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      I love the fantasy genre in literature, and its growing popularity over the last few years has led to a vast selection of books to choose from.  However, I do find that there can be a tendency towards stagnancy and repetitiveness, and oftentimes, you can be only a few pages into a fantasy novel and experience a sense of déjà vu.  Then along comes The Moonstone by Nikki Broadwell, a breath of fresh air that had me excited from the opening pages because it was obvious, it was right up my alley, although different from anything I had read before…

      This is a truly enchanting story written in a magical way with descriptions that flow like a paintbrush bringing a blank canvas to life.  The author describes the many different people that Finna meets and the places she visits so vividly, that pictures automatically formed in my head, and I yearned to go there.  All is different in the Otherworld, and the mystical qualities of everything around them made by skin tingle with excitement and made my senses come alive, as they did for Finna throughout her journey…

      There is an air of mystery and the unknown throughout the whole story that kept me turning the pages non-stop.  My curiosity was piqued from page one.  In fact, I don’t think I have ever read a book where I have been so curious to find out what is truly going on.  The suspense almost drove me crazy to tell you the honest truth!  I am so excited that this is the first book of a trilogy, and I am going to find it very difficult to wait for the second book.  This story held me spellbound from cover to cover, and I highly recommend it. Reviewer:  Cindy Taylor, www.allbooksreviewint.com
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      “But… my mother’s dead!” Finna Lewin held her hand up against the sunlight spilling through the door. A halo of wild red hair and willowy frame were all she could see of the stranger standing on her stoop.

      “Your Da worried I would come for ye. He never forgave me for leavin’.”

      Finna had no memory of her mother but something about Catriona Brice’s accent and the timbre of her voice made her heart beat a little faster. Images, like butterfly wings, touched her and were gone before she could catch them. “Please come in,” she said, moving out of the doorway. She started to close the door but on second thought left it open to the warm fall day. “Would ye like a cup of tea? I was just about to make a pot.”

      Catriona smiled. “I would love it. “T’was a long trip to find ye.”

      “I’ve only been living here a short time. I tried to keep it a secret from…”

      “Not to worry. I have other means to find a person. Your secret is safe with me.”

      Finna didn’t know what to think about that statement as she gestured to the small kitchen table and four chairs. “Please make yourself comfortable.”  She turned her back to retrieve the tea tin off the shelf, and spooned a few scoops into the teapot. Her hand shook as she pumped water into the kettle and lit the paper and kindling in the wood stove. When she turned around Catriona was seated at the table holding a velvet bag in her clasped hands. Finna was struck by the aura of quiet that surrounded the woman and the way she held her body. She thought about the balance of the pose in terms of her portrait painting, her imagination caught by the slant of light and shadow that played across the woman’s face.

      “This moonstone is your heritage,” the older woman said, bringing Finna back to the present. She placed a drawstring pouch on the table between them. “’Tis been passed down through each generation of women in our family. It symbolizes the ancient sign of the feminine, the moon.”

      Caught up in her inner thoughts as well as the lilting accent, Finna hadn’t taken in all the words. Her public-school education had lessened her own accent considerably and her father’s brogue seemed modern in comparison to Catriona’s archaic speech patterns. And now her attention was on the woman’s clear green eyes, the shape of her face and the way she moved her hands when she spoke. A spark of recognition went through Finna’s chest. She sucked in air, realizing she had been holding her breath.

      “What did you say? My heritage? Da never mentioned anything about this. He told me you were killed in an accident.”

      “I left when ye were a wee bairn. I’ve tried to see ye over the years, Finna, but your Da, he would nae allow it.”

      Memories surfaced as Finna listened: her father, his face angry and red, her father in tears, and her own tears and grief that had been buried so deep she’d forgotten them. A deep longing went through her followed by a spark of outrage. Where had this woman been all these years? “Why did you leave us?” she asked sharply, sinking into the chair across from Catriona.

      “Tis a long story. Right now we have more important things to discuss.”

      The kettle whistled and Finna jumped up. As she poured water over the tea leaves she tried to untangle the muddle of her thoughts. She put the teapot, cups and a small pitcher of cream on a tray and brought them to the table.

      “Finna, my nighean, my being here at this moment is for the child ye carry,” Catriona said, leaning forward. “All new mothers in our line have made this trip.”

      “Is that a Gaelic word, ‘ny-ee-unn’? And how do you know about the baby? I’ve only known for a few weeks.”

      The older woman reached for a cup, poured tea into it and handed it to Finna. “’Tis Gaelic for daughter. As far as your baby, it came to me during a meditation. I am a seer, a blessing and a curse I have to say.”

