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For Stephen – the love of my life
As time doth pass, remember...
Prologue
Rhuddlan Castle, North Wales – Samhain 1290AD
If the chill breeze that coiled itself surreptitiously around the child worried her, it did not show—her small face oddly intense and as she stared absorbedly at the fiery beacon which lit a twilight sky. Buffeting her cloak, the sly breeze enticed her hair out from under its hood…snaking, serpent-like as fierce heat from the Samhain fire scorched through this cool, grim portent in warning of events to come.
Morag watched the little girl by her. Tiny Rhianna Maelgwyn’s petite face glowed in reflective amber as she watched the proceedings at the Samhain fire. The child’s dark green woollen cloak flapped open no matter how many times she tried to bind it tightly around the girl’s frail figure. The woman happily dismissed her worry for the moment though, as it was early on, and the fires were hotter than Hades so Morag knew her charges would likely not feel the chill in the air. As she breathed the icy air into her lungs she could smell the beef cooking in the large pot on a small fire; the sweet, bitter tang of the herbs the girls had picked.
Samhain was a special time heralding the emergence of winter. Though folk were exhausted, they relaxed long enough to enjoy the celebrations. Herders, young and old had brought livestock down from the high hills to be sheltered in the stables and byres, slaughtering only that which they would need for the rolling feasts of Samhain. The hay that would feed the livestock during the coming winter was bundled into the thatched ricks for storage in, and tied down firmly to protect it from the approaching harsh weather.
The bard, Iorwerth had earlier regaled the peoples with a lengthy and enthusiastically embellished tale of the Queen of the Lake of Avalon - Morgana le Fay who dwelled long ago in the land of Rheged. Morgana—half sister to King Arthur, was a source of mystery and darkness. The more macabre and frightening tales would come later, when most children were abed, and lovers left the safety of the fire to tryst in the shadows of the woods.
Bright-eyed and flushed, the little girl-child swayed in time with the dancers as they rolled and lurched passionately from the imbibing and festivities of the past days. Morag knew soon ‘twa be time to return the wee ones indoors, for the shenanigans would begin in earnest. The atmosphere was passionate and anomalous and yet another two barrels of ale had been opened. Whispers had begun that Myrddin Efail and his grandson, Gawain the Dark brewed an especially potent drink which had been making its way around the fires.
Myrddin Efail—with his long silver hair tied back in a braid almost to his knees, piercing green eyes, and small stature had but a way with the sciences that put fear into a good folk’s breast.
Morag had not caught sight of the crafty aul’ man that eve but suspected he fared well with all his potions and brews to keep ill at bay. She hoped word of the substance did not reach Lord Dafydd’s ears for he had banished the potent drink from the fires one year after young Cynfrig Ellis fell stone dead after imbibing a goodly quantity of the stuff. Although people knew he’d merely fallen sodden with drink into the river on his way home, Lord Dafydd was also not happy about the number of servants missing for almost two days after the festivities had passed.
Morag sighed as the flames of the bonfire danced across Rhianna’s tiny face—illuminating her startling beauty for one so very young. An unexpected pocket of chill air circled and swept around her fleshy hose-clad legs, and she shivered as cold foreboding washed over her. The chill wind blew at the burning embers at the fire and caused a whirlwind of fiery flurries which momentarily startled some of the crowd; causing them to gasp dramatically. Samhain was a time also for false notions and fanciful thinking, and many locals enjoyed frightening themselves and others with eerie occurrences. Morag gasped as, suddenly the fire changed, transmuted and took on a life of it’s own as a thing inside the blue, gaseous centre took shape. Ceffyl...cleddyf...arfod...dirboen. A horse…sword…armour…great pain? She stared intently into the dancing flames as the vision unfolded. What could these things mean? In her mind, a dark man on horseback galloped towards her brandishing a large sword, and a huge lion followed. In its mouth, the lion held a black-faced sheep. Suddenly the lion turned and Morag shuddered violently as the struggling sheep suddenly became a small boy… The vision faltered and she experienced powerful anguish which caused her to tremble violently.
Morag’s husband, Gerald the Falconer stood by her side, clutched at her hand and glanced worriedly at his wife. ‘What ails tha’ mo chride?’ he called over the din in his native Scots—eyeing the living ashes in their macabre dance of death. His skin prickled at the sight, and he turned to watch his beloved through uncertain eyes. Morag remained silent though; her gaze fastened on the bodies swaying in the firelight—his words unheard by her mortal ears.
Gerald sighed wearily; fatigued from the preceding days harvest. Turnips, wheat, barley, apples, oats—even nuts and berries from the hedgerows they’d gathered in. Wood and peat for winter fires had been stacked high in the barn and by the hearths. It had been an absorbing time when members of every house had laboured over baking, salting of meats and in making preserves for the winter feasts to come, and the castle folk had not escaped the labours of the townsfolk, and of neighbouring villages.
Blazing bonfires dotted the hills around Rhuddlan Castle and a sense of the ancient punctuated the festivities. Gerald was glad for the opportunity to attend the Bonfires, for twas said many of the Chieftains were not in favour of the pagan festival, by decree of the English King Edward II; that His Majesty preferred the more civilised and religious feast days. But some, such as Lord Dafydd Maelgwn, were not in favour of anything at all decreed by the ineffectual and effeminate Edward II, and so were contented so long as his tenants did not openly favour the pagan over the religious. He even chose to make appearances at the ritual fires himself with Lady Eloign.
‘Evil comes with the dawn…’ Morag cried suddenly, lifting a hand to her throat. Her face was pale, deathly so. Gerald knew that none would see what she saw in the flames, for in that moment he knew for certain his wife had seen something more in the Samhain fire than just flames and his lips became a grim line. He would find out soon enough though, for Morag would share her vision with him, and also knew whatever she had seen would come to pass…good or nay. He shivered in unholy apprehension. A vision seen in the Samhain fire surely boded the worst kind of evil.
‘Look Da!’
Gerald brought his attentions back to the children and looked down at his own scrap, Maire, tightly clutching the hand of his Lord Maelgwyn’s daughter. Tiny Rhianna and her older brother, Toriad were allowed to accompany the Falconer and his family in the night’s festivities.
‘Sorley, Ronan and Glynn have thrown in the faerie magic!’ Maire cried suddenly—unsure whether this was alarming or exciting thus display a mixture of both. The bonfire popped and crackled as the two little girls squealed in terrified rapture. Toriad moved beside Rhianna and clasped her other hand to comfort her. He was uneasy with the magick of the Samhain fires, despite having participated in no less than seven. Overhearing scuttlebutt of faeries, ghouls and witches were enough to frighten any child; he consoled himself—even himself, the heir of Rhuddlan!
