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For Nanna, Pop, Grandma &
Grandfather,

and all those who came and left this
earth before me,

yet are still part of me.


 


At the end of the day

The mountains and trees hold secrets

Knowing all, yet revealing little.

Like breath upon a gentle breeze

Time moves

 



Prologue

 


Conwy Castle, North Wales
1330AD

The dying embers of the aureate
sunlight bathed the young man’s face as dusk settled over the
rugged land of his Northern Wales. Two gulls soared high above him;
and descended elegantly to circle the tree tops on the rolling land
below. Caught upon the breeze, they then drifted languidly toward
the rugged coastline; their noisy tales echoing long after they’d
passed on out through the river mouth and over toward the Irish
Sea. On a day of fortune, he would catch sight of a sea petrel in
pursuit of a returning fishing cog winding its way through the
estuary. The bird’s white rear end and cleft tail oft visible as
hoping for an easy snatch of fish or gut as it glided along in bold
pursuit; it’s long, haunting cry echoing across the waters of early
eve.

Caressing wind tickled Ciarán’s hair
and brought on an absent tugging of the corners of his mouth as the
air he breathed filled his senses of sea and his young, enquiring
mind of distant lands. Atop the mountain, he sat beside the ancient
hillfort in the company of the scattered, roaming sheep with their
customary bleating and chewing; yet no matter how oft he came,
their dull wit refused him familiarity as they called to each other
in cautious regard.

The heather in rich mauves and purples
grew in abundant clumps about, and around the edges of the old hut
circle upon the east of the hill overlooking the valley and
estuary. Alas, weather and time had battered and worn many of the
stones that made the crude walls; though largely untouched was the
mud clay lining which would have served as interior mortar, and
also kept the people warm inside. It was very bad custom to shift
or steal the stones of the ancients’ though he suspected from the
missing stones, that not everyone was privy to such prescience of
mind in respect for the auld ones. If he stood inside the hut, he
could oft hear the long ago voices of the auld ones, conversing in
their odd tongue as it floated through his consciousness. One day
the hut walls would no longer stand, mayhap left as just the
concentric foundation of a perfect ring. Even now the roof was no
more, but he hoped the presence of the auld ones and their voices
past would still remain always in this place—as it should be.

The day’s end signalled time for him to
return; moreover the magic of the evensong fascinated him. Darkness
began growing long shadows across the valley floor towards the
castle. There was a magical air at twilight at that place that had
enveloped Ciarán from as early as he could remember, as early as
when his parents had first brought him there. His father had told
him the auld folk said Wales was the first place, and he easily
believed it to be so. Pride, loyalty and honour thus stirred the
young heart beating steadily in his diminutive breast as
generations of Chieftains before him shadowed around with eager
pride. Sometimes he could feel them; just out of reach, or know the
gentle reassuring touch upon his shoulder during times of trouble.
In the periphery of his vision, he swore he would oft spy the
passing glimpse of a thing, mayhap somebody—tall and solid but when
eyes would choose to follow the darkened shadow he would be alone.
Alone with the churlish sea breezes that would buffet him teasingly
like his a favourite horse, harshly whispering snatches of their
secrets found upon riding the four winds from distant places. At
times he was left alone with the staying chill of the air from the
snow covered mountains; peaceful, yet alone, and at those times he
would wonder at the purpose of his mission in life. Life was no
easy feat, so he made no youthful plans. The future was mapped for
him, and there was some solace and security in that thought.

Like his own father before him Ciarán
was an instinctive warrior, and as son of Rhys Gruffydd, Chieftain
of Conwy, was a born leader who would one day protect his people.
His father had ofttimes said that an important step was to
understand this place he called home. The immutable, rugged
mountains with their cloaking, evanescent mists drew him and one
day, he knew that he would leave this place, mayhap only for a
while to see what lay beyond his wild homeland.

A sable tussle of Ciarán’s hair
fluttered covering his eye as he picked lazily at the lichen on the
rock from under him. At seventeen summers he was truly a man, for
his father had begun to instruct him long ago in the duties that he
would one day assume. His youthful body had long ago given way to
the well-developed physique of a warrior in training with the
laborious tasks he had been given, thus it was without pride that
he possessed a physical strength beyond his years. At times, his
young mind still yearned for the innocence of his carefree
childhood days of hunting, fishing, exploring and the fantasy of
lore and magic beyond the wild hills of the hold.

Now though, there was another kind of
dawning magic that had begun that summoned him from beyond his ken.
The memory was all too lucid and he viewed it all again with
unusual clarity and even now his breath quickening at the
thought.

The disturbing visions had commenced in
his sixteenth year, one cool, still autumn afternoon. Twas a day
such as this, when Ciarán had come to breathe deeply of the
mountain air at sunset when suddenly the shroud of amber that had
enveloped the setting sun swiftly turned blood red and the
temperature dropped severely. So sudden and dramatic was the
incident that he had leapt to his feet, nearly tumbling forward
down the steep rake in his alarm.

…The hills were the
same, but the castle was not Conwy. Twas Rhuddlan many years ago,
and the faces were that of his mother and father, quite young and
immaculately clothed. His mother wore an enchanting emerald gown
with flashing jewels and woven silver and gold design—the very one
she kept in a huge chest. There had been a celebration of sorts,
and the guests were retiring for the night. The scene shifted
suddenly and he found himself soaring lower to follow a path as
though he were flying.

Ciarán remembered it had seemed he had
somehow departed this place and transported elsewhere…in his mind
or in reality he was ever uncertain, for the experience was as
tangible to him as sitting on the rock had been. He wondered at the
time if his ancestors, the ancients tried to show him something, or
twas one of God’s miracles of which people spoke.