      A seer. “Do you mean clairvoyant?”

      She nodded. “All our ancestors have had these gifts.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Maybe ye have nae noticed but ye have them, just as my mother and her mother before her. Look into the wee bag, Finna.”

      Finna picked up the bag and reached inside. She wrapped her fingers around a smooth object and pulled it out. As she held the pearl-gray oval between her thumb and first finger the cloudy surface began to clear and glow.

      “This moonstone was discovered aong the shores of the North Sea many generations ago by Tor, the fisherman who came to marry your seventh great grandmother, Brigid. Brigid was a visionary, named for the Goddess of Fire, and soon discerned the special powers the stone possessed.” Catriona paused for a moment to take a sip of tea. “She was pregnant with their first child when she received the message from the ether: follow the trail in the stone to the Glass Mountain to have the baby blessed by the moon goddess, the voice in her head told her. ‘Twas close to this same time of year when Tor and Brigid set out on that initial journey. Back then there were fewer villages to take them in, but the game was plentiful and Tor was expert with the bow.”

      Finna stared at her. “So what you’re saying is that this stone led them on some crazy journey?  This is a ridiculous story. And besides that, goddesses aren’t real…” Finna tried to laugh but it came out of her throat like a croak.

      Catriona gazed at her without speaking until Finna had to look away. Her head felt thick and she was slightly dizzy.

      There was a long moment of silence and then Catriona reached over the to touch Finna’s hand where it lay on the table. “I wish I had never left ye. I canna believe Angus neglected to acquaint ye with your ancestry. He knew it all and understood its importance.”

      Finna pulled her arm back and put her hand in her lap. “So--why did you leave us?”

      Catriona opened her mouth and closed it. Two lines appeared between her eyebrows. “This life here was nae right for me. And your Da refused to live in the Otherworld.”

      “The other world? Da never mentioned that to me.”

      “He wouldn’t. ‘Twas nae a place he chose to think about. The Otherworld is a parallel reality where the old ways still prevail.”

      The old ways.

      A cloud passed across the sun throwing the room into shadow. Now Catriona’s eyes looked dark, almost black. A shiver passed through Finna’s body as she stared into space. Parallel universes were a theory some scientists had put forth but they certainly hadn’t been proven. As the sun reappeared, streaming across the floorboards in a wealth of golden light, Finna drew in a deep breath. When she looked at Catriona again, her eyes were green, her expression concerned.

      “Ye look a bit pale, Finna. Are ye willin’ to hear the story?”

      Finna nodded. She had to admit she was intrigued. “But what does the stone have to do with anything? Are ye saying it has magical powers?”

      “Aye, it does, but what I’m tellin’ ye is the history of the stone. Shall I go on?”

      Finna looked down at the stone lying in her palm. It looked innocent enough, just a simple moonstone. But as she watched, light played across the surface in amber lines that moved and changed. Her palm tingled. She carefully placed it on the table. “Please do.”

      “After months of travel, Brigid and Tor ended up at the Glass Mountain.” Catriona pointed to the stone. “As ye can see, the surface ‘tis nae large enough to show an entire map but it can reveal small sections in its reflective surface; ‘tis how they managed to find their way.”

      Finna hesitated for a second before she picked it up again. As she peered into the milky surface a tiny line began to emerge.

      “Ye see?  ‘Tis the trail we must follow.”

      The line meandered across the stone’s surface like a fissure. Finna dropped it on the table with a shudder. “That is just creepy.” Was Catriona asking her to go on some sort of pilgrimage? The little lines were gone now. She must have imagined them.

      “Finna, I know this is sudden …but we need to leave soon, so that we can be back before your baby is born. We must reach the Glass Mountain by the winter solstice.”

      Finna frowned. “Ye can’t expect me to leave now. I’m two months pregnant. And how do I know you’re who you say ye are? I would be trusting a complete stranger.” Finna watched dust motes moving in the sunlight. A memory tried to surface but every time she got close to it, it disappeared. She looked over at Catriona who sat with her back ramrod straight, her eyes focused on Finna. “Maybe after the baby’s born and I’ve known you for a while. But for now I want to stay here.” Finna thought about her struggle to find this secluded spot, how comfortable and safe she had felt since moving away from town. “It took me a long time to have the courage to move into this cottage by myself.”  Finna’s eyes filled with tears. Leaving her husband had been one of the hardest things she had ever done.

      Catriona continued as though Finna hadn’t spoken. “I always hoped Angus would explain the significance of the druidic zodiac to ye, what it meant in the old days, what it means now, the sense of grounding it brings to our year.”