‘Why did they do that, Master Gewal’?’ squeaked Rhianna, blinking furiously up to the gentle giant who tended her father’s falcons; terrified yet curiously drawn to the night’s bizarre events.
Gerald smiled and knelt down. A powder of selected herbs and spices thrown into the blazing fire was enough to create a little magick for the wee ones, and ne’er failed to delight them all.
‘Why ta ward against tha’ bad faeries who’ud steal our harvest, lass,’ he said in solemnly—the twinkle in his gentle brown eyes lost on the little girl.
She nodded her little head solemnly; soft black hair falling around her elfin face, looking quite a bit fey herself—though innocent of the danger and enchantment that would soon dramatically alter her very existence.
*
‘Come back, child!’ Rhoswen called crossly. ‘Wee pest…’ she muttered loudly, then checking about her as though watched by some unseen castle folk who would tell the tale of her annoyance of being in charge of the Chieftain’s children. She needed food in her belly like anyone else, but would somehow repay Morag for forcing her to take the unwelcome task.
Tiny Rhianna streaked through the thick gorse and bramble bushes, avoiding prickles and the grasp of her frustrated maidservant by a handbreadth. Ainsley struggled with her small brother as Soren, followed by Maire, and Edaline whom all ran squealing and thoroughly exhilarated through the copse chased by the bigger boys of the castle. The children were glad to be freed from the bounds of the cold stone walls.
Thus far the day had been unseasonably warm and just cause for the indolent Rhoswen to stop more than once for to catch her breath. The ‘wee walk to yon rock pool’ was quickly becoming too much for her and she heartily cursed the meddling Morag for delegating this irksome task to her. Rhoswen would rather be in the cool of the castle kitchen, where the food was plentiful and the chatter heartening than with these wretched and demanding creatures. She cursed her stubbornness in refusing the basket of fare Morag offered her and the children. Her stomach growled loudly as beads of sweat trickled down her back—she was in dire need of a jar of watered ale.
A breeze fluttered around her legs, lifting her skirts and she questioned the wisdom of leaving the safety of the castle this day for twas All Souls Day, the day after Nos Calan Gaeaf-eve of the winter calend. Rhoswen glanced superstitiously about with wide eyes, and then hurried after the blithe voices of the children. Most of them were servant’s get, except Toriad and Rhianna Maelgwyn, who were progeny of Lord Dafydd and Lady Eloign. Rhoswen’s discomfit shook her out of her unease.
‘Spoilt pups if ye ass me…’ she crowed loudly to no-one in particular. ‘The lot o’em.’ She herself would certainly never be having any babes—a great nuisance they all seemed; wailing, wanting to be fed, soiling themselves and getting ill. Unless of course you foisted them off onto some other unsuspecting fool such as herself, she mused wryly.
‘Ifrinn an diabhuil!’ Rhianna squealed, jumping from a bush past the woman’s legs and almost knocking her over. ‘Tis Sorley and Glynn come to kitch us!’
Rhoswen gasped and crossed herself. The child spoke in the pagan tongue of the Scots again! ‘I’ll gi’ ye divil’s hell! Ye’ll go to Hades if ye dare spake that pagan Scots agin!’ Twere the fault of Gerald and Morag for taking extended visits to kin in Scotland, where the pagan tongue fell easily from their lips as they looked after Maelgwyn’s weans. The cursed language was heard by the Irish about the place as well, but heartily frowned on by people such as herself, who couldna ken it. ‘Use the speech of yer own, afore yer tongue falls from yer head in punishment!’ Rhoswen scolded loudly as she took another swipe at the little girl’s passing skirts. But Rhianna only squealed again and raced ahead of her, ignoring the grumpy blathering of the servant.
Sorley Glyndwr and Glynn Aubrey raced passed Rhoswen brandishing short wooden play swords and jostling her roughly in their haste. She howled and twisted her back in her effort to remain upright and not fall to the uneven ground. ‘Damned brats! Gie’ me strength. Morag will suffer fer this…’ Rhoswen straightened herself unsteadily and brushed her skirts. ‘Arh...oh…yer rotten little beasts…I’ve done me back…’ She fixed her hair back into place, grateful that Derrick the stable hand could not see her dishevelled so. Thoughts of him gave her pause to smile at the time given her the last eve, and with that in mind, she staggered forward - determined to get this business done with well before nightfall.
Ahead, the children raced gaily in between bushes and trees, ignoring the maid’s discomfit; assuming she was having as much fun as Morag did. ‘Get ‘em Sorley!’ Glynn yelled, ‘lasses háe t’be doin’ what we men say…me Da says so.’
Toriad Maelgwyn ran after them, calling earnestly, ‘ye willna hurt ‘em or my e’en Da will take to ye!’ His seven winters had seen him grow in responsibility commensurate with his duty as heir of Rhuddlan - a feat no other child his tender age could lay claim to.
The older boys hooted with laughter at their young companion’s words. ‘Nay, we jes’ be triflin’ Tor,’ Sorley called back, ‘doona worry y’seff.’ The boys had a healthy respect for the children of their Chieftain, but he was a fair man, and oft encouraged the children of the castle to include Toriad and Rhianna in their games—rough or nay.
The darkness seemed to encroach further in the copse, and soon the magickal rock pool was within easy reach. Rhoswen had never ventured thus far and vowed to never again. The fey child of her master had stopped on the edge of the water and was staring in, her eyes as limpid and fathomless as the rock pool itself, and Rhoswen shivered at the eerie sight. The child had been betrothed to bonny dark haired heir of Conwy, young Rhys Gruffydd. The betrothal had taken place at Conwy Castle some months before. Rhoswen and several other servants from Rhuddlan had heard scuttle but amongst servants of Conwy that the dowager, Lady Maeve had foreseen grave things for his son’s betrothed, but had consented to the betrothal anyway.
Tiny shimmers of coloured light played around the edges of Rhianna’s vision as the sunlight streamed in through the canopy. For as young as she was—this place drew her in a way she had no words to explain. ‘I love the wockpool, Maire…’ she cried happily, clapping her tiny hands with pleasure as her being tingled with joy, for she was such a happy child and refused to accept bad into her world.
For Maire though, twas a much different day as the air about her felt wrong. She felt strange prickles of something unknown…of great danger, but did not know why or what she could do about it. She did not know that she had the sight like her Mama, nor how to protect herself from evil. ‘there be some’a bad here...’ she whispered, and shivered uneasily.
