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The woods were dark and damp. It wasn’t the woods that sat at the edge of the farm where Gertrude lived; it was somewhere else, but where? She could see a goblin girl deep in the woods. Gertrude knew it was damp because there were moss mounds along the trail the girl trod. The trees kept moving, changing places, uprooting themselves, something she hadn’t seen while visiting Hollow Woods, except for Shandalar, the Tree of Life. 

The goblin girl carried a lantern, and something half tucked into the many layers of ragged clothes. There was no one else around; the girl was alone. She looked to be about fifteen years old. But how could Gertrude tell she had never met a young goblin before? So, she wasn’t entirely sure. She’d met Zrork, the Leader of the Goblins, at the meeting of The Four Lands, but he was rather old. 

The goblin girl took a path that veered to the left, and the trees, though still moving, were thinning in number. A full moon broke through the canopy, and just at the edge of the trees, the girl stopped beside a greying boulder and an enormous tree. From under her clothes, she pulled out a scroll. Squatting, she dug at the loose dirt, forming a small hole, and placed the scroll in it. She scratched the dirt back into place, burying the scroll under the earth and looking around as she did. She then gathered sticks and leaves from the floor of the woods, adding an extra layer to her secret, and ran off. 

The scry, an ancient form of magic likened to a crystal ball, broke, and with it, Gertrude caught herself before she fell backward, which often happened when she came out of a scry. When she scried, she mainly spied on Summer and her friends Lily and Jasmin; it wasn’t spying exactly; it was just checking in on her elf friends in Hollow Woods and practicing her craft.

After helping save Hollow Woods and her friend Summer from the evil High Elf Folmar, Gertrude and Tristan had returned home to the Appleton farm. She practiced scrying with her three ruby-red stones whenever she could. 

Gertrude sat cross-legged on the floor in the middle of her bedroom with a pile of pillows behind her, just to be safe. Gertrude, now thirteen, tucked her red curls behind her ears and stood. She paced the width of her bedroom. What does this mean? Why am I seeing a goblin girl? Was that the missing Book of Dawning? Reading the ancient scrolls from the elven library, Gertrude learned about the many places beyond the door in the woods. So, the woods must be somewhere in Dolan Thicket, where the Goblins live, she surmised.

Gertrude was baffled. Summer had told her that during a scry, she would only see her friends, people she cared about. What was happening to her? And what was brewing beyond the door in the woods?

She grabbed her scrying stones off the floor and hide them in a sock at the back of a drawer. She dragged on a pair of overalls and an emerald blouse to match, which sat on her bed. The Emblem of Peace hung from a leather rope around her neck. She kissed it and left her room.

She and Tristan had been back at the farm for more than a month. Gertrude was concerned about Tristan; his solemn mood had started to take over his cheerful personality. They both played a part in Saving Hollow Woods. But the only way to stop Folmar’s evil plan was to kill Baxter, Logan’s twin brother. Baxter’s body was host to Folmar, who had escaped the Eternal Prism. Tristan, an excellent marksman in archery, had administered the fatal shot. This had given Gertrude time to perform the ancient song, saving Hollow Woods from ruin and discovery from the outside world.

This new scry changed everything.

I’ll have to find a way to broach the subject with Tristan, though Gertrude as she walked the length of the hallway into the kitchen. She grabbed a handful of cutlery out of the drawer on the bench. Aunt Betty, a well-rounded, short woman with greying hair, hovered in the kitchen. The smell of baking bread and scones filled the air.

‘You’ve been busy this morning,’ said Gertrude, nodding towards a stack of wrapped sandwiches sitting in the middle of the table.

‘Good morning, dear. Pickles and freshly churned cheese.’

‘Delicious.’

Tristan bustled into the kitchen as Gertrude was laying the cutlery on the table for breakfast. Tristan scratched his unruly blond hair. It was getting quite long. His dog followed behind. ‘Go on, Daisy,’ he said, opening the back door for her. He wore an oversized checked shirt tucked into his navy-blue work trousers and a pair of boots.

‘What’s cooking Aunt Betty?’ said Tristan. 

‘Good morning, dear. I have scones in the oven for you to have with your lunch and a loaf of bread to go with the stew for dinner tonight.’

‘Umm...’

‘You must be excited to finally harvest your first crop of potatoes,’ said Gertrude.