      Finna’s mouth opened in surprise. Had the woman heard anything she’d just said? “This isn’t about my Da. It’s you who left, if ye are who you say ye are. I don’t think you should be implying anything bad about my father.”

      “I dinna wish to criticize him, Finna. Angus is a good man. I just hoped for your sake that he would explain about the three strands of belief…remembering your ancestors, understanding nature and exploring the connection of everyday reality and spiritual reality…”

      “He did tell me some stuff,” Finna interrupted. “Not about the otherworld or parallel universes but about the Celtic celebrations when the hill people bring their wares into town.” Finna remembered her father making some offhand references to the Celtic calendar, how it was based on the moon, but she was a teenager at the time, lost in her own world, and hadn’t felt particularly interested.

      “Finna, in the Druidic calendar of trees your sign is the vine—the fourth day of September. ‘Tis an emotional sign and requires much care. I can see already how this fits ye. ‘Tis symbolic also of sacred knowledge and spiritual initiation.”

      Finna had to give the woman credit for knowing her birthdate but she could have asked someone in town. As far as sacred knowledge and so on, it made no sense to her. And her father had never mentioned anything about vines when her birthday came around. She shook her head but the woman kept speaking.

      “The moonstone is very special, but in order for its power to be available to ye and your unborn child, it needs to be blessed by the moon goddess, Arianrhod.  It will take us several months to get there.”

      Anger flared at the quiet assumptions the woman was making.  “I want to hear about you and my father, not all this nonsense about this stupid stone!”  Finna shoved the moonstone across the table where it bounced and then came to rest by Catriona’s hand. Finna caught her breath, afraid it would land on the floor and shatter. But then she noticed the slender fingers that now held the stone, the wide silver band glinting in the sunlight. A memory surfaced: her own fat baby fingers tugging at that very ring, reaching up to pull at the russet curls hanging over her crib. It seemed odd that there were no pictures of her mother anywhere--and odder still that she hadn’t thought to question her father about the woman who had given birth to her.

      “I’m so sorry, Finna,” Catriona said, reaching across the table to lay her hand over Finna’s. “I wish we could be leisurely about this trip. I should have come sooner. I will explain everything as we travel. As far as provin’ I am your mother, look deeply into your heart and ye will know.”

      Finna tried to swallow the lump in her throat. Do I believe this strange woman?  Where has she been all these years?  But there was something…a familiarity that evoked distant memories, and the moonstone--she didn’t know what to think about that.  “I need some air.” Catriona watched but didn’t say a word as Finna jumped up and hurried out the open door.

      Finna’s heart beat painfully in her chest as her feet sought the well-worn path leading downhill toward a small horseshoe shaped cove. When she reached the beach, she took off her shoes, pressing her toes into the soft sand before following the trail uphill on her right.  At the top she sat cross-legged, surveying the pale sand below where wavelets washed gently in and out. Her eyes traveled away from shore toward the snug stone cottage she called home. Built long ago, its whitewashed walls lay in shadow against the green of the low hill behind it, the thatched roof dark, now that the sun had moved toward the horizon.

      As the sun sank lower, the indigo water became streaked with mauve and gold. Finna closed her eyes and when she reopened them the sky had turned deep purple; time felt suspended in the stillness of the growing twilight. At the bottom of the hill Catriona sat on a cedar log facing the sea. As she rose and walked up the path toward the house her body seemed to glow as though she was surrounded with light, but the sun had gone down an hour ago. Finna watched her until she entered the cottage, heard the hollow thump of the door as Catriona pulled it shut. Was there something dangerous about her? Could that be the reason her father had lied about her death? Despite finding out about his duplicity she longed for her father’s calm certainty. He wasn’t here to help with this decision and there was no way to reach him without a trip into the hills; she had to rely on herself.

      Guilt surged through her. In her fervor to be independent, Finna hadn’t told either her husband or her father where she was living. There was a baby to consider; she felt very irresponsible—like a recalcitrant child mad at the world. Now the rash decision to live alone away from town seemed wrong, when just yesterday it had seemed so right.

      Full of uncertainty, Finna walked slowly down the hill. This ludicrous story about the moonstone, the journey to the Glass Mountain, these things were not part of the world she inhabited.  None of it made any sense, and yet…she thought about Brigid and Tor… it sounded like a fairy tale but something about it rang true. And the idea of having a mother during this vulnerable time in her life tempted her in a way she couldn’t ignore. But was it worth heading off into an unknown wilderness?