Rhianna paused and looked at her friend through the rosy eyes of a three year old child. Danger? King was a ‘danger’ her Da said, but he lived far away. Climbing the battlements was ‘danger’ so Mama had said oft enow. But King was safely far away from them and they were not climbing any battlements. She giggled at Maire’s silly frown. ‘Yer e’en Mama say they’a faeries here…an’ they are good! My Mam say Faeries’a God’s tiny angels.’ She moved away, not wanting to hear any more silly business about ‘danger’ on such a happy day. Maire was always ‘feeling’ something and Rhianna did not understand it—nor did she want to.
After Rhianna skipped away, Maire turned to bind her small arms around her slight body and an icy chill entered the clearing. She felt sure it had something to do with the Rhianna—somehow. Mayhap twas just the horrid Rhoswen making her feel bad—though the other children seemed not to notice. They had gathered around and were dipping their toes in merrily.
The day was warm and so those children blessed enough to own shoes abandoned them before they came, for they knew much time would be spent unlacing and relacing the oft twisted leathers.
‘Dragon’s teeth yer a wicked lot!’ Rhoswen screeched. ‘Get ye limbs frae’ that water ‘fore the serpent of the deep comes to taste ye!’ Not surprisingly, they ignored her, and she muttered under her breath, her ire rising as she saw Rhianna Maelgwyn’s happy little face ignoring her command. She should flog them all. She closed her eyes and imagined herself doing so…a triumphant smirk appearing on her face. Her own Mam would have flayed the skin from her back if crossed. That wee little princess would be first…
Master Toriad came to her, thinking she was an unpleasant woman, but politely tugged her kirtle to gain her attention, ‘Serpents do not harm those who love the deeps of the rock pool, and Morag says there be magick in the water. Please do not frighten my wee sister,’ he admonished the servant, causing the other children to snigger.
‘Frighten that hoyden?’ Rhoswen rounded on him angrily, her face flushing at the humiliation of being rebuked by a mere child, and unpleasantly interrupted during her Flogging Fantasy. ‘I swear on all what’s Holy naught but the divil hissef’d be able t’frighten yer sister!’
Toriad gasped, and crossed himself hurriedly, and moved away on hearing the woman’s open blasphemy, and his forehead screwed up in a deep furrow. He made note to talk to Morag about this servant. She was not to be speaking to them thusly, and if he chose to speak to his father she would surely be whipped, however he had no wish to be cause of her punishment though in truth she deserved it. Crossly, he returned to his companions at the water’s edge and dangled his own feet in the cool water, pulling his borrowed breeches up to around his square, bony knees. Morag often brought them to this place, twas purely magickal, though this day seemed doomed from the start, and he shivered, despite the day’s warmth. Watching the pleasure of Rhianna’s face at her favourite place, relaxed him somewhat, and he took a deep breath in an attempt to shake the creeping fear which had stolen over him. He lifted his chin stubbornly, and turned to Sorley. ‘I will speak to father of that woman. She is a rude blasphemer.’
‘Ach she be a right witch, Tor,’ Sorley nodded then grinned, ‘Aye…an’ me Da says she’d tup a blind beggar for a piece,’ he chuckled, sweeping an errant lock from across his young face—the fine and handsome man he would one day become, beginning to show. He draped a brotherly arm about his Lord’s wee son. ‘Ne’er háe I seen a braver lad, Tor,’ he said with deference. ‘Ye’ll make a fine Chieftain one day.’
Surprised, Toriad blinked at the older boy, though not understanding what ‘tupping a beggar’ was, though he suspected something awful, and knew instinctively that twould be something Rhoswen would do. Sorley had long been his friend and protector, so if he said twas bad, then it made Rhoswen more evil. He nodded, graciously accepting the praise, for he knew someday he would make a fine chieftain. Twas what he was born to, and what he was educated for. Soon his father would begin the real training—in the lists after the festivities of the harvest abated. He could hardly wait to begin, and hoped twas not so cold a winter such as the last, that his Mamma would oft not let him outdoors in the muck and cold.
Despite the warmth of the day, Rhoswen spied Morag’s daughter, Maire shivering, and heaped her frustrations with the day on her. ‘What be in yer bile brat? Ye Mither shoult háe came in my stead…’ she grumbled, ‘high an’ mighty wench thinks she be somebody…’
Wee Maire blinked as though she had not heard her, and Rhoswen shivered. Twas whispered among folk that this child had the sight as well and those things frightened Rhoswen. Some such folk with these gifts oft foretold of trouble and twas pagan doings, and that of which she had little understanding or time for. She moved away from the shivering child to the others. She’d had enough of this silly ‘outing’. These children did not need an outing, they needed a good flogging. Disobedient and disrespectful was what they were—especially little Lord Muck and his hoyden sister.
The wooden swords and sticks gathered along the way to the rock pool were left discarded as the children sat talking in hushed tones amongst themselves - almost reverent in their awe of this place. The cool water had a soothing affect on them all. Toriad watched his tiny sister and kept her close by him, lest she fall. Morag told him that this rock pool had no bottom and that anyone falling in would quickly find himself drowned. He loved his sister dearly and wanted no harm to come to her, and imagined the magickal, mythical beasts that lived far down below the bright blue water. Morag said that if a person respected the rock pool that no beast would touch them.
The strange lights continued to play around them and Rhianna hummed a tune as she splashed her tiny feet in and out of the water. She was sad when Rhoswen gathered her up and growled at the others to get up. They had only just arrived. The servant had left behind the wonderful picnic basket Morag had prepared for them and Rhianna’s tummy grumbled loudly.
Sorley was angry at this woman’s obvious distaste of them and of her task. Morag and some of the other servants oft brought them to this place; making it exciting with talk of the faeries, ghosts and magick. All of them had made the day memorable—except for Rhoswen. ‘Why did ye fetch us here if ye didna want to bide w’us?’ But Sorley’s only answer was a sharp cuff which brought tears to his eyes.
‘Shut up ye brat. Yer e’en mither ain’t no more’n a washer woman.’ She laughed shamefully and the young man’s eyes blazoned with fury, and he rubbed his sore head gingerly.
Sombrely they made their way through the copse to the clearing, when suddenly several large horses crashed through the brushwood in the clearing like the Hounds of Hell—delivering loud men who brandished hefty swords. Rhianna had to stretch her neck to look up at the newcomers, and stood gaping at the huge beasts in wonder. She became aware that Rhoswen, several of the girls and younger boys began screaming, though Rhianna was unaware of why one should need to be frightened of men on horseback. The huge war horses pawed the ground; snorting and snuffling—their nostrils flaring with their exhaustion. Mesmerised, Rhianna absently took hold of the clammy and dirty hand Glynn proffered while nearby Ainsley set to howling for her Mam.
