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  Gutland - Island in the Belts where Olga and Gretchen Strom were born
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  Hu Gadarn - Another name for Herne


  Ifrit - Elemental creatures of fire. Evil Djinn, or genies
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  Journeying - Form of meditation used by shamans


  Kalikata - Calcutta


  Kazakh - Caspian Sea


  Lacus Domina – Lady of the Lake. High Priestess of the Daughters of Donu


  Lamia - The Dark Lady. Daughter of Apep. Member of the Wicked Trinity
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  Lappland - Finland


  Laxa - Tributary of the Thjorsa


  Lightbringers - Deykin and Dawn. The Shining Twins who are half human, half watcher


  Lilac - Fairy


  Llanengan - [yan-en-gan] Village in Wales. Birthplace of the twins. Destroyed on their birth night by the Nuckelavee


  Llewella - One of the Circle of Swans


  Llongyfarchiadau nain – “Congratulations, grandma” in Welsh


  Lord Mara - Emcee at the Black Hole


  Lough Derravaragh - Lake near Finn and Trysta’s farm in Eire


  Lower World - Aka Down Under. Dream World where shamans meet their first spirit guide or totem animal


  Lugh - Celtic god of light


  Lusus Naturae - Jokes of Nature. Any creature that defies classification


  Mam – “Mother” in Welsh


  Manannan Mac Lir - Celtic god of the sea


  Marbendill - Wise Merman sort of creature with the torso of a man and lower half of a seal


  Marlowe - The Faerie King


  Masamune - Another name for Wayland


  Meandash - Reindeer of Sami folklore


  Merch - Welsh word for “girl”


  Middle World - Aka Wake-about. Usually considered the “Real World” or Waking World


  Midewin - Medicine men, sages, healers and wizards of the 500 nations


  Mielikki - Sami girl known as a singing prodigy in Lappland


  Minsk - City in White Rus with the Great Library known as the “Jewel of Knowledge”


  Miyamoto Musashi - Greatest swordsman that ever lived


  Moira - One of the Circle of Swans. She replaces Cigfa after her sacrifice at Ullswater


  Motherwort - Herb sometimes used to ease bleeding


  Mynydd Rhiw - [min-ed rew] Peak located four miles from Llanengan


  Myvatn - Lake near Gryla’s home


  Naga - Another name for Apep


  Nazeem - Ifrit who owns The Sultan of Swap


  Nebula Crystal - Crystal from Orion’s Great Nebula that saps Cthulhu’s strength and traps him in R’lyeh


  Nesta – Siwan’s teacher


  Nihon-koku - Japan or Nippon


  Nippon - Japan or Nihon


  Noaidi - [no-I-dee] Shaman of the Sami people


  Norga - Norway


  Northumbrian pipes - Small bagpipes from northeast England


  November run - Last deep sea fishing trip of the year in safe waters


  Nuckelavee - Monsters of Scottish legend. Skinless Centaur-like sea beasts


  Olga Strom - Captain of the Wyvern


  Orkney - Islands directly north of Scotland


  Osk - The wise woman from Thule


  Pan - Another name for Herne


  Pashupati - Another name for Herne


  Pelmeni - Dumplings filled with meat, fish or mushrooms


  Penllyn - [pen-yin] Peninsula Llanengan is located on


  Persia - Land where Deykin teaches a doctor the art of energy healing


  Piia-Noora - Sick little Sami girl with kemia healed by Deykin


  Pirozhki - Stuffed buns


  Pnakotus - Library city of the Great Race


  Po - Tailor who fits Xander for a tuxedo


  Porth Madog - Village Tegwen comes from


  Porth Neigwl - [porth ni-gwil] Beach near the village of Llanengan


  Pothead - Pilot whale


  Propylaia - Another name for Baba Yaga


  Ptahlicos - The Librarian found in Minsk with the mind of a Yithian and the body of a Midewin


  Pyrs – Faeliry’s father, deceased three years at the birth of the twins


  Quasarium - Strange material Wayland used to create the Sword of Light


  R’lyeh - City built by the Tricksters to trap Cthulhu. Sunk at the bottom of the ocean


  Rat Cellar - Tavern in Arctopolis where the journeyers meet the crew of the Wyvern


  Regus - Wolf-man in the court of the Faerie queen


  Rhosyn - The first Lacus Domina in the story. Sister of Tegwen. Dies at the Evacuation. Wise woman from the Isle of Skye. Also called Rosey


  Riddu Riddu - Music festival being held in Birtavarre


  Riders of Baba Yaga - The White Rider is Day, the Red Rider is Sun, and the Black Rider is Night


  Rocky - Earth Elemental in the court of the Faerie Queen


  Roger de Gaugi - Chief instructor of the Black Watch


  Rowena - Second Lacus Domina


  Samhain - Pagan holiday of Halloween. All Hallow’s Eve. October 31st


  Sami - Shamanic people from much of Scandinavia


  Sapmi - Lappland


  Sbiten - Spiced honey and fruit juice


  Seidkona - Sorceress, shapeshifter, spell-caster among the Sami


  Seith - Boy who finds the wreck of the blue man. Brother of Jestine


  Septagram - Seven-pointed star


  Seshat - Another name for Baba Yaga


  Shaman - Tribal medicine man or woman


  Sheperd’s Purse - Herb used by Siwan to help stop Fae’s hemorrhaging


  Silvio - Satyr in the court of the Faerie Queen


  Siwan - Young midwife who delivers the twins


  Solstice Cat - Giant black saber-toothed tiger. Gryla’s familiar


  Soul Retrieval - Shamanic method of healing fractured souls


  Sticky Pete - Pickpocket in Arctopolis who offers Deykin and Gretchen a drink


  Suomi - Finland or Lappland


  Svana Styrrsdottir - Leader of Dis Company, from Thule


  Taibhse - Scottish for “ghost”