      On the stoop in front of the door she paused for a moment to look up. Almost hidden by the overhanging thatch was a sign that read Cead Mile Failte, a hundred thousand welcomes. This cottage had been here for hundreds of years and the sign had been repainted many times. The little house faced northwest, its east and west facing windows allowing both morning and evening sun to brighten the interior. From the front stoop she could spot the small islands of the Inner Hebrides. The people who built this house so many years ago had placed it wisely.

      As she lifted the iron latch, fleeting images of chattering children, mothers and fathers, grandparents, aunts and uncles entering through this door ran through her mind and she could almost hear their laughter. She felt blessed to be here.

      When Finna entered the cottage, Catriona turned from where she sat at the table. The square neckline of the elegant linen tunic she wore echoed her face shape, showing off the freckled skin of her upper chest. Her full mobile mouth broke into a smile as she gestured expansively toward the door. “What an entrancing place this is.”

      Finna nodded, her hands tracing the contours of her own heart-shaped face. She reached around for her dark braid, pulling it over one shoulder, thinking how different her features were from this woman claiming to be her mother. Wouldn’t she have the same lip shape, the same face shape or something? Even her hair was a different color. Tucking in the errant strands loosened from her braid, she suddenly felt shabby in her faded plaid shirt and worn jeans.

      “Come have another cup of tea, my daughter.” Catriona filled Finna’s empty cup. “How have ye managed here on your own? Does the father of your child help ye out?”

      Finna shook her head. “Alex doesn’t know where I am. I don’t need much to live. Occasionally I sell a painting.” She pointed to a small watercolor hanging over the bed.

      Catriona turned to look at the misty landscape filled with purples and blues. “’Tis lovely. Ye didnae inherit that talent from me!” she laughed.

      Finna felt heat rise to her cheeks at the unexpected compliment. “I have a big vegetable garden and the butcher’s wife and I have an agreement—I do her mending in trade for meat and fish. She has three children so it’s a steady job.” Finna smiled, thinking about the ripped pants and torn skirts of the two young boys and ten-year-old girl. They were always climbing trees, playing in the mud and generally driving their mother crazy.

      “And rent?”

      “My friend Lily’s family owns this cottage. They were happy to have someone living in it. It costs me nothing.” Finna took a sip from her cup, noticing the musky aroma--not her usual brew. “Will ye contact Angus while you’re here? If I decide to go,  I wouldn’t want to leave without saying good-bye.”

      Catriona shook her head. “Your Da would nae be happy to see me nor would he like ye goin’ off to the wilds of the Otherworld.”

      “Why not? Is it dangerous?”

      “Tis very different from what ye are used to. Some folk might think it dangerous, but to me ‘tis a place of beauty and peace. ‘Tis where I was born and where I’ve lived most of my life.”

      “Tell me how you and my father met--why didn’t ye stay with him?”

      Catriona hesitated for a moment and then a resigned look came over her features. “I used to come to Bailemuir to bring in my herbs and remedies. ‘Twas on one of those trips that I met Angus.”

      “But he seems so much older than you.”

      “He’s twelve years my senior. Maybe I saw Angus as a father figure, I dinna ken. But when he proposed I accepted.” Catriona looked into the distance with a sad look.

      “But did ye love him? Did ye meet at the market?”

      Catriona brought her gaze back to Finna. “Aye. We met at the market. The first time we only spoke a wee bit but the second time he asked me out to supper. He told me he had made up his mind the first moment he saw me.”

      “You mean to marry you?”

      Catriona nodded.

      “But you didn’t answer me. Did you love him too?”

      Catriona laughed nervously. “Finna, all these personal questions! I guess I must have loved him since I…”

      “Since you what?”

      “Since we had you.”

      Finna watched her mother’s eyes fill and wondered why. Was it all the questions or was Catriona not telling the entire truth?

      “But then ye left us. How old was I?”

      “Just a wee thing. Maybe two years?”

      “Ye don’t remember?” Finna watched the woman’s face carefully for the telltale signs of lying, but Catriona only looked sad.

      “’Twas a long time ago. So much has happened since then. I would rather talk about this trip. Ask any questions ye want about that, just no more about your Da and I. ‘Tis too painful.”

      “But you haven’t told me yet why you decided to leave my Da.”

      Catriona shook her head. “Tis a complicated story.”

      Finna knew what it was like to love someone and then leave them. But abandoning a small baby? That was something she could never do.  She stood up and paced around the small room as unanswered questions swirled in her brain.

      “Finna, please sit. We will get to know one another in time. I canna give ye all my history in one short afternoon. ‘Tis been eighteen years. Do ye have questions about the Otherworld?”