Two men swung down from their beasts, and one knocked Rhoswen down to the ground with the back of his hand, and set the woman to more wailing. The tall, fair-haired man stepped toward the children and cast his chilling blue eyes over the rag-tag group. ‘Where is the Maelgwyn brat?’ he asked, deftly pulling a wicked looking dirk from somewhere under his black mantle to refute rebellion. Rhianna felt Glynn stiffen beside her and then drew her slowly behind him and she peeked curiously passed Glynn’s arm.
Rhoswen didn’t have to be asked twice. ‘Ere…’ She seemed to forget Rhianna and pointed only to Toriad, who had moved toward the woman to see if she were hurt. ‘Git!…go on wi’em, and leave us fra’ of harm’s way.’ She scrambled to her feet, eyeing the man’s dirk cautiously and shoved Toriad roughly at him.
Toriad blanched at her words, terrified of the evil intent of these men. He knew enough of brigands that they would dare anything. A small, unprotected group of children with one cowardly and disloyal woman positioned far from safety of the castle walls was unfortunate. He prayed the foolish woman would not alert them to his sister’s presence. They would no doubt want to ransom him. His sire had oft warned him of kidnap and his terror abated somewhat. They would not harm him.
Toriad noticed the men wore black tunics that bore no emblems and which meant they swore featly to no one. They were brigands of the worst kind—mercenaries. As the man put away his dirk, Toriad stepped closer, with intent to hasten their departure; thus lead them away from his small sister. ‘I am Toriad Maelgwyn, son of Lord Dafydd.’ He bit back the harsh words he would have rather said, for Rhianna’s sake.
The man caught Toriad from where he stood and verily threw him up to another man on horseback like no more than a sack of barley.
The children began weeping openly—though Soren only because his sister Ainsley was, but Rhianna only frowned. ‘Where are ye taking my brawd’ she asked; her three years in the world not enough to comprehend the harsh reality before her. She saw no reason to cry. Her father had men on horseback and they were only ever kind to her. True, these men had hurt Rhoswen, but Rhoswen deserved to be punished for she was wicked, and Toriad had yet to shed any tears.
Toriad shook his head to Glynn who turned and muffled Rhianna’s voice, and nodded solemnly to Toriad’s unspoken words that he protect Rhianna.
The men re-mounted their horses and the man holding Toriad before him casually replied, ‘We take him fer the King would have another Welsh Lord’s brat to keep you savages mindful.’ He grinned, exposing several brown and broken teeth. Fortunately for Rhianna, the English men had little knowledge of the Welsh tongue, and assumed ‘brawd,’ meant only friend. For had they known it was brother, they would have taken her also, though the fate of a girl at the King’s court was less than favourable.
Toriad felt the blood drain from his face and his heart hammered. They were taking him to the King—to stay! There would be no ransom. He would be dead to his family. Tears welled in his eyes and an ache began in his small chest as he tried not to show his abject terror of a fate worse than death. His mama and father would grieve badly for him as he would for them. He felt tears sting his eyes, but held his head high. Surely his father would find a way to rescue him?
The horses turned and Toriad glimpsed Rhianna’s ashen face peeking from behind Glynn as the brigand’s words filtered in through her mind. He called back to her, ‘I love you…’ before seeing her mouth open, and her blood curdling scream—a scene he was sure he would remember for all of his days.
*
Rhoswen blocked her ears against Rhianna’s deafening scream. ‘Shut up ye silly creature! D’ye want the divils t’come back for ye?’
Rhianna looked over at the pitiful woman, who had done nothing to save her brother from the divils. Now she knew what divils looked like and it frightened her. They came and took children away. Her heart pained her and she sobbed for her beautiful, brave brother. ‘Toriad! Brawd! Come back!’ The children had gathered around her, comforting her, but she knew only that her beloved brother was gone. Her head swam and her vision swayed and she turned and stumbled back to the rock pool, to see where the horses had gone. But there was nothing and no one. Even the fey lights that earlier drawn her had faded as the day grew suddenly old. She peered into the depths of the water in the rock pool, which had gone murky and dull.
Lifeless. Rhianna felt paralysed…her little body ached with a loneliness she had never felt and suddenly, she felt a strange, warm breeze wrapping and twirling itself around her legs, and heard the sound of many voices singing a sad song of long ago. She closed her eyes as the breeze buffeted her, sank into the comforting warmth and gave herself to them.
*
Rhoswen moved toward Rhianna, knowing with abject dread that she would have to explain the loss of the Maelgwyn’s son, but didn’t want to have to explain the drowning of their little girl also. ‘Come gel, we maun awa’ fore the dark settles.’ The glade had suddenly grown wintry and Rhoswen crossed herself and called to the other children. She did not want to be in this place a moment longer on this, All Souls Day. ‘We leave now! This would not have happened if ye’d but listened to me!’ she scolded. Nary a child spoke, but stood silently, at the ready. Rhoswen glanced around her uneasily; noting the peculiar breezes that suddenly whipped around them. Darkness sifted in too quickly, despite the hour and Rhoswen whimpered.
Rhianna suddenly slumped to the ground beside the rock pool and Ainsley ran to her. ‘Oh Precious Jesu’ what has happened to her, Rhoswen?’
Rhoswen blinked at the unconscious child, and, the terror of the day overwhelming her, turned and she ran shrieking from the copse…leaving the children behind.
The children watched her go with indifference, and quickly turned their attentions to their Lord’s remaining child—responsibility known to even the youngest betwixt them. Glynn was the first to move to Rhianna. He bent and shook her gently. ‘Wee one…tis alright. Wake now.’
Ronan knelt and felt Rhianna’s head. ‘She is benumbed.’ He flicked his unruly dark hair aside and turned dark, worried eyes to Sorley, seeking guidance from the older boy. Sorley, the oldest at two and ten summers, scooped the tiny girl up and carried her.
‘Come,’ he said grimly, ‘before the souls of the dead catch us on their way from purgatory to heaven.’ The children gathered themselves together and quickly headed for home, unaware that Sorley’s words were more prophetic than they would ever know.
*
The Maelgwyn’s grief over their lost son was overwhelming.
Eloign sat on her favourite chair in the solar rocking backward and forward on the edge of the chair; her face covered by trembling hands. ‘Nay…my precious son, this cannot be! I will kill those treacherous….’