  Talvikki - Wise woman from Lappland


  Tegwen - Haegtessa who rescues Faeliry and the twins. Sister of Rhosyn


  Tesni - One of the Circle of Swans


  Thirteener - Slang for teenager. Fourteener, Fifteener, Sixteener, etc…


  Thjorsa - River in Thule that the troll hunters traverse to reach Gryla


  Thorn - Female member of the Black Watch who finds Widgeon


  Thoth - Greatest teacher among the Watchers


  Thule - Iceland


  Tiwlip - One of the Circle of Swans. Rowena’s closest friend


  Torc - Ring worn around the neck


  Totem Animal - First and closest spirit guide to a shaman


  Tree of Life - Also called the World Tree. The spirit of all trees said to unite the earth and the heavens


  Tricksters - Group of the Watchers who disobeyed orders and trapped Cthulhu


  Trumpa - Sperm whale


  Trysta - Daughter of Old man Pritchard. Mother of Widgeon. Wife of Finn


  Tsar Oak - Great oak of the Bialowieza Forest


  Ullswater - Lake where the Midsummer festival is held during the Evacuation


  Upper World - Also called Astralia. Dream World where higher spirit teachers and guides are found


  Uterine artery ligation - Medical procedure used to stop post-partum hemorrhaging


  Vendel - One of the crew of the Wyvern


  Vera Von Spruchh - Opera singer who mutates during the hellish opera of Erich Zann


  Vivekananda - Master at the Bodhi Tree temple


  Void - Peaceful meditative darkness where Lamia tries to retreat from her pain


  Volund - Another name for Wayland


  Volva - Wise woman, prophetess among the Thule


  Vulcan - Another name for Wayland


  Wahoo - 18-foot skiff that Hop, Wid, and Deykin are on when attacked by the giant squid


  Walery - Other old man in Danzig


  Wayland Smith - Blacksmith and great maker of the Watchers


  Weland - Another name for Wayland


  Wicked Trinity - Daughters of Apep: Gryla, Baba Yaga, and Lamia


  Widgeon - Last person to see the twins in the village. Grows up to be Deykin’s friend, Wid. Later given the warrior name of Xander. Son of Trysta and Finn. Foster son of William and Isabella Marshal


  Will Evans - Watchman who spots the Nuckelavee leaving the sea


  William Marshal - Lord Protector of Albion. Leader of the Black Watch


  Windermere - Lake where William Marshal met Rhosyn when he was a child


  Wisent - Bison that live in the Bialowieza Forest


  Woad - Flower from which blue dye is made


  Wolf Cave - Where Talvikki trains Deykin, Xander and Mielikki in shamanic journeying


  Wyvern - Name of the living alien sailing ship originally piloted by the Blue Man, but now captained by Olga Strom and her sister Gretchen


  Ymir - A Watcher. The original giant. Killed long ago


  Yngvild - The wise woman from Norga


  Yoik - Chant of the Sami people


  Yrsa - Dis Company’s navigator


  Ysbryd - Welsh for ‘ghost’


  Yuletide - Christmastime


  Zyggyth - Inky black creature that levitates. Killer of Faeliry, Dawn, Tegwen, Rhosyn, and Cigfa


  PROLOGUE


  Sixty-five million years ago, the dinosaurs were exterminated by an extraterrestrial menace. This menace was not, as is commonly believed, some rogue asteroid or comet that slammed into the earth and disrupted the climate. No, this menace was something far worse, something twisted, something malevolent, something sinister. From the depths of blackest, coldest, cruelest space they came. These vile creatures were indescribable and unnameable, bent only on chaos, insanity, and annihilation, but over the eons they have come to be called things like Azathoth, Shub-Niggurath, Nyarlathotep, Yog-Sothoth, and most feared of all … Cthulhu. These were the Great Old Ones.


  Earth was not the first planet in our solar system to be visited by this race of horrific entities. Before arriving on our planet these beings descended on the only other world circling our sun that supported life as we know it: Mars.


  When the Great Old Ones arrived on Mars it was a place teeming with diverse life, much like Earth. Strange species of transluscent fish swam in those Martian rivers, lakes and oceans. Unusual four-winged birds flew through red Martian skies. By some stroke of evolution, the land-dwelling animals were posessed of six legs, rather than the four-legged variety that evolved on Earth. Sadly, intelligent life had also already evolved, built cities, and begun to study the world around them. The Martian people were ill-equipped to deal with the terrifying and awesome power of the Great Old Ones. They fought, but they were no match for the invading conquerors. As they did with all life they encountered, the Great Old Ones eradicated all life on Mars, extinguishing the only other flame of life that orbited our sun.


  The Mars extermination drew the attention of another race from the stars. They referred to themselves as the Elohim but were known across the galaxy as the Watchers, since it was their way to only observe and never to interfere in the natural ways of the Universe.


  The Watchers were an indescribably advanced, intelligent, and civilized race. They valued art, science, and knowledge above all else. The extinction of another self-aware race caused them to take notice.


  The Martians were a people who could have achieved great feats and reached the stars someday, perhaps even interacted with the Watchers themselves. One Watcher, young and idealistic by the standards of his ancient and venerable race proposed interference. He wept over the extermination of life on Mars. He begged his superiors to aid the planet in need, just this once. Life was too precious to be extinguished, he pleaded. But as was their way, the Watchers did nothing, and only observed.


  This young Watcher seethed with anger and resentment at the unwilling and uncaring nature of his superiors. He vowed to never again sit idly by and witness another genocide. His name was Apep.


  Finished with the decimation of Mars, the Great Old Ones moved on to the next life-bearing planet: Earth.


  No intelligent life had yet evolved on the blue planet, so the extermination of life met much less resistance on Earth than it had on Mars. The Great Old Ones began by eradicating the strongest creatures on the planet, the dinosaurs.