‘Sure am,’ he grinned, grabbed his lunch, and marched out the back door. 

Gertrude acknowledged that grin was the first glimmer of happiness Tristan had shown in a while.

It was a pleasant day; the breeze was slight, and there were a few fluffy clouds floating high in the sky. It was midmorning before Gertrude and Aunt Betty emerged from the house, ready to attack the weeds in the front garden. The new garden beds added over the last year were now home to onion weed, an awful pesky weed that had all but taken over the cottage-style garden.

They both kneeled at either end of the garden, working their way into the middle.

‘My dear girl, I know they are weeds, but you seem to be thrashing them to death. Anything on your mind?’

‘Oh.’ said Gertrude, stretching her back. ‘I didn’t realise I was being brutal.’ Gertrude took a deep breath. ‘No, nothing’s bothering me. I’m completely happy,’ she stated, giving Aunt Betty a grin.

‘I’m glad to hear it.’

Gertrude was completely happy most of the time. But she was brooding over the goblin girl. She also worried about Tristan. She so badly wanted to talk to him about the girl, the strange woods, and the scroll.
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‘Tristan, I saw a strange thing when I was scrying this morning,’ Gertrude said. Tristan had just finished washing up before supper.

‘I’ve told you, I’m not interested in Hollow Woods,’ he said, folding his arms.

Gertrude had cornered him in the bathroom. ‘But I don’t think it was Hollow Woods,’ she continued, I think it was in one of The Four Lands, where the Goblins live. The trees move and—’

‘I don’t want to know,’ he spat.

‘You’re impossible sometimes,’ she said, crossing her arms and moving sideways as Tristan pushed past her. She followed him down the hall. ‘What if the elves are in danger?’ she said.

Tristan stopped in his tracks, turned, and looked directly at Gertrude. ‘I can’t, and I won’t go, not yet.’ 

Gertrude pouted, ‘Well, I’ll go on my own.’

Tristan dragged Gertrude by her wrist into her bedroom. ‘It’s not safe to visit the Jaded Woods by yourself. The trees disorientate you.’

‘So, you do know? The Jaded Woods, but where is it?’

‘Promise me, Gertie, you won’t go near the Jaded Woods.’

‘I promise,’ she said with her fingers crossed behind her back. She couldn’t make that promise, not yet. What if the goblin girl is in danger?

‘Once you walk through the tunnel of the Western Entrance and through the gate to Dolan Thicket, instead of going to the village straight ahead, you make a sharp left along the narrow path, and just beyond the second slope, you can see the Jaded Woods.’

Gertrude locked the details into her memory just in case she needed them.

‘There is one more thing.’

‘What?’

‘Summer told me I can only see those who I’m close to, friends and family, when a Human like me scries. So, why am I seeing a goblin girl?’

Tristan shrugged, ‘That’s different.’

‘But what does it mean?’ Tristan shrugged again.

‘Please, leave me out of it.’ 

‘Sorry, alright.’ One thing was for sure: Gertrude had to visit Hollow Woods. She needed to talk with Summer, Logan, and Tutu soon.

Gertrude was in her room preparing for bed. Once she heard Aunt Betty snoring, she threw a cloth over the lamp on her bedside table to dim the light. Then she dragged the three ruby-red stones out of her drawer and placed them on the floor. She sat cross-legged in front of them, with pillows placed behind her. 

She took a deep breath and focused on the stones. The stones started to whirl and swirl brighter. This time, she thought of the goblin girl and entered the scry.

There was the goblin girl inside a hut smaller than Summer’s, stirring a large black pot over a tame fire. Tears ran freely down her face. It was light, daylight. To the left was a tunnel, a black hole that must be the way into the maze of tunnels deep underground. Gertrude remembered reading about the Goblins and their quest to find gold – it was part of their greedy nature. On the other side of the hut lay a woman; she called to the girl. ‘Leesa, sit with me; the time is coming.’

Oh, I can hear her. What is it about this girl? Why her, why now? The hut looked well-kept and had meagre belongings. 

‘Mother, please don’t die.’

‘Leesa, my dear girl. I’m not long on this earth. Remember to smile. Sadness will only bury you.’

And then, the woman took her last breath. 

How incredibly sad, Gertrude thought, as she broke the connection. She felt like she was imposing on this sad family.