      Finna sighed and then came to the table and sat down. “What is it like?”

      “Tis not unlike goin’ into the wild Highlands where the brachen fern and heather grow. ‘Tis full of light and life.”

      Finna smiled. She had been across the moors and into the mountains with her father and his sheep many times. It was beautiful, a place that filled her with joy.
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      There was no more mention of the moonstone or the journey again that evening. They cooked together, making a simple stew from root vegetables and greens from the garden. As night deepened outside the thick walls of the cottage, Catriona recounted stories about Angus that Finna had never heard. The two of them had spent time in the mountains with the sheep, they had traveled together to Edinburgh to shop and see plays. They had eaten at fancy restaurants. The father she knew was serious, not at all like the carefree happy man that Catriona described. He had been strict with her as a child and she didn’t remember ever hearing him laugh. And as he aged he grew even more taciturn. She wondered if Catriona’s leaving had made him into the man she knew. Again, the question of why raised itself in her mind. Had Angus hurt her in some way, or had it been the other way around? If that was the case, it might explain why Catriona had left her baby behind. Her mind scattered across time, trying hard to remember any conversations in which her father had talked about Finna’s missing mother. But it was only the mention of Catriona’s death that came to mind. Again a sliver of doubt had her wondering if this woman could be telling the truth. So far Catriona hadn’t said anything convincing. She could have made it all up or even spoken to a person in town in order to get the information. Finna wanted very much to contact her father, to force a confrontation between the two of them and find out the truth of the past.

      Before they turned in for the night, Catriona reached out and clasped Finna’s hand between her palms. “I wish I had seen ye grow up.”

      That night Finna dreamed about a woman holding her in her arms, a woman with red hair and smiling green eyes. In the dream she felt satisfied, as though a hollow place inside of her had been partially filled.

      

      Before Finna opened her eyes the next morning she reached across the bed to feel Catriona next to her but there was no one there. A quick look around the cottage revealed a fresh pot of tea on the table but no sign of Catriona.  A nervous feeling went through her—had Catriona left? But then she noticed the pack on the floor next to the table. A second later the door flew open and Catriona swept in, accompanied by a brisk wind and some bright yellow leaves.

      “The cove is so beautiful in the early morning!” Her hair lay in tangled coils and she pulled her fingers through it as she came to the table. “I can see how hard ‘twill be for ye to leave this special place, Finna.” She picked up her empty cup and poured tea into it.  “How do ye like the tea I made?”

      Finna’s stomach tightened at Catriona’s unfounded assumption. She hardly heard the question as she turned her attention toward her. “I haven’t made a decision yet. This is my home now and I’m not sure that I’m willing to leave it.” Her father’s face appeared in her mind. Could she possibly find him in the next few days? When she turned her attention back toward Catriona, the woman’s eyes had narrowed.

      “Finna,” she said sharply, “I need to impress upon ye the importance of this trip for your unborn child. I know ‘tis a difficult decision and I wish ye had known about all of this as ye grew up so that I wouldn’t be springin’ it on ye like this. I blame Angus. He should have told ye about your heritage. I certainly talked about it enough when we were together.”

      She picked up her cup and took a sip, her eyes on Finna. “The Druids call this time of the autumnal equinox Mea’n Fo’mhair,” she continued, “and honor the Green Man, the god of the forest, bringing libations and offerings to the trees. ‘Tis auspicious to begin our journey now, when the animals start their migration. Samhain, the beginning of the dark time, will be upon us soon.”

      Catriona looked at the table her voice dropping to almost a whisper. “Your Da and I celebrated these times when we were together. He seemed genuinely interested but maybe he was trying to humor me.” She looked up, a wan smile on her face. “Angus wanted me to be happy. But I will never understand why he did nae educate his daughter in the rituals. I can understand not tellin’ ye about me. I hurt him deeply but…well enough of that.”

      So, it was Catriona who left him. That meant it was Catriona’s decision to leave her baby daughter behind. “I need to talk to my father,” Finna said, her voice low.

      Catriona stared at Finna, her eyes unblinking. “There is nae time for that.”

      “What if I say I won’t go until I see him?”

      Catriona sighed, pressing her lips together. When she ran her fingers through her hair, pushing it back behind her ears, Finna noticed the bright silver earrings in her lobes, the spiral design of the triple goddess.

      “Go and find him if ye must. But dinna be surprised if he tries to stop us. I will answer any questions ye have today but ye must make your decision.  The weather will become too cold if we tarry here for long. Your baby is due in March—is that correct?”