  Knowing his superiors would not intervene, Apep decided to act on his own. Assembling a group of young idealistic Watchers like himself, he was determined to save life on Earth. The rogue Watchers journeyed to Earth and did battle with the Great Old Ones. The elder Watchers did not interfere, as was their custom. It was a glorious battle. Lesser beings might call it a war of the gods, or an apocalypse, for never had the Great Old Ones encountered a race as mighty as the Watchers. But despite their great power, the rogue Watchers were unaccustomed to warfare and suffered heavy losses in battle with beings that knew only chaos, mayhem, and death.


  The extinction of the dinosaurs continued while the surviving Watchers recuperated and formulated a new plan. Their forces depleted, Apep realized that the superior intellect of the Watchers was the only way to defeat the Great Old Ones. The only way to victory was to trick the enemy.


  Traps were set, and they worked. The Great Old ones were tricked, ambushed, and defeated. The hideous demons from the stars expected to overwhelm their enemies with sheer might. Never before had they encountered beings attempting to out-think and deceive them. Great Cthulhu himself, the maniacal leader of the Great Old Ones, was subued and deposited in an enormous megalithic prison that the Watchers sunk to the blackest depths of the sea, which they intended to be the accursed thing’s final resting place. But over the eons, the alien science and magicks that restrained Cthulhu weakened and the monstrous Sleeper on the ocean floor dreamed his evil into the world.


  


  Proud of their victory over the Great Old Ones, the survivng Watchers, now calling themselves the Divine Council, vowed to serve a different purpose. They would protect and encourage the development of life, especially intelligent life, amongst the stars. They would work to defeat the likes of the Great Old Ones.


  On Earth, the Divine Council fixed the damage that had been done to the ecosystem and sat back as evolution took its course, interfering only when they felt it absolutely necessary. It was a more noble purpose than the race of Elohim had pursued before, they believed.


  Seven thousand years from the present day, in what could be called the ninety-third century, A.D., Mother Earth has become a different place; the oceans have risen and fallen again, taking with them a large majority of the once-dominant species on the planet. Ninety percent of mankind lived near the coasts and, despite warnings of the best and brightest scientists, were ill-prepared for the cataclysms that came.


  Governments collapsed, infrastructure faded away, and technology became just a memory when the power plants stopped operating. But humans are nothing, if not survivors. Societies rebuilt gradually, resembling the pocket societies and city-states of old, before travel and communication opened the world to almost everyone. Earth was a bigger place again.


  The stars were almost right. The world had long since moved on. The time was coming for the Sleeper to awaken and bring a hellish end to this blue planet.


  All hope was not yet lost, however. A few surviving members of that race of elder gods, the Watchers, were still manipulating humanity’s destiny, unseen.


  Prophecies foretold the births of twin heroes, children of the gods … and the wisest mystics waited patiently for the arrival of the Bringers of Light.


  PART 1


  Friends, I stand before you today to tell you


  That too long, has mankind, in its infinite arrogance


  Believed itself to be the masters of this Earth.


  Science, technology, knowledge; these things mean nothing.


  Well, I’m here friends to tell you today


  That there is only one Lord of this World


  And his name friends, is Great Cthulhu


  And someday brothers and sisters, when the stars are right


  Great Cthulhu – He’s coming home.


  


  H.P. Lovecraft by Cockfight Club


  


  Chapter 1: The Horned God


  On rare nights, the Mouth of Hell sang with the chorus of ten thousand devils. The crashing surf resonated off stark coastal cliffs like the mesmerizing chant of a lonesome monastery. The bonfires of Beltane dotted the landscape – distant candles, burning brightly this night to welcome the arrival of summer. When the wind shifted just right, faint singing could be heard in the distance, as even the watchmen of Wales were reveling and making merry. As she walked alone along the dark shore of Porth Neigwl, known also as Hell’s Mouth, Faeliry couldn’t tell which song was being sung. She knew, however, that most carols sung on May Eve were loud and bawdy. The lack of watchful eyes and preoccupation of the men of Llanengan village drew Faeliry away from the raucous bonfires and into the peaceful night. Faeliry loved the sea at night. It called to her when she was alone, and on this sacred night of Beltane, the Hell’s Mouth spat its rough surf into the shore, bellowing to little Fae.


  No matter how foolhardy her mother told her it was, Faeliry knew that Beltane was a perfect time to slip out into the night undetected. Even Fae’s brothers were likely “occupied” in a manner befitting the celebration of summer’s eve. This night would be special for Fae in her own way; she intended to make a pilgrimage to Mynydd Rhiw, the highest point on the peninsula, and Ffynnon Aelrhiw, the holy well located there. It felt right. The view would be spectacular and she would have the hill to herself. Faeliry only wished that this May Day could truly bring about what it symbolized, new beginnings, new hope, and new life. The trek would be a long four miles at night, but an uplifting one nonetheless. Fae strolled barefoot on the moonlit beach, taking her time, soaking it all in. After all, there was as much reward in the journey as there was in reaching the destination.


  Waves washed the luminous white beach — crashing, splashing, thrumming and drumming. Drumming a constant beat against the coast, sending a fine spray into the air, a mist spread over the shoreline. Moonlight flickered along the rippling surface of the sea, ten thousand candles in the breeze. Fae left her footprints behind briefly before the tide erased her trace. Step after step she made her way across the sacred sand as calm tranquility came over her. She felt herself go inward and as her feet wandered, her thoughts wandered. Faeliry drifted back four years ago, to her coming of age celebration.