That night, Gertrude dreamed of moving trees, a sad goblin girl, a secret path, and a change in her direction. 

At first light, Gertrude dashed out of bed, pulled on her overalls and a light jumper, and ran down to the barn to milk Carmel. She had had a fitful night’s sleep and yawned as she settled into pumping the milk from the cow’s udder. Though she was tired, she also felt different somehow. A strange feeling of sadness. But she had nothing to be sad about. She just couldn’t shake it. 

By the time she got back to the house, tears started building, and her heart pulsed faster. She raced into her room, trying to hide it from Aunt Betty.

She sat on the edge of her bed, overwhelmed with grief. Sobbing. What’s wrong with me? Gertrude hadn’t felt this sad since her parents had disappeared during the bombings over a year ago. Where is this sadness coming from? Just then, Gertrude heard a faint tap on the door.

‘Gertrude, it’s Tristan. Are you alright?’ Gertrude didn’t answer at first. She honestly didn’t know how she would explain why she felt this way. What could she say? 

Tristan tentatively opened the door, closing it behind him. ‘What’s wrong?’ he said, sitting beside her.

‘I...I can’t explain it,’ she said in between sobs. ‘I just feel so, so sad.’  Tristan dragged a handkerchief out of his pocket and offered it to Gertrude. 

‘Don’t tell Aunt Betty.’

‘My lips are sealed,’ he said and then clamped his mouth shut. A tinge of a smile came to Gertrude; it reminded her of the first time she and Tristan met on the train. She wiped her eyes and blew her nose, offering the handkerchief back to Tristan.

‘Nope, it’s yours!’ He pushed her hand away.

Tears continued to well, and Tristan sat in silence next to her.

Gertrude was trying to make sense of this sudden outburst, and the only thing she thought of was how sad the goblin girl Leesa was. 

‘Tristan. I know you don’t want to talk about Hollow Woods, but...’

‘If it will make you feel better, spit it out, Gertie.’

‘Well, well, I’m not sure, but I strongly feel this has to do with the goblin girl. I think it is her sadness I feel. It’s like catching a cold, but I caught her sadness.’

‘That’s strange. How?’

‘I know. But that is the only sadness I’ve seen in a long while. It has to be connected somehow. I saw her last night; her mother died. She’s all alone.’ Gertrude started to sob again.

For one thing, Gertrude felt that her scrying focus had become stronger. But it still didn’t explain how she could see the girl in the first place, let alone hear her and the girl’s mother.

‘I heard them talk.’

‘Really, in the scry?’

‘Yes. Really.’

‘You need to talk to Summer, and soon.’

‘Will you come with me?’ she pleaded. Gertrude was still wiping her nose and dabbing her eyes.

She watched Tristan contemplate the idea of revisiting Hollow Woods. 

‘No, not this time, sorry. I’m just not ready.’

Gertrude left it at that; she could see Tristan was conflicted about when he would return to Hollow Woods. She didn’t want to deter him by pushing him too far. ‘Okay, I’ll leave tomorrow afternoon.’

Gertrude didn’t want to worry Aunt Betty, so she told her she felt a slight cold coming on. Gertrude spent most of the day in her bedroom, where Tristan and Aunt Betty visited occasionally. Aunt Betty even brought in some delicious soup and a knob of bread for lunch.

‘I hope you feel better soon, my dear girl,’ she had said, placing the tray of food on Gertrude’s lap.

She loved Aunt Betty, and when her Aunt Gwen, aunt by blood only, tried to claim Gertrude, Aunt Betty fought for what Gertrude had wanted. She had said, ‘You heard the child. She wishes to stay here with Tristan and I. Give her what she wants and needs. We are her family now.’

Gertrude reminisced while in the confined of her room, and one thing she was curious about was something Aunt Gwen had said. ‘Your mother came from a small-minded village in this county. Personally, I don’t see the attraction. The city has so much more to offer.’ And on that note, she walked out of Gertrude’s life. Gertrude still wondered why she was even bothered by coming at all. Moral obligation, perhaps?

Through her open door, Gertrude heard Mr. and Mrs. Weaver arrive. They were taking Aunt Betty into town for supplies today. Aunt Betty stepped into Gertrude’s room.