He reluctantly allowed his mind to
wander back to that frightening day when he was not in control of
where he went, and was unable to see any part of himself, much like
in a dream. The dread he had felt was unforgettable and even now he
felt the terror of his beating heart.

The way had grown dim and an unfamiliar
darkness enveloped gradually as trees from a heavily wooded copse
surrounded him…closing in, and darkness lay menacingly in wait,
preying upon the remains of the dying sunlight at the close of day
like the wolf upon a lamb. His heart thudded and fear exploded
inside his chest as his mind filled with painful terror. A faint
light shimmered; then grew in the heart of the wood and he stopped
still, as though standing, and was faced with the sudden appearance
of a light-filled form. Imperceptibly, the shimmering form changed
to become the figure of a man; dark haired with indistinct detail,
yet all the same a man. He had looked up slowly, seen Ciarán and
his face suddenly became very clear and vivid—full of anguish, and
as fright overcame Ciarán he had willed his unseen legs to
move…

Then as suddenly as it had come upon
him, he had found himself back on the steep precipice, the sun
having long since gone, leaving bone-chilling cold in its wake. He
shivered at the memory of the strange empty feeling the vision had
left him with. A whole year had passed since that vision and he had
not spoken nary a word of it to another soul, and neither could he
bring himself to share the foolish dreams which sometimes plagued
his nights.

Presently, his mind wandered and at the
complaint of his empty stomach, he forced himself up onto his legs
ready to return home—the dusky-rose mountainous horizon well
branded in his mind. A stray bird circled high above his head and
cawed forlornly at the days end. A sudden chill crept through his
clothing and far across the stretch of the wild and lonely land, he
could see a mist descending and within it another scene emerged.
Ciarán panicked, as before. ‘Nay…not again, please…!’ he whimpered
aloud, berating himself for mayhap willing the bizarre episode to
occur again. He sat down quickly, not wanting to lose his balance
on the precarious place as the vision unfolded…

…A far distant place,
he knew instinctively a time in his own future. Poverty and
sickness ravaged this place and many of his people were dying. A
man stood on this very place, and even though his back was turned,
he somehow knew it was himself, only older. Beside him, was a
beautiful ebony haired woman and together they looked upon the
torture of their land and its people with heavy hearts.

Ciarán blinked rapidly and shook his
head, the second of such disturbing visions. The mist had
dissipated and normalcy seemed to return as though naught had
happened. Mayhap he ought tell his old Grandam or Mam this time.
With one last indulgent look at the purplish-red sky, Ciarán rose
wearily from his rocky throne and headed toward his home;
Conwy.

 


*


 


Love, neither peaceful but inspiring,
majestic and virtuous.

Nor is love always resolute with the
heart in pursuit

To a rugged mountainous precipice

Where love prevails above all that is
seen.

 



Chapter 1

 


Conwy Castle, North Wales 1330
AD

The last two winters had been bitterly
cold—the weather so bad during the Samhain that almost a half of
the newly bought cattle were lost during a week of ferocious storms
from the northeast, bringing icy rain and frightening winds that
damaged roofs and caused the deaths of some unprepared
townsfolk.

The shepherds had been unable to get up
to bring down all of the sheep and eventually the the straggler’s
bodies were found scattered on the higher hills, and brought down
to be skinned and cut salted. During the first day of the strange
weather a sudden and dramatic storm lashed at the coast and caused
the loss of two of the fishing fleet, bringing mayhem, and the
weather was too bad to light the Samhain fires. Folks were
superstitious and the winter preparations had been done hastily,
and this had the auld folk shaking their heads in reminiscence of
another time long ago when an event such as this was seen as a
portent. It had heralded a terrifyingly freezing winter whereby
many babies and auld ones caught their deaths from cold.

During the first day of the sudden and
dramatic storms that lashed at the coast, one of the fishing fleet
and crew were lost along with the Captain and son of a prominent
Marcher Lord. Some feared the end of the world. Rhianna knew this
was not to be, and reassured Rhys that the world would survive, and
they conveyed positive hope amongst the people that they would
again prosper. The castle coffers were in no immediate danger, and
so far, the storms that had plagued them had left a surprisingly
warm week. Lord Gruffydd held a Samhain banquet in the Hall, and a
Fayre in the town to celebrate Samhain, despite that it had come
and gone. Something had to be done to cease the eager tongues of
restless folk happily spreading doom, dire warnings and ill-
portends of things to come.

The noble heads of the yellow rose buds
swayed and trembled courageously in the gentle breeze; brave
blossoms blooming late in the season after bad weather, and
nurtured lovingly by Rhianna. She smiled sweetly at them, partly in
recollection of the significance that yellow roses played in her
life. The plain though fragile beauty and exquisite aroma permeated
her senses, and she bent in close to draw more deeply the almost
fermented bouquet.

Rhys ordered them planted after the
birth of their firstborn, so soon after Rhianna’s profound
discovery from Galen the Gypsy that she was the true Rhianna
Maelgwn and that she belonged in that time and place. Her stomach
tightened uncomfortably as not oft did she choose to dwell on the
future as such, although her mastery of the era and its purpose
were far from complete. Never a day went past where she had not
learned something new of this strange and yet oddly familiar time;
from fact though it was her true time.

As though miraculously summoned, Rhys
appeared suddenly in the garden, grinning at her obvious
daydreaming; knowing twas a pastime she oft partook of more so in
pregnancy. She smiled dreamily at him, noticing not for the first
time the spattering of grey streaks in his sable hair, and
wondering wryly how many of those streaks she and the children had
unwittingly caused. The baby within her shifted uncomfortably,
catching a limb firmly under her rib cage and her grimace alone was
to bring Rhys to her side instantly.