      “That’s what the doctor in town told me.” Finna thought about her recent trip to the doctor, the uncomfortable prodding and poking. She wanted a mid-wife to deliver her baby not some old man with no bedside manner. “But why do we need to go now? What is the reason for the blessing ceremony?”

      “Our lineage is a unique one, Finna. All new mothers make this trek to ensure the protections offered by the moon goddess. Our gifts need to be safeguarded and without the blessing we would be vulnerable in ways that could be dangerous.”

      “But what is so special? I don’t feel anything—and despite what you say, I know I don’t have any ‘special gifts’ as you call them.”

      “I am quite sure ye have them. Perhaps they come through your art. And your baby is…” Catriona put her hand up against her mouth.

      “My baby is what?”

      “The blessing is for the child ye carry, just as ye were blessed when I carried ye in my womb. The ceremony will take place on the night of the winter solstice when the moon is full.”

      As Catriona gazed at her, Finna felt drawn into her mother’s luminous eyes; she tried but couldn’t look away. The words droned on around her but Finna didn’t hear them. It was as though a universe had opened up inside the woman’s eyes--trails filled with dappled light, hills of heather and gorse moved and shifted as the moments went by. And then she felt as though everything she knew had been erased. Her brain felt hollowed out, empty. She pulled her eyes away and took in a ragged breath. “I suppose I need to go and find Da. Will ye come along or do I need to bring him back here?”

      Catriona’s gaze went toward the window. “I’ll come with ye, Finna. But I dinna see a good outcome from this. ‘Tis been many moons since we’ve seen one another and I know he bears a heavy grudge for what happened between us.”

      “He’s in the hills. If he’s where I think he is, it should only take a few hours of walking.”

      “Are ye so sure this is a good idea? It could hurt Angus very deeply. He is a sensitive man and my leavin’ was a cruel blow. Think carefully before ye open old wounds.”

      Catriona’s eyes fastened again on hers and this time Finna couldn’t look away. A vision appeared in her mind—her father, Catriona and herself. The hurt she saw in her father’s eyes almost made her cry out.

      “Ye saw it then,” Catriona whispered.

      “How did ye do that?” Finna asked, wiping the sudden tears out of her eyes.

      “I let ye see into the future, Finna.”

      Finna stood and began clearing the tea things. She didn’t want to hurt her father--she loved him. She put the tray down next to the sink and wiped her eyes again. Sobs bubbled up and then she felt Catriona’s arms come round her.

      “My sweet daughter. I ken your love for Angus. He is a good man. Come with me in this journey and I’ll tell ye all of it—the entire story of why I left and why your Da will nae forgive me.”

      When Finna turned to face her, Catriona stepped back. Out of the corner of her eye, Finna saw the woman moved her hand in a small circle and then point her fingers outward. A second later Finna’s mind cleared. She would not hurt her father, making him face the painful past. And even with all the conflicting thoughts and not being at all sure what the purpose of the journey really was, she had made her choice.

      Catriona smiled, pulling Finna into a warm embrace. “I knew ye would make the right decision, child.

      Finna relaxed into her arms feeling their hearts beat in rhythm. She smelled the tang of the sea air clinging to Catriona’s clothes and hair and warmth spread through her like a healilng salve. But when Catriona released her, a strange sensation went through her belly--it couldn’t be the baby, it was too soon.

      “What is it, child?”

      “I hope you’ll keep us safe.”

      “Of course, I will. How could ye think otherwise?”
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      As the three days of preparation flew by, Finna found herself staring out to sea or caught by the first touch of the morning sun lighting up the hardwoods on the hillside. She removed the delicate curtains she had sewn from lace tablecloths, folding them carefully and storing them in the cedar chest. On moonlit nights she had lain in bed watching the patterned shapes move across the floor. Turning her gaze out the kitchen window, she tried to memorize the curve of beach, the waves rolling in and out. How could she leave this magical spot? There had been no more sensations in her belly but she wondered if it had been some kind of warning. Maybe this was part of her ‘special gifts’. She shook her head to clear the strange thoughts. The idea of warnings by the two-month-old baby growing inside her did not sit well.

      But apprehension dogged her as she stored bedding and packed. Part of her was excited about the trip and getting to know her mother but she also wanted to hunker down as her belly grew—to spend the winter here until the birth. Her nesting instinct was in full throttle. What if they didn’t make it back in time for the birth? A disturbing image of giving birth in the snow flew through her mind, the red of her blood marring the pristine whiteness as she struggled and writhed in the freezing cold. As the images faded, fear cut through her body making her breathless for a moment. Her hands went to her belly, consoling herself with the knowledge of the new life there—she must keep her baby safe.