‘Eloign…my love it has been a sennight since the King took our Toriad.’ Dafydd caressed his wife’s hair, his brow creased in consternation. ‘I fear we must move forward. Our boy would ask ye this himself, were he here.’
A fresh bout of tears flowed from her, then suddenly, she composed herself and squared her thin shoulders. ‘Aye…he is not dead at the least. We must find a way to retrieve him. Surely, it must be as easy for us to capture him back as it was for those brigands to remove him. Bring me my daughter,’ she said stoically to her maid.
‘Aye, m’lady,’ the servant replied grimly; a task none now relished.
Crying would have been healthier; Dafydd thought, bemused, as he watched the stricken, ashen ghost of his daughter who stood in front of his wife. He had heard the whispering amongst servants and townsfolk. A changeling, is what they said, and he wasn’t so sure they were wrong in their verdict. Rhianna was a mere shell of the sweet daughter he remembered. Scared now, and easily frightened, the child now spent more time aweeping than aught else. She oft cried for her ‘Mammy’ - a strange variation of Mama, and even Eloign could not quiet her most times. Servants were now wary of the child and many were seen to cross themselves and some wore odd trinkets about themselves to ward off ill.
He noticed something else presently of a more peculiar nature. Eloign had begun conversing in the king’s tongue to the child, and she was understanding! ‘Eloign, she…she is deaf to her native tongue!’ he whispered ashen-faced, ‘..how could this be?’
Eloign pulled the rigid child into her mother’s embrace. ‘Surely, tis but the shock of witnessing the cruel capture of her dear brother? Shutters came down over his wife’s eyes and Dafydd knew it a worthless activity to pursue the subject. She would not easily hear aught against her remaining daughter.
Eloign had lost two children and gained a Changeling.
*
Galen the Gypsy
Chapter One
Rhuddlan Castle, North Wales 1312 AD
Clouds gathered around the town in apocalyptic presence. Servants rushed about in haste, closing shutters and securing the castle.
Rhianna Maelgwyn pressed her palm flat against the rudimentary glass, still amazing her as much as the day her father had it put in for her. She sighed deeply and a single tear coursed down her cheek and initiated a torrent she knew would plunge her into a deep valley of despair.
Gazing from her window she could see people in the town scuttling about their business like mice in an oubliette; all seemingly deathly afraid of the dangerous orange-brown cast of the sky above, as though their world were about to end.
Her world may as well be about to end. She felt such desolation. Hollowness had manifested itself within her soul, which threatened to choke her mortal life from the inside out.
Freezing temperatures from outside penetrated through to her hand and she allowed it to slide down uncaring and drop limply by her side. She turned and staggered to the bed, flopping down as faintness washed over her. Her eyes stung and she covered her face, but tears had been spent.
Never would she marry that barbarian, Gruffydd! If her parents would not allow her to retire to the Abbey, then she would find a means to escape this place. She must find what it was her heart and soul searched for; a thing she’d almost thought she’d found in Galen. Peaceful silence passed over Rhianna, safe in her memories with the dark, yet familiar visitor.
It seemed so long ago that the black-haired Irishman had come into her life. Picking blackberries with Maire one cool, clear morning, he’d appeared suddenly from no place—like one of the wee folk Morag wove fanciful tales around. Startling them, Maire had squealed loudly, yet Rhianna was strangely drawn as Maire quickly recovered her humour.
‘Yer a bold piece of works with nothin’ better t’do than to be sneakin’ about in the woods frightenin’ young ladies!’ Maire had said crossly, ‘Lord Gruffydd will surely cut out your heart if he thought ye were seekin’ yer pleasure here.’ Maire worried about her mistress’s virtue—for she was betrothed and there was ever more than one goodly maiden entrapped (sometimes willingly) by a roguish type wanting pleasures of the flesh. She would guard Rhianna with nothing more than a fierce tongue. She herself knew how shameless thoughts plagued a person and knew the sin of wanting. But she was not betrothed—Rhianna was, and responsibility to the Maelgwyn’s weighed heavily but willingly upon Maire’s family, and she would not let them down. Besides, her mother, Morag would flail her alive should she fail.
The stranger, Galen had nodded his dark head and bowed impishly at Maire, gazing at her mischievously through fallen locks across one of the bluest eyes she’d seen. He turned those eyes to Rhianna; enamoured and attentive—intrigued by her every word or nuance, and happily accepted her invitation to join them at the rock pool. Rhianna’s best friend and personal maid, Maire, had been uneasy, as the stranger stayed by them—unchaperoned, and she grumbled frequently. She stayed close to them lest he touch a hair on her head.
Galen spun wild tales for the young women of his travels to the continents and claimed for a time he’d sailed with pirating sea-traders from the very tip of Scotland to new lands beyond the eye.
Twas from that first moment, Rhianna suffered the ache in her heart and had wondered if she’d found for what she’d searched for most of her life. Knowing only that she wanted him to remain with her.
Speaking mainly in a strange blend of the short, yet lilting voice of the Irish Gaelic, Galen’s well-defined features and sparkling blue-green eyes made her believe his stories to hold truth. Surely, his manner and accent had been most unlike to any man she had met in all her years and she had been drawn to him from the moment their eyes had met. His physique, she had come to appreciate later.
Galen possessed a litheness that belied his medium stature. Dark hair fell over one eye, oft distracting her from her tasks. Rhianna saw too the side he kept so carefully hidden from others, having watched him when he thought no one did. His gaze would arrest, caught in some void of mystery, in a place only he could see. She loved the way he would then tug at his gold earring, and then arrange his mask of composure as he returned to this place; his eyes blinking and the slight shake of his head. Other times she found him watching her again—his expression faraway, then a twinkle would enter those hooded lids, as he closed off that secret part of him and he would boldly tip his mouth up in a seductive curve. The very essence of him would always catch her breath and send peculiar warmth flooding through her lower body.
Seeing Galen had made her existence more tolerable; made her forget duty and what her life would hold. Without him, she could envisage only the bleakest of days ahead and thought mayhap if he shared her feelings he would somehow spirit her away to one of his far flung shores where they could be together for all of time.
Rhianna sighed dreamily, but a shadow crossed her brow and her dark mood returned to match the growing storm. In Galen’s eyes and actions she could see he seemed to like her, but never in the way she desired him. Something held him back, for there was an air of mysteriousness about this Gypsy which belied her world and all she understood of it.