  At age thirteen, some said she arrived into womanhood late. Her mother had said the Goddess allowed Fae to experience childhood to the fullest. Fae wanted that day to come so badly, but, as people sometimes say, be careful what you wish for. Faeliry learned that womanhood was as much a curse as it was a blessing. But her mother and aunts had performed a beautiful ceremony, and it made it that much easier for her. She was adorned in a red robe, signifying the blood, and was brought into the sacred circle with the women. As she gazed into a flickering candle, the women burned fragrant herbs and resins and prayed over her. They anointed her with special oil and invited her to pray to the Goddess. She was then welcomed into womanhood. It was a very moving experience for Fae. And now there was so much to learn and experience. She struggled with the feelings and desires that had manifested. Some called her “Faeliry the Fairy Girl,” because of her unearthly beauty. She suspected it was also because of her mysterious affinity to nature. She was sure that the strange journey she now took to Mynydd Rhiw on Beltane Eve would only add to her fairy mystique.


  Lost in her memories and with no sense of time, she crossed the distance in a trance, hours passing in what felt like minutes. When she approached the sacred well, Faeliry felt a hypnotic peace. Her mind was free of all cares and concerns and all tension drained away. She felt connected to all things. Everything was sacred and possessed spirit. As she drew closer, Fae could make out a shadow sitting at the well. It was either a man, or a reclining deer beside the spring. No, neither deer nor man, but something of both. A figure sat cross-legged at the well with his hands outstretched. In his right, he held a torque of gold, a twisted collar which ancient Celts sometimes wore around their necks. In his left was a staff in the shape of a ram-horned serpent and on his head, he wore a crown of antlers.


  Feeling no fear, Faeliry addressed the seated figure, “Hail, stranger! Bright Blessings on this holy eve.”


  Silently, the man extended his hand and offered the torque to her. Without a word, Fae took it and placed it about her neck. She sat down to the left of the silent stranger. The horned man picked up an ornate chalice, drew some water from the spring, and presented it to her. Fae drank of the water. It was cold, oddly sweet and suddenly her head tingled. After partaking of the water, it was as if her awareness had suddenly been heightened, and Fae noticed a strange group of animals encircling them. She didn’t know how she hadn’t seen them before, because they were clearly there.


  To the horned man’s right stood a seven-tined stag, strong and proud. Behind him, a wolf of silver fur and ivory teeth panted happily, like the family pet. A wild-eyed boar stubbornly challenged a majestic white bull across from them. Beside them, was a determined-looking mountain goat. Closest to Fae, immediately to her left was a beautiful lioness, lazily licking one paw. And lastly, in the pool, swam a long-snouted, spiny sturgeon. But none of these noble creatures seemed terribly threatening, nor were they threatened by her presence. Rather, the beasts seemed to honor the horned man.


  Deep in her trance, sights, sounds and smells overpowered Fae’s senses. The antlered man cupped water from the well and anointed Faeliry with it. He took her hands in his and together they stood. Fae followed his gaze to the top of Mynydd Rhiw where two solitary flames burned in the night. His eyes met hers and together they ascended the mountain, the beasts following behind.


  On top of the mountain, there stood two torches burning beside a large unlit pyre. The horned man took one, Fae the other. Holding hands, they ignited the kindling as one. Flames erupted and the couple retreated from the pressing heat. His muscular form glowing in the firelight, the horned god pulled Faeliry close to him. Cupping Fae’s chin gently in the palm of his strong hand, he looked deeply into her eyes and smiled a gentle and reassuring smile. At first, Fae was overcome with a sense of tranquility, as if all the problems of the world had vanished, if only for just this night. Then Fae felt a desire, a need to be with this strong man, this master of beasts, this god. If anything, or anyone had the power to drive back the darkness and heal the land, surely it was this being before her. Her lips sought his and they kissed. Tingling sensations surged through Faeliry’s small body. Streaks of light filled her vision and the small hairs on her body rose, as if moved by static electricity. Fae knew she had been kissed by a god. The couple turned and faced their animistic witnesses.


  The beasts snorted, grunted, and bowed down before their masters. On top of the mountain, man and woman held hands and were warmed by the fire. Fae felt no fear, for she knew it was good, it was right, and it was time. The beasts watched in awe as the horned man tenderly removed Faeliry’s robe. He was awed at her innocence and spectral beauty. The horned man’s tunic fell away. On top of the mountain, god and goddess joined together, spilling the blood of a girl’s first coupling. On top of the mountain, love blazed like a bonfire and sacred twins were conceived. On top of the mountain…


  Chapter 2: The Summoning


  They came from the North in mid-autumn. It was a similar story for all three; a dream, a vision, a spirit guide … “Go to Fair Shetland.” From Thule they came, from Skye and from Lappland. On Fair Shetland, more would be revealed.


  Coming from nearby Skye, Rhosyn arrived first. Samhain was the time of year when Rhosyn had the most responsibilities, it being the most sacred day of the year for her order. So much time and effort went into the preparation that she always took her holiday immediately after All Souls Day.


  Rhosyn had a sister she rarely saw, Tegwen whose duties as haegtessa kept her as busy as Rhosyn’s duties did as Lacus Domina (lady of the lake). It was tradition to stay the week at their family home on Skye after All Souls Day. They reminisced and renewed the ties that bind. This was the most relaxing time of the year for both sisters.


  The Feast of Magnus was on the third day of their holiday. A grand potluck dinner was held in Portree, the biggest city on Skye, every year at the Feast of Magnus. Traditional Northern dishes were most popular. There would certainly be haggis, hotch-potch, stovies, crowdie, beef and lamb.


  Tegwen was busy preparing the Colcannon Stew while Rhosyn, who had already baked the Black Bun, went for a stroll in the brisk autumn air. Rhosyn pulled her plaid flannel cloak closed as she walked through the fairie glen behind the MacBain homestead, just outside of Uig. Drawing the hood up over her long, braided, cinnamon hair, much more ashen now than it had been just a few years ago, (how the duties of Lacus Domina aged one so), Rhosyn whistled a tune to the spirits of the glen.


