Gemma leaned in, dropping to a soft, storytelling tone. “Once, in a place called Ireland, there were fairies who danced in the moonlight...” She watched as Conner’s eyes widened, his fear fading into curiosity.
Gemma pulled a small, worn cloth from her bag, showing him a simple drawing of a leprechaun. “These little ones hide their gold at the end of rainbows. You have to be clever to find it,” she said, tapping his nose.
Conner giggled, his laughter lifting the heaviness. Gemma taught him a game—a series of claps and taps that went along with her story. As they played, the tension eased, their laughter blending with the rhythmic clacking of the train.
“More, Gemma, more!” Conner urged, his eyes bright.
Gemma laughed. “Alright, but only if you promise to help me find the leprechaun’s gold,” she teased.
They continued, and as the train rumbled west, something changed inside Gemma. Conner’s laughter gave her strength. She wasn’t just a passenger; she was his protector, his family.
Hours later, as the train neared Missoula, the passengers talked about life in the West. An old man across the aisle spoke of hard work and hope. “The land’s tough,” he said, “but it can be good if you’re willing to work.”
Gemma listened, her heart torn between fear and determination. Could they find their place here?
When they stepped off the train, the cool air of Montana wrapped around them. Conner looked at her, his small voice full of innocence. “Are we going to be alright, Gemma?”
She bent down, squeezing his hand. “Yes, Conner. We’ll be alright,” she promised, though uncertainty still twisted inside her.

      [image: ]Early in the morning, Gemma moved quietly through the small house in Missoula. The wooden floor creaked under her careful steps as she made her way to the kitchen, the soft light of dawn peeking through the old curtains. Beside her makeshift bed, Conner slept peacefully, curled up in his nest of blankets. Gemma paused for a moment, her heart swelling with a deep protectiveness as she watched him.
She turned back to the kitchen, gathering ingredients for a simple breakfast. Her hands moved quickly and skillfully. The stove hissed softly as she lit it, almost drowned out by Conner’s gentle breathing. She cracked eggs into a pan, and the yolks sizzled as they hit the hot surface, the smell filling the small room.
The door to the parents’ room creaked open, and Patrick stepped out. His face looked tired, worn from yesterday’s long hours. He gave Gemma a small smile, then walked over and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Morning, Gemma,” he whispered, his voice rough.
Gemma smiled back, warmth spreading through her chest at his appreciation. But when Johanna entered the kitchen a moment later, the mood shifted. Johanna’s eyes were red, shadowed by sadness that still hadn’t lifted. She didn’t say a word, just moved to pour herself a cup of coffee, her expression hardening as she glanced at Gemma.
Gemma felt Johanna’s stony gaze like a slap, her unspoken thoughts cutting deeper—blame for what had happened and bitter regret for ever taking Gemma with them. She turned her focus back to the eggs, flipping them over with more force than needed. The room filled with the smells of cooking, but the silence between them felt thick and heavy.
Patrick lingered, shuffling his feet as if unsure of what to say. “I’ll just grab some bread and head out,” he finally muttered, breaking the quiet. His weary thoughts lingered in Gemma’s mind, heavy with the grind of simply enduring—pushing through another day with Johanna’s cold distance and the relentless toil waiting at the mine.
“Hope the mine treats you well today,” Gemma said, trying to fill the silence.
“Thanks, Gemma. Take care of our boy,” he replied, giving her a weak smile before stepping out into the cool morning mist.
As the door closed behind Patrick, Gemma glanced at Johanna, who had settled stiffly at the table, staring at the wall. The tension hung in the air, a reminder of everything left unsaid.
“Patrick works so hard for us,” Gemma said, her voice gentle as she tried to connect. “He always has a smile for Conner, even after a long day.”
Johanna didn’t respond right away. Her eyes shifted slowly to Gemma, her gaze sharp. “We all do what we must,” she said, her voice flat. “Some of us better than others.”
The words stung, cutting deep. Gemma looked down at her hands, gripping the spatula tightly. She took a shaky breath, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’m trying my best.”
Johanna snorted, turning away. She busied herself at the sink, her movements curt, ending the conversation. The rejection left Gemma feeling hollow, the space between them even wider.
Conner’s laughter broke the silence, echoing from the other room. Gemma let out a sigh of relief, grateful for an excuse to leave. She walked to Conner and lifted him into her arms, his giggles like music to her ears. She spun him around once, his laughter bubbling, and for a moment, it felt like they were a real family—one held together by love, not just circumstance. But Johanna’s coldness lingered, a shadow over the warmth of the moment.
Outside in the small backyard, enclosed by a shaky old fence, Gemma tried to create some happiness. She gathered stones and made a ring on the ground, her voice cheerful as she explained to Conner, “This is a fairy ring. Fairies come here to dance, but only if we make it just right.” Conner’s eyes widened with excitement, and he eagerly grabbed a stone, placing it in the circle.
“Very good!” Gemma clapped, smiling as Conner laughed. They hunted for leaves and sticks, adding them to the ring, each one a “treasure” Conner found. The game filled the morning with joy, and for a little while, Gemma forgot the sadness in the house.
“Now we need a leaf big enough to be a fairy’s boat,” Gemma said, crouching down and pretending to search carefully. Conner copied her, his face serious as he looked for the perfect leaf.
When they found one, they set it to float in a shallow pan of water. Conner clapped, his face lighting up with pure delight. Gemma scooped him into her arms, spinning around as his laughter filled the air. “You’re my brave little explorer,” she whispered, her heart full as she hugged him.
But as they headed back inside, Gemma felt the weight of her responsibilities settle on her shoulders again. The house waited—filled with Johanna’s grief and cold distance. Still, the laughter and smiles from their morning play gave her strength. No matter how tough things got, she would be Conner’s light.
In the kitchen, the atmosphere turned tense again as Johanna prepared for her shift at the restaurant. Gemma watched as Johanna gathered her things, and she took a deep breath, stepping forward. “Can I help you with anything before you leave?” she asked, her voice steady.
Johanna paused, her eyes flicking to Gemma’s outstretched hand, holding her coat. “I can manage, thank you,” she said, her tone clipped and eyes distant.
Gemma’s arm fell slowly to her side, her offer hanging in the air, unaccepted. She forced herself not to react, just nodded and stepped back. Johanna’s coldness was a wall Gemma couldn’t climb, no matter how hard she tried.
“Hope your shift goes well,” Gemma said quietly as Johanna put on her coat.
Johanna gave a small shrug, not meeting Gemma’s eyes. She opened the door and stepped outside, letting it close behind her with a soft click that echoed too loudly. Gemma stood still for a moment, letting the rejection sink in, then turned back to Conner, who was watching her.
She gave him a smile, though her heart ached. “Let’s find something fun to do, okay?” she said, her voice bright.
They moved into the living room, toys scattered across the floor, books open from their earlier playtime. Gemma picked up a colorful book and showed it to Conner. “Want to learn some letters today?” she asked.
Conner nodded eagerly, toddling over and plopping down beside her. Gemma opened the book, pointing to a big letter A. “This is an A. Can you say A?”
“A!” Conner repeated, his little finger tracing the shape.
“Great job!” Gemma praised, clapping her hands. They went through each letter, Gemma cheering for every attempt, no matter how clumsy. The lessons filled the afternoon, each letter a small victory, a step toward normalcy.
As the sun set, Gemma closed the book and smiled down at Conner, who rubbed his eyes sleepily. She picked him up, feeling his weight relax against her as she carried him to his bed. She stayed beside him until his breathing deepened; the house growing quiet as he drifted to sleep.
When Johanna returned, Gemma tried once more to bridge the gap. “How was your day?” she asked, her voice hopeful.
Johanna barely looked at her. “Fine,” she said, her eyes scanning the room until they landed on Conner, asleep under his blanket. She moved past Gemma without another word, heading to the kitchen.
Gemma’s heart sank, but she followed, determined not to give up. “Conner learned some of his letters today,” she said. “He’s picking it up really fast.”
Johanna paused, her face showing no emotion. “That’s good,” she replied flatly before walking away, disappearing into Conner’s room.
Gemma stood alone in the kitchen, frustration tightening in her chest. She wanted so badly to help heal this family, to belong. But Johanna’s walls were impossible to break through. Taking a deep breath, she pushed away her doubts. Conner needed her—that was enough.
She walked back to her small room, the silence pressing in on her. Tomorrow, she would try again. She’d care for Conner, reach out to Johanna, and keep holding on to hope. Tonight, though, as she lay down on her bed, the emptiness of the house was a cold reminder of how far she still had to go.