      

      Catriona told her the journey would be made entirely on foot so all their belongings needed to fit into the backpacks they would carry. There were no tracks wide enough for a car where they were going. Besides that, it was a time for Catriona and Finna to get to know one another, Catriona added, putting a warm hand on Finna’s shoulder.

      No cars? Whenever Finna began to mention her worries, Catriona would place a hand on Finna’s chin and tilt her face up until their eyes met.  Trust, she would say, and in that moment Finna’s heartbeat would slow, her worries gone.

      Shopping in the little town of Bailemuir for supplies and food, Finna was surprised to see shopkeepers recognize Catriona; she chatted with them as though they were old friends and Finna wondered how long it had been since Catriona was here. Why hadn’t she searched out her daughter before this?

      As Catriona hurried ahead, Finna stopped to speak to Bethia Cullin, the butcher’s wife. “How do ye know my mother?” she asked Bethia in a whisper.

      Bethia looked surprised. “Catriona?” she bellowed.  “I’ve known her since before she was married to your Da. She is a skilled herbalist and many of the townspeople swear by her cures.” Bethia’s round face was rosy, glistening with perspiration in the warmth of the enclosed shop.

      “But how long since you’ve seen her?”

      “Oh, ‘tis been many a year. When she was younger she would always come for the harvest festivals. After ye were born she came back to see ye once or twice, but your Da, he refused her.”

      “But…when was this?”

      “Finna! Come along!”

      “Catriona is a remarkable woman…” Bethia called from the doorway as Finna dashed after her mother. Why hadn’t any of these people mentioned Catriona to her before? It was all a mystery.

      When they walked by the house Catriona and Angus MacDonald had shared so many years ago, Finna watched her mother’s face for signs of regret, but she barely glanced at it.

      “I lived here with Da and then my husband,” Finna said, stopping. The paint was peeling and a couple of cracks marred the windows. “It’s been empty since Da went to the mountains.”

      Catriona nodded. “T’was a nice enough place to live. I am glad your father stayed…after…”

      “After you left?”

      Catriona nodded.

      

      The two women left the house early on the day of their departure, coming into town to access the trail. Just before they came to the end of the roadway and turned to head up the path, a lanky dark-haired man came into view on the other side of the street.  A basket of fresh produce over his arm said he had just come from the farmer’s market.

      “Finna!” he yelled, “I’ve been searching all over for ye!” He waited for two cars to pass and then raced across the street. Rushing toward Finna he tried to embrace her but she pulled away.

      His face fell. “Finna, please. I’ve been so worried.”

      “Alex, this is my mother, Catriona.”

      “Your mother? I thought she was dead,” Alex blurted out, staring toward Catriona.

      “Alex, that was extremely rude,” Finna said primly. “As you can see, she’s quite alive. We don’t have time to chat, we have to be going.”

      “Where are ye goin’?” he demanded angrily. “With the baby and all ye need me to take care of ye, Finna. Why did ye leave?”

      “Ye know very well why I left, Alex. As for what I’m doing, I’m a grown woman and I can make decisions for myself.”

      Alex frowned. “And whose baby is it you’re carryin’? I have every right to…”

      “No, Alex, ye don’t.”

      “’Tis all right, Alex,” Catriona interjected. “I shall be takin’ good care of Finna and your bairn.” As she spoke her hand made a half circle, her fingers pointed toward Alex. “Finna and I are taking a wee trip together. We need to become acquainted after all this time.” She smiled reassuringly and then glanced at Finna, winking.

      “Are ye sure you’re feelin’ up to a trip, Finna?” Alex asked quietly, his eyes straying toward her belly. “I was hopin’, ye know, that we could be together while ye…during this time before the baby comes. I miss ye so much…I’m so sorry for everything,” he continued, and then looked down, a flush turning his neck and face red. “I…I spoke to Angus, and he said…”

      “When did ye see my father?”

      “He came into town a couple of weeks ago. He was as worried about ye as I’ve been--he didn’t know where ye were. He was surprised that we were apart with ye bein’ pregnant and everything. He thought ye needed lookin’ after.”

      Finna’s lips compressed as she imagined her father and Alex discussing her situation. She felt the soft touch of Catriona’s hand on her arm.

      “Alex, I need to go now.”

      “Ye will contact me when ye get back?  I’m livin’ with my mother until…until we can…ye know, patch things up.”

      “I’ll contact you.” At this moment she had no intention of contacting him. His condescending attitude infuriated her.

      “’Twas good to see ye, Finna, and to meet ye, Mrs., um…”

      “Just call me Catriona. Give my best to Angus when ye see him again.”