‘If only you would
come like that every time I summon you, Rhys Gruffydd.’ She teased
haughtily, gently pushing the baby’s limb down with a
scowl.

‘Tis Lord Gruffydd to
you, wench!’ he crowed cheekily as he pinched her bottom, brushing
his soft cool lips over her flushed cheek. Love of this woman never
ceased to amaze and delight him, and no day passed by that he did
not thank the Father and Son for her. His mind turned to her
present needs. ‘What thoughts had ye, then?’ he enquired playfully,
knowing well what passed through her mind whenever she paused by
the yellow roses. He hoped she did not still trouble herself of
things past—or mayhap it was things to come that she
considered.

‘Tis supper time
already, my love?’

This she murmured absently though he
suspected she changed the direction of his questioning mind on
purpose. She never wanted to trouble him of the somewhat strange
thoughts she had when carrying a child, but he knew just to look at
her. Her eyes told him what he wanted to know, but telling him
would help them both.

‘I trow tis always
supper when yer around looking good enow to eat…’

Rhianna cast a critical eye over her
great belly—ripe with their unborn child. ‘If I am good enough for
ye this way then you must truly be blind!’ she admonished, yet
tittered girlishly at her own jest. She loved the blessing of
carrying new life within her, and was grateful she had survived so
many, but now her body showed signs that it would not cope with
another.

‘Or in
love?’

She blinked at his question, so lost in
vague, maternal thought that she had forgotten she had spoken. ‘You
are more in love with your war council!’ she said in
mock-seriousness.

‘Acch!!’ The sound of
shoes crunching on stone brought both their heads up to greet their
eldest son and saved him from an undignified rejoinder.

First to spy Ciarán’s discomfit,
Rhianna moved out of her husband’s grasp towards her son. Never had
she seen him so…troubled. She felt his forehead, ofttimes worrying
overly about the dreaded coming of the killer black death, only too
aware that it would be responsible for a great many deaths and
leave terrible destitution in its destructive wake. ‘My son, what
has happened?’ the baby jumped within her, sharing her fear. ‘Are
you ill?’

Ciarán stood before his parents,
disappointed to have broken the love-spell in their magical
solitude. ‘Nay Mam!’ he mumbled, twas…nothing, I wondered…I had…’
he faltered. He spoke too quickly and he stammered, unsure how he
could explain his mysterious visions to her, without such a thing
declaring him foolish. His mother was an exceptional woman, and he
knew that her past was a thing mysterious, as his father would not
allow talk of her childhood, and he had gleaned no sense from the
idle women’s chatter he had heard playing at her feet while growing
up. His father would not understand at all—of that he was
certain.

‘What ails ye boy?’
Ciarán flashed his father a glare, and Rhys bit down on his lip
remembering his son’s loathing of being thought of as a boy. He
held a smile in check, for that would not do just now. ‘I am sorry.
I ofttimes forget yer of a man’s age.’ Rhys looked at his son
regretfully. What troubles ye then, for ye look akin to Liam
Fitzpatrick after confessing to the priest.’ The jest was usually
amusing to them, but Rhys did not smile. He had never seen his son
so angst-ridden.

‘Tis naught but
hunger, Da,’ the younger man answered after a moment’s uneasy
silence, and shrugging stiffly, made a show of looking about the
area with a casual eye as though he searched disinterestedly for
someone.

Rhianna suspected there was much more
beneath Ciarán’s sudden appearance and strange pallor than his
careless words would acquaint and made her mind up to watch her
eldest son closely. She also had been given to a distinctive unease
of late; more so the closer their baby came to being born; a
feeling of being displaced, anticipating. Shivering at her minds
choices of adjectives, Rhianna reluctantly recalled her recent
spate of lucid dreams of her old life and of the gypsy Galen.
Surely she was not going to start being troubled by fears of being
cast back to the future again; not after so much time had passed.
She would not contemplate leaving her precious family, and prayed
fervently that life would not be so cruel. She must go to chapel
more often, and ask the good Lord to keep her safe, because the
masters of fate and irony could not be trusted. The sharp kick of a
not-so-tiny foot into her bladder caused her a moment of unpleasant
sensation, and the moment of cogitation was lost.

‘Mam,’ Ciarán said
suddenly, ‘Come and eat, for ye look as though yer in need
healthful fare yerself.’ He proffered his arm to his mother and
shepherded her inside as gentle as one would a newborn lamb, glad
to escape the awkward moment. He was unsure whether he would inform
his good lady mother of his troubles as his intellect ruled so
intrepidly over his heart. Her condition also weighed heavily upon
him, and decided to would wait until after the birth to address
her.

Rhys spied his mother in the Great Hall
with several of Rhys’s men listening intently to Sir Giles; an
amusing character, his wit and frankness was what no doubt what his
mother found so endearing in the somewhat plain fellow. Lady Maeve
had returned from her brief sojourn at Caernarfon with Sir Giles
Chester. The middle-aged English landowner had inherited a huge
parcel of land from his frail Welsh mother upon her death and
requested the company of the dowager to inspect his new lands
between Caernarfon and Conwy. Rhys took little notice in his
mother’s sojourns with Chester, as they had been seen in each
other’s company enough to cause disinterest amongst even the
hardened gossips. Generally, his mother had always been able to
take care of herself and because of her discerning eye was an
accurate judge of character; and in truth, he had more than enough
to keep his interest.