  As Rhosyn passed half a dozen lonely-looking birch trees, something moved in one of the trees; something green. She whistled some more, pretending to look away while trying to keep the tree in her peripheral vision. Something moved quickly. Whatever was there was watching her. Rhosyn called out, trying to coax it in her most pleasant and reassuring voice. Nothing happened. Fairies were such elusive creatures, so she continued on her journey, intent on stopping at the little-known waterfall not far way and relaxing for a while.


  As she strolled along the ancient path there was a distinct feeling of being watched. She occasionally heard what might have been a titter and would catch something just out of the corner of her eye, but when she turned her head to try and catch a glimpse, she saw nothing. At last Rhosyn reached the hidden waterfall, spread her cloak out on the ground, sat down and rested. After a few minutes, a small green elf peered out from behind a rock.


  “Oh. Oh! You are still here.” He ducked back behind the mossy rock.


  “Please come out,” Rhosyn said. “I promise I won’t bite.” She smiled in case he peeked back around, which he did not. She frowned. “I am very friendly. I have never harmed a single elf in all my life.”


  “That’s good,” the rock seemed to say.


  Rhosyn tapped her foot lightly. “Are you Ghillie Dhu?”


  Slowly, one little elf eye peeked out, then the other. “You’ve heard of me?”


  “So, it is you. Oh yes, when I was a little girl I always hoped to meet you. You were supposed to be a friend to children.” Rhosyn smiled again.


  “I am. I love children. I would never harm a child.”


  “Yes, I know. I’ve heard stories of how you helped scared children find their way home when they were lost,” Rhosyn said, overly impressed.


  Ghillie Dhu climbed on top of the small mossy rock and sat on it. He was a very small elf dressed in leaves and moss; not much taller than her water pail. “That’s true, I have done that. Kids get lost. They need help.”


  “Maybe that’s why I never saw you, I never got lost. I know my way around the isle.” Rhosyn nodded.


  Ghillie Dhu raised his arms to emphasize a point. “Lost kids get sad. And scared. They need help.”


  “Oh yes, I guess, in a way I was lucky. But still, I always wanted to meet you.” Her eyes lit up with delight.


  “Meet me? But I’m just me. I’m nobody.”


  “You’re Ghillie Dhu.” She opened her palms as if introducing him.


  “I guess so,” he scratched his chin then opened his mouth to speak several times, but cut himself off. Rhosyn just waited until, at last, he found the words. “Are you Rosey?”


  Rhosyn was a bit surprised, but tried not to show it. “Well, yes I am. I wasn’t aware we had met before?”


  “No. No. But … I'm supposed to see Rosey. Saw you, so I guess that’s it.” He got up to leave.


  Startled, Rhosyn leaned forward with a lurch. “Um, Ghillie Dhu, please wait.”


  He stopped and looked back over his shoulder. “Why?”


  “You were supposed to see me?” Rhosyn twirled her fingers near her temple, thinking. “Is there anything else?”


  “Like what?” Ghillie Dhu shrugged.


  “Like, were you supposed to give me something?” Encounters with magickal beings were rare, even for the Lacus Domina, and Rhosyn suspected this was no chance meeting. He shook his head. She placed a finger on her temple. “Show me something?” Again, he shook his head. Rubbing her chin, Rhosyn said, “Tell me something?”


  He started to shake his head, but stopped. “Oh. Ohhhhh. Yes, that’s it.” Ghillie Dhu smiled.


  “Well?” Rhosyn raised her eyebrows, curious what sort of message one of the wee folk might have for her.


  “Well what?”


  “What are you supposed to tell me?” Her heart beat a little faster, but outwardly she tried to appear calm. It was well known that elves were easy to spook.


  “Oh that. Right. Hm. Let’s see here. See Rosey on Skye. Tell her to ride a pony.” The little guy nodded, but also frowned, as if unsure.


  “Ride a pony?” Rhosyn shook her head, pulled down her hood and smiled brightly, trying to coax the real message from the elf. “That can’t be right.”


  “No? Hmm. Rosey. Skye. Shetland. Oooh. Go to the Fair on Shetland!” Ghillie Dhu looked very pleased with himself, certain he had delivered the correct message now.


  “That sounds better.” Rhosyn pointed with both hands. “When is this Fair in Shetland?”


  “Ummmm. Now?” Ghillie Dhu shrugged.


  “Are you sure you have it right this time, Ghillie?”


  “Yep. Nope. Wait.” He scratched his head and mumbled to himself, counting his fingers. “Go to Fair Shetland?”


  “Fair Isle? In the Shetlands?” Rhosyn thought about it. “Yes, I bet that is the proper message. I doubt they have any festivals this time of year.” Ghillie Dhu bobbed his head back and forth, lost in his own thoughts. “Ghillie?”


  “Rosey?”


  “Why must I go to Fair Shetland?”


  He counted his fingers again. “Two more will come. Like you. Wait for them.”


  “Good, got it. Do you know what we are supposed to do?” Like me, she thought. Mystics, priestesses, witches. Something is brewing.


  “I like children. They’re nice.” He grinned innocently.


  “I know. I guess that’s it then. You have my thanks, little Ghillie.” Rhosyn looked away, trying to imagine what might be in store for her on Fair Isle.


  “They’re coming,” Ghillie Dhu said, but his voice was different, deeper and more commanding, and there was a mesmerized look in his eyes, as if he were no longer in command of his own mind.


  “The two like me? I know, you said so.” Rhosyn was lost in her own thoughts, and Ghillie Dhu’s new countenance had not fully registered to her.


  “No. The children. The shining twins. They are coming. It is time, Rhosyn,” the elf said.


  “Shining twins? The Lightbringers?” Rhosyn’s jaw dropped for a moment. She noticed the trance that had overtaken the elf and the way his speech had changed. Whatever had given Ghillie Dhu his message appeared to have stepped in to deliver it personally.