  
  Chapter Four


Gemma woke with a start as Conner’s loud cry shattered the quiet night. Her heart raced as she threw off the covers, the cold air biting at her skin. She crossed the short distance to Conner’s bed, her bare feet skimming the chilly floorboards as she reached his side. The dim light from the moon coming in from a nearly window barely lit the space, but she saw his flushed face, his small body twisting under the blankets. 
Gemma touched his forehead, her hand trembling as the burning heat seared her skin. Her stomach tightened with fear. The fever burned hot. Panic clawed at her, but she tried to stay calm.
“No, please, no,” she whispered. She lifted Conner into her arms, holding him close as he cried. “Shh, it’s alright, I’ve got you,” she murmured, trying to soothe him and herself.
She carried him to the kitchen and laid him on the table. After she lit a lantern, she removed his nightshirt. Her breath caught when she saw the red rash across his inner thighs and chest. The sight confirmed her worst fear—scarlet fever.
A wave of dread washed over her. Scarlet fever was dangerous, especially for a child so young. Her mind raced, trying to remember everything her great-grandmother Lillian had taught her, but fear clouded her thoughts.
With shaky hands, Gemma rummaged through her collection of herbs and remedies. “Come on, think,” she whispered, full of fear and frustration. She tossed aside jar after jar, each one useless for what she needed.
Conner’s cries grew louder, each one tearing at her nerves. Gemma took a deep breath, forcing herself to stay calm. She filled a basin with lukewarm water, hoping it might help lower his fever. Carefully, she lowered Conner into the water, her hands steadying as she worked, though tears blurred her vision.
“Help me, Lillian,” she whispered. She bathed Conner, trying to remember anything that would help, but the knowledge was out of her reach.
The minutes dragged by like hours as Gemma tried to comfort him. The weight of responsibility pressed on her, almost too much to bear.
Noise in the kitchen woke Patrick. He hurried in, his face shifting from confusion to horror as he saw his son in the bath, and Gemma, frantic and tearful.
“What’s happening?” he demanded as he rushed to the table.
Johanna followed, her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh my God, what’s wrong with him?” she cried. She hurried to Gemma’s side, her usual coldness replaced by fear. Gemma caught Johanna’s fleeting thought, sharp and unkind: not about Conner’s feverish whimpers, but the fear twisting through her mind—What if it spreads? What if I get it too?
“He’s very sick,” Gemma said as she continued to sponge Conner’s feverish body, shocked by Johanna’s thoughts. “Its scarlet fever. I’m trying to bring down his fever, to make him comfortable.”
Patrick kneeled beside
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