Ciarán brushed Rhys’s arm lightly as he
led Rhianna through to their bench. He followed them, eyeing his
son’s face for any sign of the misfortune that had marked his face
earlier. He sat on Rhianna’s left and drank deeply of her radiant
face, slightly fuller in the late stages of her pregnancy. He
watched the sparkle of love light her eyes as she turned them upon
him, hesitating before she spoke as their eyes connected in
something deeper than love itself. His insides flipped at the sound
of her husky tone.

‘Ciarán hides
something, my love,’ she whispered calmly hardly moving her
lips—she had grown very good at this. The people in the Hall
eagerly anticipated meal and the fare chattering and laughter in
the hall increased as the first of the huge trenchers
arrived.

‘Aye,’ Rhys replied,
too quietly. He allowed his eyes to glance over at his mother,
sitting at the other table and was dismayed to see that Maeve’s
astute gaze had also settled upon Ciarán for some reason. Twas then
that Rhys felt the first prickle of unease as he watched her
expression change to something he had not seen in his mother for
many years; fright. Beside him, Rhianna shifted uncomfortably,
noticing that she also observed his mother intently. Without
warning Maeve suddenly slipped from her seat and into the arms of
the stunned, but quick-thinking Sir Giles, and through the
pandemonium that ensued, Rhianna felt the first searing pain of an
early labour.

‘Mam!’ Rhianna heard
the pleading voice from the depths of her pain. Shocking pain
gripped her abdomen again and she heard a woman screaming, and
realised with dumb-shock that it was herself, yet the voice sounded
so far away. Something must be wrong; it was not time for this baby
to be born! Visions of a nice hospital with the appropriate
painkillers filled her mind, as they always did when she laboured
with her babes.

‘Please Mam do not
scream…I beg you.’ Ciarán’s anguish showed openly on his face
despite the presence of his father beside him. With Rhys’s hand on
his shoulder, he sighed. ‘Faither…’ he cried, his voice choked with
regret, ‘my misery is that she worried over me and thus I háe
caused this.’ He swept his arm out lamely to encompass his
labouring mother. Rhianna’s pain subsided and she fell into repose,
her harsh breathing rattling and her pitiful moaning unbearable to
Ciarán’s ears.

‘Son, ye could not
cause this.’ Rhys stood and turned towards his first-born’s ashen
countenance. ‘Only God Himself knows whether a woman will live or
die in childbirth, or a child come into the world alive or
dead.’

‘Aye, Faither.’ Ciarán
rose, pausing in his decision to leave.

‘What else ails ye
man?’ The young man hid something…surely something terrible for his
expression.

‘Naught, tis only
worry for Mam and the babe…’

This untruth sat uneasily with Rhys,
but he could not worry about it now, for his wife needed his
strength. Ciarán’s trouble could wait. For what would worry a lad
of his age to cause such upset? It was likely something about a
woman…he thought wryly; Ciarán gave himself to such worry, he
placated himself. ‘Nay, tis something else, my son.’

He searched his father’s face briefly,
wondering whether he would scoff at his tales of visions and
dreams. ‘How long has Grandam known about her…her Gift?’

‘Her Gift?’ he gaped,
feeling unprepared for such a peculiar question, and unsure as to
why the sudden interest in such a thing should disturb him
somewhere deeply in his conscious mind. ‘I…do not know, mayhap
since she was a young lass. Why should this trouble ye?’

‘I…’ He drew himself
to his full height, tensely dreading his father’s reaction. ‘I háe
visions.’

‘Visions?’ The blood
drained from his fathers’ face, and rendered him almost speechless
but for the sombre stare he faced, ‘of what visions do you speak,
my son?’ he probed and not so gently.

Ciarán shook his head, unable to
believe that his father would even begin to understand, and his
concealed anger was unexpected. What cause did his father have to
be angry? Was it…fear? Of something unknown to him? ‘Twas…twas of a
terrible sickness…’ He paused cautiously, gauging his reaction.
‘And of my own future.’ His Father was shocked as expected. He
should not have told him, although he was sure that having known of
his own Mam’s gift it wouldn’t be troublesome—but he had been
wrong. ‘Doona worry…I, I shouldna bothered ye…’ he hedged. ‘Faither
I am truly sorry, I willna speak so again.’ The pure disgust his
father expressed was hurtful. He should have known his father would
not understand, but then he saw something else in his father’s now
pallid complexion – his ruddy cheeks now a pale, grey to match the
ash in the grate of the fireplace.

Rhys shook his head slowly, digesting
the words. Rhianna had told him many strange tales of their future
and he would not forget the sadness in her eyes as she told him of
the terrible Black Death that would one day spread amongst them. He
knew that to be true for years now there had been tales of this
sickness spreading across the lands.

Another thought crossed the young man’s
quick mind. ‘What is it, Da? What do you know? Do you háe these
strange visions also?’ he asked cautiously.

Rhys reluctantly faced his son. ‘Yer
mother…’ He would need to choose his words with care, for they had
not told the children of Rhianna’s mysterious journey to this
place. ‘She dreamed, and, knew…things, also.’

‘Like
Grandam?’

‘Aye, and nay.’ Rhys
shifted uncomfortably.

Ciarán mulled over the conflicting
answers. ‘Also, there was one of a strange man, not quite tall, but
like…’ he searched for the right description, casting his sparkling
eyes somewhere in the distance to where the dream rest in his mind.
‘For all appearance, Da, he was a Gypsy.’

The bloodless face of his father was
not as marked as the scream that tore from the lips of his mother
who had apparently heard every word. ‘No…please Galen, don’t send
me back!’ she shrieked, the pain of labour intensifying her
hysteria.