      “I will. I love ye, Finna. Let me know as soon as ye get back.”

      Finna didn’t answer as she turned to walk beside her mother. Catriona had done something back there that causeed Alex to behave differently. His anger had been palpable and then he became as docile as a kitten.  As they climbed the hill she glanced over her shoulder to see Alex staring after them, his dark hair falling across his eyes. A sharp pang of regret went through her. Why had she been so mean to him? Her hands went to her belly where life was beginning, new life that she and Alex had created.

      

      “Finna, maybe ‘tis none of my business, but what happened between the two o’ ye? Are ye married?”

      “We’re married, not that it makes a bit of difference. He…I guess ye could say I lost my trust in him.”

      “He seemed a decent enough fellow and ‘tis obvious he loves ye.”

      “Loves me? I hardly think so.”

      “Sit down here.” Catriona pointed to a grassy spot next to the trail and took off her pack. “Tis good for the soul to get these things out, my daughter. Otherwise, they fester and hurt ye in other ways.”

      Finna took off her pack and gathered her thoughts. She wanted to talk about it, wanted to vent the anger that was right on the surface. But seeing Alex had confused her all over again. Had she done the right thing in leaving him? She turned toward the older woman. “He was drinking too much. I guess it was partly my fault because I was a virgin. I didn’t know anything… Da never told me about…about…well any of it.” Finna put her hands on her flushed cheeks as the words poured out.

      “I am so sorry.” Catriona placed her arm around Finna’s shoulders and gave her a squeeze.

      “We loved each other; we had been going out for months and months. He courted me and we had already planned to get married but we hadn’t set a date. He didn’t want to wait—he told me everyone nowadays was having sex before they were married. But my Da had always drilled it into me to wait until I was married and I was afraid. Alex and I argued a few times about it, and then one night he…”

      “Did he hurt ye?”

      “No. But I wasn’t ready. I told him yes when I meant no. And because he had a few beers he didn’t notice how I was feeling. I didn’t want my first time to happen like that.”

      Catriona’s arms came around her and Finna let herself be held. Until now there had been no one to talk to about this. After a minute she pulled away and got a tissue out of her backpack and blew her nose.

      “Afterwards I told him to go away, that I didn’t want to ever see him again. About a month and a half later his mother came to see me. She said Alex was devastated. By then I knew I was pregnant and I had to tell her. I was so worried and didn’t know what to do. She told me Bailemuir was very provincial and if we didn’t get married, I would be shunned. I decided she was probably right, at least about the shunning part, not that I really cared. But for the baby’s sake, ye know. I already felt so bad to have conceived a child when I was feeling so cut off from him.” Finna’s eyes welled and she pressed her sleeve against them.

      “After the wedding Alex moved in with me and he was so sweet and understanding. He was thrilled about the baby. He had a job at the mill just outside of town and seemed more settled, content with his life and with me. But just as I was beginning to trust him and feel happy that we were having a baby together he did it again—got drunk at the pub after work. He wanted to have relations but I locked myself in the bathroom. When he left for work the next day, I packed my things and went to stay with my friend Lily.”

      “I know ye probably do nae want to hear this, but I think ye need to contact him after this baby is born. He is the father after all, and I can tell how much he cares for ye. And he has a lot of guilt about what happened. Alcohol can bring on all kinds of behaviors. He has a problem that he hasn’t yet recognized.”

      “How do ye know that? He could have cleaned up his act and he didn’t, why should I give him another chance?”

      “I am nae saying ye have to live with him, only that he has a right to know his child. And who knows? He may take a hint and quit the drink. By the time ye see him again ye might feel differently.”

      Finna didn’t say anything. If Catriona had been around, she probably would have known more about sex and wouldn’t have ended up in the situation to begin with.

      “I have nae business giving ye advice,” she heard her mother say. “With me around ye would have been more prepared. I suppose I’m trying to make up for my absence.”

      Finna didn’t reply. This was the second time Catriona had read her thoughts. They reached the top of the hill where the trail narrowed and Catriona went ahead.
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      “Can you tell me exactly where we’re going?” Finna squinted into the distance but all she could see were trees and the path disappearing around a bend.

      “Our destination is an island off the shore of the Caer Sidi where the Goddess Arianrhod’s castle lies—in the Glass Mountain. This track we’re on will eventually lead to the tunnels between the two worlds.  Do ye remember what I told ye the other day about the origin of the moonstone?”

      “I think so. I’m just having a hard time understanding any of this. What is the care city? Didn’t you say the moonstone was found on the shore of the North Sea?”
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