Her eyes darted around her chambers, coming to rest on her beautifully carved locker; gifts from Galen lovingly placed on top. Many times after that first time Galen had come to Rhianna, bringing her small gifts and trinkets she kept some of them well hidden. A few items she was able to pass off easily as gifts from generous trade merchants or eager castle folk. Much care she had taken not to be caught with this forbidden, yet innocent liaison convinced her father would never accept such a friendship. In reality she did not understand it herself, only when she was with Galen, Rhianna felt enchantingly alive.
In the strangest sense she had felt they had known each other before, though perchance this was true love, however Galen did not ask any more from her than their simple but unusual friendship. For Rhianna though, twas not nearly enough and each time this dread thought passed through her mind, her heart cleaved in two from the unfulfilled.
The last time she had seen him was the morn before last, his face lined with true worry and she feared they’d been uncovered.
He was leaving. Rhianna saw it in his eyes, though he’d spoke ne’er a word. Throwing herself unabashedly at his lean, handsome form, Rhianna had experienced a variety of confusion to anger then utter and hopeless despair. Galen told her for every moment he spent with her put her future in more danger.
‘My future?’ she’d cried, ‘What meaning has it without you?’ Sullen, childish tears filled her eyes, and her lower lip protruded towards him. Silently, he had held her to him and Rhianna sobbed, ‘Never will I understand such a reason. Stay, I beg of you…or take me with you, please!’ she begged, ‘...far away from the constraint of my duty,’ she spat.
He sighed deeply and she knew then no matter what words she uttered, he had closed his heart to her. ‘Little one…I cannot, yet. I know you do not appreciate, but for your own sake you must yet remain.’
‘Nay…’ she whispered, turning her head from the comfort of his shoulder, for no more would she find comfort there. ‘How can I trust you now? I will never forgive you for abandoning me to the cruellest of fates.’
‘Do y’love me, Rhianna?’ he asked her, so softly she was uncertain she’d heard that word.
Turning back, she felt his breath brush across her nape and she shivered, staring into his sea blue gaze. Should she tell him? Did she have to, and what if any difference was it going to make. She did not trust her voice, but nodded, wrapping her arms tightly around her.
‘Then you must trust me. Yer going on a journey…’ he said cryptically.
‘W.with you?’ She didn’t understand these games he played and thought it unlike him to be so cruel as to toy with her, though he seemed affected by her sadness. He reached out and placed his hand around her neck, the sensation of touch too much for her, but he’d held her there and pulled her toward him. ‘You will live the life you were meant to live.’ He saw her confused expression and added, ‘Ye’ll not understand the true explanation, mo ghrá.’ His endearment had seemed so cruel in the face of his departure.
Tears slipped down her face. ‘How can y’know if I am not given the chance, Galen…’
His knowing smile had sliced her heart. ‘Soon ye’ll be more than happy. That I can promise, but please, Rhianna…’ he begged, ‘I can say no more.’ A strange thing, for then he had smiled, his eyes; that of the hidden waters in a grotto, looked one last time into the chasm where hers journeyed to her very soul. She heard his words; ‘Thabarfainn fuil mo chroí duit.’ She knew not its meaning but an ache of something exquisitely beautiful, haunting and sad flooded her senses at once. Soft lips pressed to hers for the last time, startling her but by the time she’d recovered her senses he was no more than a lingering memory. The musky scent that was his alone permeated her being and she faced the world in stark understanding. Alone, she stood miserably at the rock pool, knowing he’d left her to her fate—a fate worse than death, surely, in the form of the cruel Lord Rhys Gruffydd.
Later that day Rhianna realised she had been betrayed and spied upon with Galen, for that same night her father had formally announced the banns would be read in preparation of the alliance that would seal the union of the two prominent Welsh families. The wedding of Lord Rhys Gruffydd to Rhianna Maelgwyn and would soon take place.
She was to be married. Cast off like a chattel to the inhuman chieftain to whom she would have to share her life with. Aching loneliness gripped her stomach as she remembered the empty, desolate feeling that had welled around her being like coming dread. She felt nothing for that man! How could her parents expect she marry him and let him touch her—especially when her heart belonged to another! Refusing to believe her fate set in stone, Rhianna calmly informed her very dismayed father that she would procure her dowry and head for the nearest cloister, than wed such a man as that.
On the bed, surrounded by her grief and loneliness, Rhianna rolled on her side, disgusted with the emotion that roiled within her. She touched her fingers to her lips where Galen had kissed her…a cruel reminder of what she could not have. She understood naught of his silly predictions, only that he did not want her for himself and sought only to ease his own conscience by some sanctimonious divinations of her destiny.
The spark of defiance she had shown her parents had soon been extinguished along with any care of her future and a sense of calm, non-existence enveloped her.
Rhianna dragged herself up onto her elbow and, from her side table took hold of the wooden statue Galen had given her from his last voyage. Twas an intricately carved Celtic figure Galen had brought back from a castle in Ireland, with tiny inscriptions underneath. She did not bother to read the words because it mattered not, now.
What had become of Galen? Strangely, she could still feel his presence. Although he’d treated her like a sibling, she suspected he’d felt more than that, but mayhap because she was already betrothed, he felt it inappropriate to display his feelings for her.
Drifting lazily back onto the pillow, she felt the effects of the large dose of Laudanum she’d managed to filch from Morag. She wondered why she had never felt as though she belonged here, confronting the bizarre feeling she should be elsewhere. No one knew her secret fears, for they would think her crazed and surely lock her in the tower, for twas many a time her odd behaviour had caused concern in the people around her.
As she fell into an insensible state, she pondered Galen’s last words to her. Where did he come by his strange notion she was going away?
Live the life you were meant to live.
His prophecy rang out in her head until she fell into the welcome depths of induced unconsciousness.
*
North Wales, Present Day
Rhee awoke to darkness; her skin clammy, with a thumping heart and low buzzing in her ears which frightened her.
Where am I? She thought frantically, unable to recall her surroundings and experiencing the familiar dislocation. Slowly she became aware of her surroundings, but was beginning to wonder if she was at all normal, when the cat came sprinting recklessly into the room, its bright, topaz eyes luminous in the eerie predawn.
‘Strike a light cat! What now?’ The skittish feline vaulted haphazardly onto the bed, almost knocking into the wall beyond. In the halflight, Rhee could see the cat’s face, peering at her strangely. ‘Get off before I toss you off.’ Rhee looked at her clock and groaned, ‘Oh great! 5.07am!’ She flipped back the covers, grabbed her robe and blew her loose fringe from her vision. ‘No point going back to sleep now is it!’ Her nerves jangled and Rhee took several steadying breaths. Bella seemed smug then and settled down cosily on the warm, recently slept in bed. ‘Oh no you don’t, kitty cat!’ she cried, tipping the quilt and dumping the bewildered cat onto the floor. ‘If I’m up, then so are you! Anyway, I’d still like to know what your big idea was for coming in…’ Rhee stopped mid-sentence, her gaze caught suddenly by the view from her bedroom window.