‘What say my mother?
Who is Galen? Who would send her back where?’ Ciarán felt his blood
race. What door had he opened with the voicing of his dreams? ‘What
magic is afoot? We maun fetch the priest…’

‘Nay!’ Rhys thundered,
and then drew a calming breath as he watched his wife’s face. He
had to get the boy out of there, and explain his mother’s fears
another time without telling him the awful truth. ‘Tis naught for
you to worry over, lad. Get ye gone now. We will talk of this
matter another time.’ He tried to sound casual. ‘Send Morag in
now—haste, for I don’t think this babe will wait much
longer.’

Ciarán willingly quit the birthing
chamber—deeply relieved not be female. He left wiser than when he’d
walked in. His parents had been hiding something, a dark and
mysterious secret—a thing that was beginning to swirl around and
include him. Oddly, he felt a little better.

 


*

 


Morag sighed, her thoughts tapering
silently into graveness, and she decided on honesty. ‘The babe lies
across the wrong way.’

‘Wha..? What do you
mean, woman? How can she birth it that way?’ Fear clenched at his
gut as he prepared himself to lose his beloved wife. Each time she
birthed he feared this, and prayed fervently to keep his wife and
child safe. However, people did not always get what they wanted,
and at times, he felt his prayers were selfish.

‘Humph!’ Morag growled
indignantly, ‘I’ll háe ye keen that I hev birthed such a child as
this many a time.’ She positioned herself next to Rhys and gave her
instructions to him as to how they would try to turn the babe,
knowing well such a move was dangerous and could kill both mother
and child, but the alternative was death, so the risk she would
take was their only option. She looked at the Chieftains distraught
face, determined that he understand her decision.

‘Why’re ye tellin’ me,
Morag? I kin no sooner do this than…’

‘Hush!’ she
interrupted, ‘for I canna do it alone and it is our only hope for
them else they both die.’ The strength of her harsh words hung in
the air momentarily like a dark unbidden storm cloud between, then
Rhianna started writhing again.

Her low moan spewed forth and in her
chest as she heaved and sobbed. ‘Let me…die, please…help,
Mother…’

Rhys readied himself beside her,
opposite Morag. ‘Why do they always call for their dams, when tis
the poor husband that bears their pain?’

Morag ignored his nervous chatter and
worked quickly; grateful for a man’s strong hands to help with the
onerous task; for no other man she knew would suffer childbirth
with his wife. Most men would happily drink and sup in caught wait
for the outcome.

‘Tis done,
Morag!’

‘Do not cheer so soon,
for it may turn back again. Come, we must try again, for she loses
more of her precious lifeblood.’

‘Peth…pethidine…m.morphine…epi..epi.dural…’ Rhianna
muttered. The pain of birthing this child was too much—she would
die, none of her other children had been like this,
‘please…ep.epidural…’

Morag ignored the woman’s Latin-like
ramblings, for Rhianna oft drifted into incoherent talk upon
childbed.

With Rhys’s help, the babe stayed in
its new position and he was instructed to keep firm hands on it, to
keep it there. And as the sweat gathered on his brow, Rhianna
panted and heaved; cried and screamed until her voice was no more
than a hoarse rasp, and the sweat which clung to her hair fell in
clumps over her face—looking more like a shrewish fishwife, than
the lady wife of the Chieftain of Conwy.

Maire hurried anxiously into the
chambers with hot towels and herbs for after the birth and was
shocked to see the crowning glory of the babes’ slick black hair
through a gossamer substance. But something was amiss, and she bent
low, careful not to let her own swelling belly get in her way.

‘Wha…?’ Morag turned
toward Maire, then Rhys, and cradled the babes’ head as Rhianna
grunted fiercely as she wearily fought to expel it.

‘The caul…’ Maire said
eerily, her eyes dancing, though never leaving the child’s masked
face as it emerged dramatically into Morag’s bloodied, shaking
hands. An effigy of life and death in a single embodiment. A sign
of great import.

The hair at the back of Rhys’s neck
stood up and his wife’s moaning seemed distant to him.

‘The babe born with
the caul o’er its face is a sign…’ Maire repeated dully. Rhys
looked down at the strange sight, never witnessed by any other in
the room, yet never to be again, so rare an occurrence it
was.

The babe was oddly silent, and Morag
reverently removed the caul and then quickly started her
ministrations in getting the child to draw first breath. ‘Caul or
no, this child must draw breath.

Rhianna closed her eyes, exhausted, but
grateful that it was all over and taking no mind as to the awe in
the chambers around her. For a few peculiar moments she heard and
saw nothing, as the memory of pain clouded her senses and mind like
the eerie silence in the aftermath of a great and destructive
storm. Fleeting resonances of pain passed over her—but did not
touch her. She felt like she had been away for a long time, but now
she’d returned, and it was over. Through her detached thoughts she
realised something wonderful: she and her baby had survived birth
in the middle ages. After every birth in this medieval time, she
prayed a prayer of great thanksgiving that she did not die in
childbirth as she knew oft happened. She though that her mind must
be stuffed with wool and her voice sounded strange to her as she
tried to speak. She gave thanks to the choir of angels that sang
about her head. Nothing of course to do with the laudanum and other
concoctions they’d given her to help the body expel the
afterbirth.

The babe was placed on its’ mother’s
soft belly, and in the crook of her arm, and Maire pulled the
coverlet over her friends’ lower half—tears of happiness falling
from her eyes as she watched Rhys kiss his brave wife on the cheek
and caressed her sweat-soaked brow with a cool cloth. ‘Tis…a
girl-child,’ he murmured raggedly to her.