  Ghillie Dhu nodded. “Yes. You must prepare.”


  “Oh, thank the Goddess!” Rhosyn exclaimed. “Is there anything else, my lord?” she said, acknowledging the divine presence speaking through Ghillie Dhu, but the little elf’s head dropped and rested on his chest as he began snoring. “There’s still time then. There’s still hope.” She ran over to Ghillie Dhu’s rock and plucked him up. He snapped awake, looking terrified, but all she did was catch him, kiss him and release him. Sighing with relief, he scurried a few steps away.


  “Thank you, Ghillie. This is the best news I’ve had in … well, it’s the best ever.” She waved.


  Ghillie Dhu waved back. “Bye Rosey.” Rhosyn ran back to the house. She informed her sister Tegwen of the news, and was promptly off to Fair Shetland. Rhosyn arrived first, so she waited. Two more were coming. She knew this was true because Ghillie Dhu told her so.


  Coming from Thule, Osk was next. Osk had been walking the steel gray shores of Vik alone, the rhythm of the rolling waves calming her, soothing her soul, while she collected seashells for the children at the Yule festival. Hiking up the skirt of her royal blue kyrtill — one of her ceremonial dresses — to keep it from getting wet, she bent down to dislodge an unusually colorful shell, and heard strange laughter coming from the sea.


  “Who’s there?” Osk called. She saw a man swimming in the sea, but when he dove under the surface to come closer, Osk saw he was no man. From the waist down, he was a seal. He surfaced again and Osk watched him curiously.


  “Hello, Osk”, he said, shaking his head, water spraying from his hair.


  “You know me, but I don’t know you,” Osk said. She straigtened up, presenting herself as a proper lady.


  “You know me,” the man in the sea said. He bobbed up and down with the incoming waves.


  She did. Osk knew very well from the lore of her people who this creature must be. Half man, half seal, there was only one creature that fit that description. “You are the Marbendill.”


  “I am.” The Marbendill bowed. “You must go to Fair Shetland.”


  Osk glanced sideways at the Marbendill. She was much too busy with holiday preparations and her duties as Volva to go on a mission based solely on the word of a creature she had until just recently believed was mythical. “Why would I go to Fair Shetland?”


  “Something special is going to happen.” The Marbendill smiled, swimming back and forth a little.


  “On Fair Shetland?” She raised a dubious eyebrow.


  “No, not on Fair Shetland,” the Marbendill explained. “On Fair Shetland you will meet two others, a Noadi and a Seidkona who will join you on your journey.”


  “Ah, I see,” Osk said. She saw where this was going, and became irritated. Osk had no time for magickal goose chases. “Now why should I trust the word of the Marbendill?”


  “I have never lied to you before.” The Marbendill cast down his eyes and pouted.


  Gentle rolling waves washed over Osk’s feet, wetting the hem of her kyrtill. Osk waggled her finger at him. “We have never met before.”


  “Good point,” said the Marbendill. “I promise I will never lie to you. You have my word.” His eyes gleamed in the moonlight like a pushy merchant in the marketplace who has just realized that his mark has taken the bait.


  Tapping her fingers together, Osk said, “How am I supposed to know your word is good?” Maybe, just maybe, she thought, she could still talk her way out of this.


  “Have you ever had a Marbendill give you his word before?”


  Osk tilted her head slightly. “No.” She had not, of course, ever met one of the strange sea folk. She had not even believed they existed, until now.


  Swishing his tail in the water, the Marbendill said, “It’s a good promise.”


  “Fine. It’s a good promise, but I do not have the time to make this journey.” Osk crossed her arms. “As Volva, I have too many duties on Thule. Too much to do.”


  “What comes of this journey will change the world,” the Marbendill nodded, as if agreeing with himself. He smiled a shark’s grin.


  “Well … it is much too dangerous to cross the ocean. Surely you know that. The waters are no longer a safe place. I do not have the means.” Osk turned her back on the Marbendill.


  “I will provide you with protection. You will have a safe journey, my lady.”


  “On the return trip as well?” Osk asked. As much as she wanted to avoid this mission, in her heart she knew it was a trip she must take.


  “Yes, on the return trip as well.”


  Tapping her finger on her lips, she thought about it for several moments. Her duties as healer and spiritual advisor to her people were important. On the other hand, when a mythical sea creature came forth with a message from the gods, one had to take that seriously. The six-hundred-mile journey ahead would surely be dangerous. She couldn’t make the trip dressed only in her blue kyrtill. “I’ll need to pack some things. When do we leave?”


  It was sunset as Rhosyn chanted on the shore of Fair Shetland; she saw a strange sight in the sea. A boat approached her, a small dinghy, with only one passenger. Seals were surrounding and propelling the boat through the water. A dozen of them, perhaps even a dozen plus one. The seals escorted the boat to the shore, the passenger stepped out and onto the backs of the seals, which glistened like glossy black stepping stones in the sea. They nodded at her and departed silently under the waves.


  “Hello, I am Osk,” the passenger said.


  “Greetings, dear, I am Rhosyn. We wait for one more.”


  The last was Talvikki, who was very far away when she received her message. Talvikki was searching for Meandash, a reindeer known for being very tricky, full of lies and mischief. If she could just sneak up on him and pat him on the haunch, she would pass the final Seidkona test. She searched all over the cold and windy peninsula of Kola, until, despite her heavy bear-fur boots, frostbite threatened to take her toes. Still, she could not find the elusive reindeer. She asked everyone she met if they had seen Meandash, but the answer was always the same: “Oh, you just missed him.”