She walk to the window and rested her palms onto the pane of cool glass, observing the eerie, golden moon hung silently over the low, neighbouring hillside over the other side of town and shivered at the return of the ominous feeling. The night had neither gone, nor had day dawned. Like the change of seasons, predawn was an eerie time, although not particularly unpleasant.
Raking her fingers through her dishevelled locks, she shifted her gaze to the antique clock her grandmother had given to her just before she passed away. Blinking away the last remnants of sleep and managing a reminiscent smile, she shifted her weight as normalcy flooded her on recalling her visits with Gram.
She could see her grandmother picking plums to make her fabulous jam, putting a fowl in the oven before church on Sundays, and fondly remembered the afternoon teas they shared. Gram seemed to spend half her time in the kitchen and the other half in her most cherished garden tending the roses or feeding her beloved birds. She possessed wisdom and strength of character that Rhee found magnetic, and which belied the older woman’s station in life, and made Rhee feel as though Gram had been around always. She felt the accustomed emptiness wash over her knowing precious time with Gram was gone. It was back then she realised no one lived forever, and consequently, after her grandmother’s death, she’d begun to dwell on her own tenuous grip on mortality, and where her own life was taking her.
The clock was a beautiful antique passed on by her Grandmother, and as her own mother had told her was apparently quite valuable. As if on cue the chime sounded starkly, deafening in the silence of the emerging dawn.
‘That clock is going to have to go into the lounge room I’m afraid. Priceless or not it’s too loud for my bedroom.’ Rhee shivered as a cool breeze fluttered around her, causing gooseflesh on her arms. She peered at the time, 5.10am.
‘Weird,’ she whispered to herself, the clock had only ever chimed on the hours and half-hours. What on earth was going on? With a great difficulty, Rhee purposely shook off her unease, went through to her small kitchen, and in reaching for the kettle, assumed some shreds of normality.
By the time she had joined the daily rush for work, all earlier events had been catalogued in the far reaches of her mind.
*
“Then Alexander turned to her and vowed their son would live to see the Legend come to pass…”
Sighing deeply, Rhianna Llewellyn flipped restlessly onto her back closed the book, placed it on her chest, on top of the other three and stared at the bright daffodil lampshade her sister had bought her last St. David’s Day. She was ashamed to see that she’d read all four of the series in so many days. The adventures she devoured only left her wanting more from her own fatuous life. Of course she read too much, but would found it impossible to relinquish the warriors, chieftains and women from worlds one could only dream of.
Her own dreams had been significant in shaping her life.
Praising her fertile imagination, her mother and teachers thought she had the skills necessary to become a good writer—but even those staunch supporters would never have believed the things that saturated her young mind. As Rhee grew, childish memories and strange images became dimmer…until the day her sister had gifted with something precious. Something that rekindled and fuelled those long gone memories like nothing else could. Sascha gave her a book about a peasant girl who fell in love with the son of a Welsh prince and it was the beginning of love for Rhee. Her imagination easily visualised the strong, masculine heroes these books held, although she somehow could not picture herself as any weak willed female during those times and wondered how people back then would have reacted to one such as her. Castles had a secret meaning for her and to give it up would be like removing her ears.
Rhee remembered dreams from her childhood, which apparently troubled her parents. Even now, if she concentrated, she could even conjure dreams of obscure flashes of a place with stone walls and strong smells and that of cows, horses, dung and stables, and other broken images would filter throughout her mind like the insidious trickle of rain through a leaky roof.
‘Real life just isn’t like in the books,’ she lamented as a brown blur suddenly flew in front of her, landing on her stomach, causing her to yelp in fright. ‘My God Bella you lummox! What now? I don’t know what the heck’s gotten into you, but you’ve been naughty all week! Is it that Burmese from next door again?’ Rhee scratched the cat’s belly and the creature purred loudly.
‘Ah! So I’m right, then? You are just lucky you have somebody. I guess everybody needs somebody to love…’
They both jumped at the sound of her telephone, which was placed carelessly on her large oak bedside table, beside a jumble of read and unread books. The cheerful voice of Sascha sounded as distant and faraway as Rhee felt, and she drew her knees close, tucking her fair hair behind her ear in a childish gesture she unconsciously performed whenever she was around her sister.
‘Rhee? I tried to ring you earlier Sis, but as usual, I wasn’t able to reach you.’ Her voice trailed off.
Rhee knew her sister felt awkward since telling her the news of the impending arrival of their fourth child, due sometime in the spring. After Rhee’s break up with her fiancé, Andrew some months ago, the family also knew she was reluctant to date again. She didn’t want their pity and though she knew it was wrong, was a wee bit envious of Sascha and her perfect family. Jon was a great guy—a real old-fashioned charmer almost too good to Sascha. But charming, decent men were becoming increasingly difficult to find and the blind dates Jon and Sash orchestrated were a trail of ghastly events of which they did not speak. Neil Flint and his broken fridge would be enough to turn anyone off men for life and she had to smile, wondering briefly if the thin, anxious friend of Jon’s work mate’s brother’s cousin had found himself some poor wretch to marry. And she wouldn’t even go near her good friend, Helen’s cousin Rhodri’s best mate, Nick the Groper.
Sascha's familiar voice broke through her unpleasant reverie. ‘Rhee? I said, how are you?’
‘Good, good. How about you?’
Silence. ‘Oh, I’m feeling wonderful…if not heavily pregnant,’ she giggled nervously. ‘Listen, Jon and I wondered if you wanted to come to Rhyll and spend the weekend with us for Joshi’s second birthday. He’s been asking for you.’
Rhee twirled a portion of her shoulder length hair and paused deliberately. Let her fret for just a moment more, she thought spitefully, although she knew she would go, because she just adored Sash’s kids, having shared so much with her sister and her family.
‘Of course I’ll come up and I’d like to stay for the week if you’re sure? I think I have some leave left and the boss is very insistent I use it up soon.’ Rhee adored her work with preschoolers. It was the only work, which catered for her many talents. Despite adoring the children and the challenging work there, she habitually fought the urge to search for something elusive, not quite tangible, which had most definitely been missing in her life. So intense was this force that she was inherently driven to somewhat blindly believe it had been romance, in the form of Andrew, the supposed love of her life.