‘I.I know,’ she
whispered, not strong enough to keep her eyes open, ‘Yer own Mother
told me…and this child shall wield the gift—and she shall be
strong, and independent. We will call her…Arianrhod.’ Her voice
trailed off as she slipped into a brief slumber. As the babe
protested and wailed disapprovingly, all in the room would not
easily forget what they had seen on this day, nor what this thing
foretold.
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Maeve strutted around the solar like a
caged lion. ‘I will not sit and sew like some blathering Lady in
waiting!’ she blustered, waving her arms around in a wide, frantic
gesture. ‘That girl is deathly ill and I am not sick. I could be
tending to her myself!’ She spun wildly to rest her piercing
emerald gaze upon the peaceful Eloign, wishing with fervour to slap
her friend into the real world. This child would be the wielder of
a gift more powerful than herself! Legend passed down that such a
thing occurred only once every five score years. ‘Twas also a sign
of a change. She shivered, wondering if the ills her dreams
foretold would come to pass, saddened, for Rhianna’s very existence
was in great danger—as were all Gruffydd’s and in fact part of the
fabric weaved by time itself was under threat, seemingly around the
birth of this one child. For the first time in her life, Maeve, the
formidable, was truly fearful. ‘Saints preserve us, Eloign,’ she
snapped crossly, startling the other woman. ‘She is yer
daughter!’

Eloign sighed heavily as she placed her
embroidery down on her lap, noticing not for the first time that
her hands; once a thing of delicate and fragile beauty, were
fragile still, yet from age, and yet despite Maeve’s bluster,
remained the epitome of tranquillity. ‘And am I just a blathering
lady in waiting?’ she stated abruptly, causing Maeve to stop dead
in front of her.

It took several moments for Maeve to
realise that Eloign had not only voiced her disapproval, but
handled her anger with more regal finesse than she herself would be
capable of. She shook herself mentally—unused to people speaking
thus to her. ‘She is your daughter in there, Eloign, how can you
just sit there while she is in danger?’

Eloign knew well the dangers that
birthing brought, and thought sadly of her own, lost babes. She had
been trying in vain to soothe the dowager ever since she and Dafydd
had arrived. There had some sort of commotion in the Great Hall on
the night that Rhianna laboured with the babe. Maeve had collapsed
and was not permitted to leave the solar until she had been seen to
by Morag, and of course was furious at this command. This more than
any ill-portent, would more likely rankle Rhys’s mother , for she
very clearly did not like being told what to do, and secretly knew
the woman would have been a harridan as a wife—wondering if her
husband, Ciaran, had really died from. ‘Ye said yerself she would
not die, Maeve. And where is your faith in God?’ Eloign was fond of
the dowager, (in small measures, or course…) although she could be
a frustrating mare when events did not please her.

‘Aye…but she is in
grave danger! We all are!’

Eloign frowned. Maeve spoke in riddles
and they would probably never know half of what this capricious
woman would know. ‘Sit down, dear Maeve.’ There was nothing for it
but patience, prayer and keeping idle hands busy to pass the
time.

‘Ooh!’ Maeve threw her
arms up in a helpless gesture. ‘I shall find my son, mayhap he can
do aught more than ye silly hen.’ And with a swooshing of skirts
departed the room.

Darkness encroached slowly on the quiet
chamber. Cool air blew in from the place where the great door had
been opened and closed, causing the fire to spark and flurry in
annoyance. Eloign stared at the empty space where the other woman
had been. Eloign closed her eyes and allowed the peace in the end
of day to seep into her mind; willing herself to relax, welcoming
the loneliness. Age had crept up on her slowly in the form of
wrinkles, twinges of pain in her fingers and knees, and the waves
of heat that crept up her neck and face like the exaggerated
blushes of a maiden. In her mind though, she was always young, and
never felt her spirit grow or age. Maeve, however, had the uncanny
propensity to make her feel weary in mind, body and spirit with her
mere presence. Maeve informed the servants not to disturb them, yet
she found no peace with the lionhearted dowager. The lack of
masculine influence over the dowager meant she had been long
indulged by her son’s, Rhys and Eamon to administrate at Conwy
until Rhys was of age to undertake his responsibilities.

The fire crackled in sympathy and she
stared at the glowing embers within the centre of the blaze. She
had lost her sweet Rhianna, once before, and as the tears fell
unchecked down her still lovely face, she prayed to God above,
knowing buried deep within her soul that her heart could not bear
such a loss again. Cool touched her skin under her clothing and
Eloign shivered; her hand which had stilled on her embroidery, she
flexed and winced as mild pain tingled alongside her fingers and
into her fine-boned wrist. She swiped away her tears and stared at
her handiwork—a beautiful, but yet unfinished thing. Rhianna and
her child would survive—of that she knew in her heart, however the
peculiar emptiness that surrounded her could not quell an rising
yet unfounded fear of danger, and that of which Maeve spoke filled
her with dread. The woman was rarely wrong. Eloign straightened
herself, and picked up her needle again—it was time to change
colour of her thread, time to change her thoughts. Her faith was
strong enough—it had to be for there was no other way to fight the
darkening shadows which had crept into the chamber.

 


*


 


Our inner most heart knows our mind,

And In the breath of a heartbeat

The spirit joins the wind.

 



Chapter 2

 


The hazy shadow drifted near the tree
in a place neither time nor age seemed to allow passage past. Time
itself passed quickly for him, fortunately, and he often wondered
if being dead felt this way—the purgatory of a soul trapped in a
particular area where a violent death had occurred.

The Gift had grown during his
imprisonment; more than he could have imagined it would have—at
least for any human. Strangely, despite this new strength, he was
still unable to free himself, and thus he remained trapped inside
the veil between this time and his own. He oft wondered if he had
aged at all, or whether he remained ageless in this purgatory.