  Talvikki followed the reindeer’s trail, walking in his footsteps, but she could never quite catch up to him. Discouraged, having failed to pass the last test, she needed help, she needed a vision. Talvikki went to Halti Peak where the ancient ones went to seek guidance and clarity in dark times. She climbed up the mountain, chewing on Alder bark to aid her journey to the spirit world and spitting out the crimson residue. Talvikki came to a mountain stream she had to cross. Crossing the stream, she spat some of the reddish residue from the Alder bark into the water, where it eddied and whirled in a swirling scarlet glaze, spreading silently and unseen in the water behind her, thickening as her feet left the water, clotting among the stones and vines like spilled blood.


  Talvikki reached the ledge where she would await her vision. She waited and waited, but no vision came. On the third night, bored and hungry, she played her fadno flute to pass the time, but it seemed hopeless, no Meandash and no vision. Playing on her fadno, its deep reedy notes carrying away in the chilly mountain breeze, the music hypnotizing, her thoughts drifting, body swaying, Talvikki’s eyes snapped opened when she thought she heard footsteps. Stopping to listen but hearing no sound, she resumed playing. Again … footsteps. She stopped and listened, but hearing nothing, she continued playing, this time with more zest. The footsteps returned but Talvikki kept playing, just to make sure. She played on and the footfalls grew nearer, near enough for her to draw her stuorraniibi, or “big knife,” and spin around, catching the intruder by surprise. Instead of an intruder, however, there stood a very large, very white reindeer. As soon as she saw him, a pungent musky odor overwhelmed her and Talvikki was shocked that she hadn’t smelled him coming first.


  “Why were you chasing me?” the reindeer said, its head tilting to the side. With its pink tongue peeking out, the reindeer seemed to be smiling ever so slyly at her.


  “Meandash?” Talvikki put the knife away.


  “Of course, Meandash. Were you chasing any other reindeer?” The talking animal snorted.


  “No,” she said. “Just you.” Grinning to herself, Talvikki thought, At last.


  “Why?”


  Talvikki tapped her fadno lightly on her rocky perch and swept a foot in the dirt back and forth. “I had a dream. Bear told me to catch Meandash and I would pass the final test. I couldn’t catch you, I didn’t pass.”


  The reindeer peered at her. “Yes, I am too quick and too smart for you.”


  “It would seem, yet here you are. It is a good trap that the rabbit runs to.” She continued to tap the fadno and draw circles in the dirt with her foot.


  Meandash stepped closer to her. “I came to deliver a message. You must go to Fair Shetland. That is the message.” He nodded.


  “Who gave you this message?” Talvikki asked, swirling her foot, tapping a rhythmic beat with the flute, swirling and sweeping, tapping and tapping.


  Meandash watched her foot, mesmerized. “I heard it in the wind, while you pursued me. I heard it in your footsteps when you were close. I heard it in the river, while you waded.”


  “I got close enough for you to hear my footsteps? You watched me bathe in the river?” Talvikki asked, exasperated. “That’s embarassing. My body isn’t what it was when I was a younger girl.”


  “Sometimes I would even double back and follow you.” He winked.


  “Wonderful.” She rolled her eyes to herself, but kept on tapping and swirling, tapping and swirling.


  The reindeer’s head followed the swirling. “So, you have your message. Follow me no more, you will never catch me. I am too quick and smart for you.”


  “Yes, you beat me.” Talvikki kicked a loose stone, sending it bouncing off the cliff behind Meandash. Startled out of his hypnotic daze, he turned his head sharply. Seizing her chance, Talvikki lunged forward and patted him on his haunch, proclaiming, “Ha!” The reindeer bounded away, mortified that the shaman had fooled him.


  Hiking down Mount Halti, a sense of euphoria came over Talvikki, and she could barely contain her smile. The air was crisp and clean, as snow flurries tumbled out of the sky. She stuck out her tongue and caught one. Gotcha, she thought, just like the reindeer, and her grin widened. When she reached the mountain stream again, she saw that it had become a raging red river of blood, with waves like lungs. Magick had touched the mountain today. There was no way for her to cross the river. No matter, she had passed the final test. She was a Seidkona now, and she could fly.


  Chapter 3: The Wise Women


  Rhosyn and Osk relaxed atop a grassy cliff on the coast of Fair Shetland, the last light of dusk drifting away. They were taking in the glorious sunset, sea and sky merging into a fiery orange and pink panorama, when they spotted a silent silhouette, a dark swan, gliding gracefully over the calm sea. The swan skimmed along the surface, its wingtips tapping the water softly with every downward stroke.


  Reaching the land, the large black bird began a slow spiraling ascent to the top of the cliff where the two women rested. The black swan fluttered down a few feet from them. Standing on two legs, spreading its wings wide, neck reaching towards the sky, the legs grew longer, its body stretched upward, and the long neck shrunk down as blonde hair sprouted from its head. At last, a black feather-covered woman stood there in the waning light of day. She shook her arms, legs, and body vigorously, and all the feathers fell away, floating down to the grass below her. “Phew, I didn’t know flying could take so much out of you. Birds make it look so easy,” she said as she winked at the two.


  Early the next morning, just before daybreak, it rained. When the sun rose, the rain had passed. The three women awoke in the dew to a magnificent morning rainbow, a peculiar rainbow, more like a giant spirit snake, shimmering and slithering in the sky. Witnessing such a sight, the women knew what they had to do. The three wise women climbed into Osk’s small boat and, hugging the coastline, followed the serpent that showed them the way. Taking turns, they rowed for four days, while at night they would beach the boat and sleep. Every morning, just before sunrise, it misted a little, and the rainbow serpent returned. It took them past Orkney, along the coastline first west, and finally south. The serpent guided them until, on the fourth day, they reached the end of the rainbow.


  Preparations were made for the all-important November run, the last deep sea-fishing trip of the year. It was vital to catch enough game fish, most notably tuna, to get the little fishing village of Llanengan through the hard winter months when the waters were too dangerous to sail. If the catch was insufficient, fishermen would have to brave the increasingly dangerous and turbulent winter ocean. Many men were lost at sea on trips made after the November run.