‘Are you sure you’ll be alright while I’m gone?’

‘Of course,’ Gertrude sniffled, still not quite over the feeling of sadness.

This gave Gertrude an opportunity to find the information Aunt Betty had on her from the orphanage.
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Gertrude listened as the vehicle taking Aunt Betty into the village crunched down the gravel driveway toward the main road. She pushed open her bedroom door. Walking straight into the living room, she pulled the lace curtains apart and peered out the front window. Aunt Betty was gone. She had about two hours. Gertrude knew Tristan was busy working on the tractor and tinkering in the barn. He wouldn’t bother coming in until Aunt Betty returned to help her lug in the supplies.

After the visit from her Aunt Gwen, Gertrude wrote her a letter thanking her for coming and asking if she knew the name of the village her mother was raised in and her mother’s maiden name, but her aunt still had not replied. Gertrude wondered why, over the years, her mother had never mentioned it either. The only thing Gertrude knew about her mother’s past was she was an only child, and both her mother’s parents died young. Perhaps her mother was too sad to talk about the past. 

Aunt Betty’s desk sat on the opposite side of the room, just below the large clock on the wall. She had to be methodical to ensure the desk looked exactly the way it was. Aunt Betty sensed anything amiss.

The desk had pigeonholes at the back, a few new modern biros to the left, and in the middle sat the farm ledger where Aunt Betty meticulously recorded the income and expenses of the farm. Under the desk were two drawers that ran along the width of the desk. Gertrude opened the left side drawer first. Like the rest of the desk, nothing looked out of place, neatly sorted. Two large envelopes sat in the middle. Gertrude grabbed the top one and placed it on the desk. She dragged the chair out and sat. Tristan’s name was written on the front. She extracted the contents, mainly ledger-size paper, out of the envelope, careful not to dog-ear or crease the off-white pages. 

The first page was the agreement between the orphanage and Aunt Betty, who, by what Gertrude read, was obliged to keep them if she hadn’t returned them within one calendar month. How horrid, treating us like unwanted kittens rejected by their mother. The next page was more interesting. But Gertrude was sure Tristan was abandoned as a baby, left at the doors of the orphanage. But here, on the page, Tristan’s birth certificate states that his mother is Patricia Moore. Does Tristan know his mother’s name? 

The rest of the pages consisted of education reports and letters of correspondence with the orphanage. Gertrude straightened the pages and pushed them back into the envelope, placing it exactly where she had found it. 

Across the top of the second envelope was her name, Gertrude Higgins. The pages were almost the same as the ones she found in Tristan’s envelope, except her birth certificate was missing. That’s strange. She went through the pile of papers a second time. No, it wasn’t there. Gertrude's only conclusion was that the war must have hampered efforts to add that document to the file.

She would ask Aunt Betty to request the birth certificate. I wonder where they are all kept. Every single person’s identity was filed away somewhere; she presumed it was in Britania.

Again, Gertrude slotted the pages back into the envelope and placed them back into the left-hand drawer. The clock told her she still had an hour to continue her search. Next, she opened the drawer on the right. It contained four large envelopes and a diary. But after scrutinising each one, she still had no answers to her questions. What was her mother’s maiden name, and where was she born? The documents enclosed detailed Gertrude’s date of birth, her parents’ names, their address in Britania before the bombing, and a line that read, ‘parents missing never found.’ The next page was about Gertrude’s attitude and the picture painted of her by the governess. 

‘Gertrude shows signs of denial and unrealistic expectation.’

Silly old cow. 

The file was thin. There wasn’t much of her life in it, not the important bits, Gertrude grimaced. Her mother would have been thirty-five years old this year.

But what she did find out, which she would share with Tristan soon, was that when Aunt Betty died, the farm was left to them. A tear trickled down her cheek, and she caught it before it splashed onto the page. She hadn’t thought about her future, and why would she? She was only thirteen. But knowing she and Tristan had a place they could call their own made Gertrude feel safe and loved. 

Gertrude stood after replacing the envelopes. She tucked the chair in so it was nestled back under the desk, grabbed a glass of milk and a biscuit from the kitchen, and went back to her room. The sadness was almost at bay, bar a few sniffles and tears here and there.
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The next day, around about mid-morning, Gertrude was sitting on the tractor. This was her first lesson. She had watched Tristan plenty of times; it seemed simple enough. Tristan started the engine. Gertrude gripped the stirring wheel tightly.