Praying helped, and he had felt and saw
so many extraordinary things during the past seventeen years of his
unnatural imprisonment that he would never look upon the world with
the same eyes ever again. The things he sometimes saw and felt were
powerful, shadowy shapes, which moved at lightening speed through
the veil in which he was trapped. He fancied they were angels of
sorts, though the essence the essence of angels, he sensed their
power rather than saw any display. He heard beautifully exquisite
music that he was never able to remember once the music drifted
away. He saw flitting lights and strange, dancing orbs and
sometimes a gathering of voices blended into a waving cacophony,
none of which he could understand before it would fade away into
the distance. More than once he had glimpsed a giant form, like
those that roamed the earth so long ago. Giant people—though they
were so fleeting that it was no more than a photographic impression
lasting a millisecond. Sometimes he saw beautiful creatures of
light – but so faint that they soon turned to whispers; but long
after they had faded, he felt their touch, a soft, gently given
caress in passing which bolstered his heart. Now and then, his mind
would grow fuzzy and conscious thought drifted into a dreamlike
state, then he would know nothing at all for great long periods of
time, such as in sleeping, then would ‘awaken’ some months later.
Truly, it was a strange time for him, and one that he hoped never
to repeat once he returned home. He had soon realised that this
place was in between other planes, and what he experienced was the
shifting veils, such as when people wonder if they have seen a
ghost.

Galen instinctively felt the precise
moment the Gruffydd child was born, and this alone unleashed his
darkest moment of fear. It was now that he must use all of his
strength to summon the only one that could help him return to his
own time. He was desperate to return to his own time to help
Rhianna Llewellyn—his Rhee, the one he foresaw he would one day
marry. Her emotional state was uncertain before the change, as she
had known something terrible was amiss in her life, but blamed
herself for the way she felt. She could not have known that she had
changed bodies with another person—her future kin. At times he
wished he could have told her the truth about her real identity,
but he did not want to interrupt the sequence of events that must
take place to restore things to their natural order, though was
thankful daily that the Gruffydd legend had allowed him to mend the
terrible wrong he witnessed in his visions. How happy he’d been to
be able to meet her and prepare her for the transition back. His
heart ached to be with her for he had fallen in love with her mind
and soul very quickly. And now Galen must not delay his return,
before his fair Rhianna met someone else, or in a fearful state,
managed to harm herself, or create an incident from which she will
be unable to belong it her rightful time without being thought
mad.

A tingling began where his limbs ought
to be and spread throughout his transparent form, and unaccustomed
warmth spread through his heart. His strength seemed to grow too
quickly—as though he were suddenly coming to life—real life again,
and not just this ethereal being he had been for those seventeen
years. As he became stronger, a vaporous mist appeared as he
attempted to move his limbs, and the pulsing tick of moving time
filled his senses like the smell of coming rain with the threat of
a powerful storm. He only hoped when the time came to move, that he
would know what to do, and that it would not kill him in the
process.
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Day had not yet dawned, yet some did
not find repose with the muffled screams that had wound their way
eerily through the dank stone corridors.

The heavy sword felt good in Ciarán’s
hand for twas handcrafted from the finest metal and had the
lifeblood of many brave men tarnishing its grain. The fiery glow of
the small emerald garnets flashed as he made a grand swing with the
huge broadsword; the elemental fabric of the old weapon seeming to
meld itself as though one with him. He would never kill unless he
had to—a vow he made long ago to his father and mother, yet if any
should dare to cross him…for a mere moment his face lit with the
primordial fervour of the young and foolhardy.

Rhys watched the fevered glow on his
son’s face. The sword of his forebears seemed natural in his young
hands. Though Ciarán was more of a man than he realised, he was yet
youthful and less scarred than Rhys had ever been. He prayed that
the boy would not have to live by this sword and that he would know
peace amongst those he protected and loved.

Satisfied that he had diverted the
lad’s guilt about his mother’s early birthing of the babe,
Arianrhod, Rhys rested his hand firmly upon Ciarán’s shoulder and
made a low guttural sound, reminiscent of his forebears, a man’s
gesture of pride. No words need saying at a bequeathing. Ciarán
made a similar sound as his father in acknowledgment and what
passed between father to son was much more than the gift of a
sword. Rhys nodded contentedly at the lad after a long moment; then
silently left him to check on his wife and mayhap fetch a bite to
eat. This birthing business had given him a hearty appetite.

From the shadows, another watched the
scene quietly—a smile of pure admiration marked her pleasant young
face. Midnight black hair fell boyishly over emerald green eyes;
the rest falling unbound much farther down her slim back. At
seventeen also, Liam and Maire’s eldest daughter, Áine Fitzpatrick
should have known better than to spy on the Chieftain and his son
during what appeared to be a private bequeathing, but lately
something unnerving and exciting drew her to the heir to Conwy.
Something quite beyond their friendship with each other. Young
Gruffydd was intently observed by many young women of age and even
some of the older ones! She knew to trust her blossoming sight and
knew that something special must have drawn her to him. This day
marked a special day and also she had known that before her Mam had
told of the caul o’er the babe’s face, for she felt the presence of
the young babe every time she had been near the pregnant Lady
Gruffydd. Áine flicked her hair from her eyes to get a better view
of Ciarán, ignoring the sharp sting of her old Grandam’s queer
nettle patch that grew amongst the wall climbers. She rubbed
absently at the stinging patch through her loose garb—not willing
to remove her eyes just yet for fear he would disappear. The young
man wielded the weapon as though it were an extension of his own
body, his strong arms one with the intricately carved metal. She
saw his muscles ripple under his clothing at the weight of the
sword, his bare forearms glistened with sweat, and her breath
quickened and hands trembled.