‘Fabulous!’ Sascha had been holding her breath and instantly Rhee endured a guilt thing. After Andrew Somerton had broken their lengthy engagement, it had been Sash who had picked up the pieces. Andrew had moved to France with Amy Janning, whom he’d worked with. Talk was that Amy had some rich relatives living on the French Riviera and that her and Andrew had been offered a family partnership in her family’s champagne caves. Worse though, was Andrew had been seeing Amy as well as her for almost three years!
The impish cat eyed the cord on Rhee’s bathrobe, batting it devilishly and brought Rhee back to her sister. ‘Anyway Sash, I’ll phone ahead on Thursday to let you know what time I’ll be leaving, ‘kay?’
Sascha seemed relieved. ‘Sure…ahm, everything alright?
The pause was ever so slight, but her sister was as always in tune. ‘I’m fine, really.’
‘Well, okay…but remember not to go buying any sweets, Rhianna!’ Rhee smiled at her sister’s use of her full name, which usually meant business.
‘No way, would I do that? Oh, Sis?’
‘Yeah?’
‘Thanks.’ Rhee replaced her phone and hustled the cat away from beneath her legs. ‘Get out, you wicked creature! You’re a fair pest.’ The cat meowed crossly and scooted off around the corner; glaring up at her with flattened ears. Rhee made her way to the bathroom; an excited flutter coiling around her at the prospect of a wee sojourn at Sascha’s and wondered why on earth she should feel such a strange sense of anticipation. ‘Silly twit.’ Rhee allowed her robe to slide off her shoulders and pool around her feet, staring absently at her figure in the mirror. She touched her wide cheekbones; squinting her green eyes as she pulled the skin taut as she had seen her mother do. ‘Hm…no wrinkles…yet.’ Her heart shaped face came from her father’s side of the family. Wrinkling her straight nose, she was satisfied it was neither too long, thin nor wide. Then, she eyed herself up and down critically, focussing on her slightly wide hips and slightly curvy stomach and remembered her mother telling her she should get rid of the idea women ought to be as skinny as beanpoles and Barbies. Women were meant to be curvaceous, her mother had stated.
Rhee knew she had always had to be somewhat cautious of what she ate and truly envied those women who could devour junk food until the cows came home without gaining so much as a pound. She herself only had to give a cake or chocolate a sideways glance and it had already deposited itself onto her figure. Sascha said she was quite normal and she was being over critical with herself, but then Sascha could say what she liked, because she had fantastic metabolism and Sascha already had a man. Besides, Rhee assured herself she did not care what men liked or did not like. It was her life; her body and she would love it no matter what the shape. Nevertheless, she was grateful for the rapidly steaming mirror and stepped hastily into the hot stream of water.
The evening passed slowly and inexplicable melancholy slipped into her mood. The cold was getting to her. Maybe her gourmet hot chocolate would return the normality this night and rid her of this odd mixture of dread and delight, which plagued her.
Sleep was a long time coming and the characters from the book she had finished earlier swam about in her unsettled mind. The sound of a car screeching around a corner startled her and thoughts of her family swirled around her mind, giving her a distorted and empty feeling. Not even seeing her sister for a week seemed to make her feel better and the sleep she finally slipped into was jittery and unsettling. The well known scene that sometimes possessed her dreams since becoming a woman, soon invaded her unconscious mind…
“..The man stood on the edge of the precipice; his shoulder length raven hair tied back in a braid as wisps of it broke free to whip about him. Tall, muscular and oddly dressed, he stood unmoving—rigid with a large broadsword strapped easily to his back. Snow fell in gusty flurries around him. Her heart went out to him, but she was not able to reach out to him for a subtle white light that encased his body.
He was untouchable. His face was partly concealed and she experienced a tremendous urge to touch him…if only just once.
Suddenly she was thrust forward; feeling a force in the middle of her back that resembled intense pain and together with a profound flare of light propelled her back through the night. She saw the familiar lights around her home like a beacon willing her home. There came a strange tingle of the supernatural as she floated through the night air feeling the inexplicable sense it was not really home…”
*
The weekend seemed to roll around like a whirlwind and Rhee even found herself feeling a little excited as she turned off the main road. She wondered at her moods, but decided to enjoy it while it lasted. Too often of late she found herself experiencing unusual occurrences and sliding into a strange melancholy and vowed upon her return to get some help before things became intolerable.
After a while the familiar houses and shops came into view causing Rhee to sigh in relief and her stomach to churn. Though whether these feelings were from hunger or fear she could not tell, for they surprised her.
Rhee wondered absently what it would be like to move up closer to Sascha and her parents. Perhaps a more sedate life would even be good for her. The only true reason she stayed close to the city was that the draw of a better social life had been stronger, but strangely she had not felt the same urge to actually gad about like her peers. Not many a decent man had appeared in her quadrant, so she figured that she may as well live a less stressful life in a quieter area and at least have some family nearby.
Her daydreams ended abruptly when the view of her gap-toothed niece, Caitlin riding her pink bike on the driveway appeared. Sascha came out almost at the instant she pulled on the handbrake with young Joshua draped on her hip and the noticeable bulge of pregnancy showing through her sister’s light blue trousers.
‘Hey Rhee!’ she called delightedly, and breaking into a grand smile. ‘What kept you? These kids have driven me mad for the past hour!’ Sascha dropped Josh down to embrace her sister.
‘Where’s Jon-Jon?’ Rhee asked her, looking around.
‘Oh, he and Jacob have gone over to collect some more kindling and logs for the fire.’ As Sascha nodded toward the woods, they heard a familiar shout and both women turned to see Sascha’s husband and son break through the clearing with a barrow full of wood, Jacob waving so frantically he almost dropped the axe.
‘Geez…what have you been feeding him? I still reckon they put growth hormones in chicken no matter what your butcher boyfriend, Rhodri Williams says.’
Sascha smiled serenely and gazed at her eldest son. ‘He’s almost twelve now you know!’
‘I meant Jon you silly girl! ‘Rhee smirked; she did so love to tease. ‘Must be all those sweets and rot you feed him!’ Sascha’s mouth opened, but closed it quickly knowing her sister’s wry humour and walked companionably into the house with her.
Night fell swiftly and the cool autumn air sent fallen leaves twirling and spiralling around the yard. Caitlin and Joshua had insisted on having numerous stories and cuddles from Aunty Rhee, who lapped up their childish attentions with fervour. Rhee sat alone with Joshua, who had only recently given up his cot for a Big Boy’s Bed and had fallen asleep whilst Rhee tickled his back. It was no wonder either, as he’d run wild and played hard that it made them tired just watching him.
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