‘Loosen your grip, Gert.’

‘Oh, alright.’

Aunt Betty stood on the front veranda watching with a worried scrunch of her brows.

‘Alright, Gert, stick your foot on the clutch here and hold it down. No, not that foot, the other one. Next, put your right foot on the brake, the middle pedal.’

‘Yep. Now what.’

‘Next, throw it into first gear, like this.’ Tristan took Gertrude’s hand, placed it on the gear stick, and helped her push it into gear. ‘Right, O, ease up slowly with the clutch – not quite to the top.’

‘And how will I know I’m not quite at the top?’

‘You should feel a difference in the pedal and an ever so slight change in the engine's sound. Try it.

push down on it anytime you need to.’ He continued to show her how to change the gears until he thought she had it right.

‘Can I go yet, professor,’ she teased.

‘Just remember to push on the middle pedal to stop. Don’t plough down the fence,’ he teased back.

Gertrude gently lifted her foot off the clutch while pushing on the gas pedal, and off she went. She had been around the field twice with no problem of any kind until she noticed a bird swooping down at Carmel, who was grazing in another field.

She panicked, and now she was heading straight towards the only tree in the field. Instead of braking, she accelerated. Tristan hadn’t been paying attention, and Aunt Betty yelled the warning. Tristan bolted into action, running as fast as he could.

‘The brake, Gert, use the brake,’ he yelled. 

Tristan jumped onto the moving tractor, which Gertrude thought was ever so brave, and almost sat on Gertrude to place his foot on the pedal and squeeze on the brake gently. He pulled the runaway tractor up two yards short of the tree.

‘That was too close, Gert.’

‘Sorry,’ she grimaced. ‘Thank you. That was rather silly of me. Though it was my first lesson.’

‘I know we need a new tractor, but that’s taking it too far.’

‘Sorry, again,’ she shrugged. ‘I best see to Aunt Betty. I believe I’ve given her quite a scare.’

Gertrude ran back to the house. She trod up the steps and hugged Aunt Betty.

‘My dear girl. What on earth were you thinking.’

‘Not a lot, so it seems,’ Gertrude replied. ‘Sorry I worried you. I promise to be more careful next time. If there was a next.’ 

After lunch, Tristan returned to the barn to tinker with the tractor – he’d called her Nelly, which pleased Aunt Betty immensely. 

‘Aunt Betty,’ said Gertrude as she cleared the table. I would like to find out more about my mother’s family. Do you have a copy of my birth certificate?’ Gertrude knew Aunt Betty didn’t have a copy, but she also didn’t want Aunt Betty to know she had been snooping about.

‘I know for a fact the orphanage had trouble retrieving one for you. You know, with the bombing and confusion, I’ll write to the authorities after my nap.’ 

Gertrude knew that if it had been left until then, it wouldn’t have been sent by the time she returned from Hollow Woods. It was weird how the time worked.

‘What about if I help you now?’

‘Well, I suppose so. Bert will be passing by to collect the mail within the hour.’

‘Marvellous, let’s get started.’

‘My, my, you’re certainly in a hurry.’ 

Gertrude grinned. 

They both entered the living room, and Aunt Betty positioned herself on the chair in front of the desk, purchased a fresh sheet of paper, smoothed it out, and began to write.

When she finished, Aunt Betty held the paper up and blew on the ink to help it dry.

‘How’s that,’ she said, handing it to Gertrude to read.

‘Perfect.’

‘You know, sometimes the birth records are held in the church. I could write a letter to our pastor requesting an investigation.’

‘That’s a wonderful idea, Aunt Betty. Aunt Gwen is a Higgins, and so is my father. But I was never told my mother’s maiden name.’

‘Well, let’s start with what we do know. What year was she born?’

‘1913, and her name was Elizabeth Gayle.’

Aunt Betty penned another letter addressing it to their pastor, folding the paper after Gertrude read it and placing it in an envelope. 

‘Thank you, Aunt Betty.’

Gertrude ran as fast as she could down to the mailbox at the end of the winding driveway, waited for Burt, the mailman, to arrive, and handed the letters to him.

There. The letters should be on their way before she leaves for Hollow Woods.
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