  Faeliry’s older brothers, Deverell and Griffith Morgan, who would be on that trip, were now sweaty and sandy from raking cockles in the early morning. While hauling their catch into town, they noticed excitement on the beach where a crowd had gathered around three oddly dressed women who seemed to have washed ashore in a tiny rowboat. As they loaded the last sacks onto their cart, the older, Deverell, told his brother to run over and find out what the commotion was about. The crowd shot quite a few glances in his direction after Griffith appeared. The younger brother returned with interesting news.


  “They say they’re here to see the girl who is with child,” Griffith said, hunched over with his hands on his knees, out of breath.


  “The girl who … Fae?” Thinking of his little sister, Deverell became instantly protective, his hand reflexively dropping to the hilt of his bowie knife on his belt.


  Still huffing, Griffith nodded. “I think so.”


  Deverell glared at the strange women, unsure of their intentions. “Who are they? Where are they from?”


  Griffith stood upright and shrugged. “They come from the North. They say they’ll explain who they are when they get to see the girl.”


  “This doesn’t make any sense.” Deverell narrowed his eyes with suspicion. “How did they travel that far in one little rowboat? And why?”


  “Don’t know.” Griffith shrugged again.


  “Hmm, well we have to get this cart back to town, then we’ll go see Ma and tell her what’s going on.” Deverell grabbed one handle and his brother the other. With a heave and a creak, the cart full of cockles lurched forward toward Llanengan.


  Branna Morgan was in sweets. She kept a store in town that sold candy, pastries, and baked goods. A sign over the door displayed a picture of a chestnut-haired woman, shrugging her shoulders with a “what can you do?” look on her face (clearly Branna) with a ball and chain around her ankle, holding a tray of biscuits. It was called the “Sweete Shoppe.” She opened in the morning and drew in customers by serving griddlecakes, anglesey crepes, and laverbread for breakfast. She didn’t offer a lunch menu, but cold pork pie was always available. As for cakes, she offered a wide variety, but Branna Morgan’s Black Cake was famous throughout Snowdonia.


  On any given day, one would also be able to find honey cake, bakestones, gingerbread, and buttermilk cake.


  Branna made and sold three kinds of bread: laver seaweed, leek and sage, and speckled tea bread. Her speckled tea bread (or bara brith), was her best seller.


  Afternoons before closing was when her lighter fare flew off the shelves. Her golden, brynog, chocolate chip and sweet finger biscuits seemed to be a favorite of the men on their way home.


  Children would stop in all day long for her selection of sweets which included the local favorites of toffee, mint humbugs, licorice, jelly babies, and of course, chocolate.


  Her daughter, Faeliry, was primarily the candy maker in the family. Branna loved to bake, but Faeliry always had her hands in sugar. It was a tribute to the Morgan metabolism that they didn’t all suffer from obesity. Her sons, on the other hand, always smelled of fish and were rarely allowed in the store until after they had cleaned themselves. Deverell and Griffith had gone to rake cockles this morning and Branna expected them back within the hour. Just as she filled the mint humbug basket, her youngest son, Griffith, came charging through the door, covered in sand and smelling like fish.


  “Hey, get out. Get out!” She made swatting gestures, scolding her son as if he were still a young lad. “You can’t come in here looking like that. Fish and sand don’t go with cakes!”


  “Sorry, Ma.” Griffith said, panting and out of breath. “Important,” he huffed.


  “Not that important, go outside and wait for me,” Branna said. He held up his hand and wheezed. She pointed to the door and Griffith stumbled out. Branna took off her apron, slapped it down on the counter with a puff of white flour, and followed her son out the door.


  From behind the candy counter, Faeliry, now six months pregnant, saw her brother clearly point at her and then point back to the beach. Curious, she dusted the confectionary sugar off her hands and went outside to see what was going on. Faeliry heard her brother say something about strange women when she noticed a large crowd moving down the main street toward them, following three strange women, two of whom were dressed oddly. There was another who appeared to be Scottish, but was obviously with the other two.


  “They’re coming to see Fae,” Griffith said, having regained his wind.


  “Whatever for?” Branna asked, curious.


  “Don’t know, Ma,” Griffith said.


  “You’re a big help.” Hands on her hips, Branna glanced at her daughter and back at the oncoming crowd.


  Griffith patted his stomach. “Something about her being pregnant, I think.”


  Branna’s eyes narrowed. Her forehead wrinkled with the same suspicion her son Deverell had displayed earlier. The resemblance was uncanny. “Hmm.”


  “Really?” Faeliry brightened. “Coming to see me? Well, that’s exciting, isn’t it?” Branna frowned at her. “Oh, come on now, Mam. They don’t look very dangerous, do they?” Someone in the crowd pointed out Faeliry to the women and they nodded in affirmation.


  Branna softened. “They do look harmless. A little weird, but harmless.” How dangerous could three middle-aged women be, after all, Branna thought. “I suppose we’re about to have guests. Where is your brother?”


  Griffith pointed. “He’s coming up with the crowd, Ma.”


  “Oh, yes I see. Hopefully he’s found out more than you have.”


  The three visitors arrived with a crowd of locals surrounding them. “Hello, Mrs. Morgan, is it?” said a woman with a northern accent.


  Upon seeing the three women up close, Branna decided a warm welcome was most appropriate. She smiled warmly. “Yes.”


  “My name is Rose, from Skye. My companions here are Osk from Thule and Talvikki from Lappland. We would like your permission to visit with your daughter, Faeliry.”


  Faeliry smiled widely.


  “Since you ask so courteously, that would be nice. Why don’t we all go into our shop? We’ll have tea and something to eat.” Everyone, villagers and all, made for the door and
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