Ciarán swung the sword in an arc and
stopped close to where Áine had concealed herself behind a rogue
gorse when he suddenly turned, sweeping the foliage aside to reveal
her.

Áine squealed in terror, and then
groaned in relief at his mischievous grin. So, he was not angry
with her for spying on him. He was cunning though, she thought, to
have sensed her presence and whereabouts so definitely. Someday he
would make a brave Chieftain.

‘Ah-ha! The young
Irish interloper, or are ye me Scottish hinny this day?’ Mischief
in his eyes smouldered along with something else that Áine was
unable to recognise. He had often cast gentle allusion to her
Scottish background. As a tiny child, her parents took her to live
in Eilean Donan, in the Scottish highlands, to the Fraser Clan.
After her grandmother died and Liam Fitzpatrick had stayed with his
brother. And after a few years, Liam moved the family to his
fathers’ family in Ireland, where they stayed for some time, after
a short visit to Conwy. Maire took sick and asked Liam to bring her
back to Conwy, and her Mam happily took up a position serving her
childhood mistress and friend, Rhianna. Áine remembered her parents
talking about their return, as Maire said she was going to be
needed, for a time of trouble was coming. Áine accepted this and
believed it to be truth for her mother had inherited the sight,
like old Grandam Morag. They had lived in Conwy for the passing of
four seasons now, and Áine had felt like a part of the place. Her
duties were light and simple and included helping Rose Gwylim see
to the Chieftain’s children and learning to grow and gather herbs.
She learned that she had a talent for healing and learning how to
use them was fascinating to her.

Ciarán had sought her out many times
and they had walked and talked of her travels, growing closer as
friends do. Her snatches of early memories of Conwy before they
moved included him, though they were hazy and erratic in
nature.

Close now, Ciarán sheathed his mighty
sword with an unpractised movement, then grabbed her arms and drew
her towards him; wrenching a gasp from her. Her heart would always
beat wildly whenever he drew near and this time was no exception,
his eyes danced with anticipation and his pupils dilated.
Surprised, and exhilarated, she wondered if the acquisition of the
old sword had made him bolder, or worked some magick on him for he
moved closer and to watch her, holding her fingers firmly. He had
seemed almost modest when she had first met up with him again on
their return from Ireland recently and they had talked a few times,
but something had changed between them and though she trembled
slightly he seemed not to notice.

‘What say you Irish,
we walk?’ It was a rhetorical question and Áine found herself
succumbing to his authoritative command. Her steps were light and
her body tingled with apprehension and excitement. He seemed to be
growing into a man fast. Her Mam would flay the skin from her back
if she knew she were with him not chaperoned, but she daren’t
naysay the Chieftain’s heir, she reasoned happily. That he was a
fine looking young warrior prevailed good sense was the expectancy,
and bedsides that fact, she always caught her mother smiling at
them when she thought they were elsewise occupied. Lady Rhianna,
too seemed content for them to be friends and Áine knew that it was
because their mothers had been firm friends for many years. Had she
known the circumstances of how both she and Ciarán came into the
world though, she may have been more cautious.

In blissful ignorance, though, the
couple walked for a good time, he not letting go of her hand. He
strode with purpose and supported her as they climbed up to a steep
precipice. She began to feel a stirring of fear, mingling with her
exhilaration wondering why he would bring her here. Did he mean to
punish her for spying on him? She surely knew him well enow to
answer that for herself. Heart thumping, she dared to ask, ‘Where
do we go, Master Gruffydd?’ she asked quietly, not wanting to anger
him. She had not seen him in a temper, but had seen enough of the
men in her Irish and Scots homes to know that men sometimes became
angry and fought for little reason, especially with liquor under
girth. He answered her not, but turned briefly to catch her eyes,
his fairly sparkling with mischief and something else. At that
moment, he pulled her up over a rock and found they were on the
elevated peak of the mountain. She sucked in a sharp breath swaying
slightly, her breath coming in ragged heaves from the effort of the
climb and the thrill of having him demand her accompany him.

The air was crisp and expectant. There
was magic here, she could taste it, smell it and feel it creep
across her skin and undulate down her body into a part just below
her stomach. The haunting, melancholy call of a birds’ plaintive
coor-li drew her eye and she watched two Curlews sweep down and
disappear somewhere above the strip of beach on the other side of
the castle.

Ciarán swept his arm ceremoniously
across the expansive sight to encompass the harsh and mountainous
land of his home. He had intrigued himself, having no reason to
interpret the proclivity that compelled him to bring this girl here
to his secret place. He found himself watching her face, the
exultation manifestly shown. Her face was strangely silhouetted by
the morning, the first rose tinge of heaven; the magnificence of
what she saw reflected on her quiescent expression. Her chest rose
and fell quickly and something unbidden stirred within Ciarán. She
must have sensed this, for she suddenly turned to him, her eyes
wide and expectant, and her pose submissive. His expression was
unreadable to an inexperienced female, but to another, the warning
bells would have tolled loudly. Frozen to the spot by the sheer
wonder at what they had done, Áine watched helplessly as the young
heir to Conwy closed the distance between them with the barest
whisper, ‘Áine…’

She detected the huskiness in his
voice, but did not recognise it for what it was. She opened her
mouth to speak, to move, but her entire presence filled with the
sight of Ciarán; a handsome, lithe lad…no, man. The way his muscles
tightly bound his growing physique, he was in her eyes most
definitely a man.

God in heaven! What then was she doing
here?

Tingles invaded her body and she
shivered, but alas not from the cold.
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Ciarán leaned forward, watching her
face, drawn to her, and lightly brushed his inexperienced lips
across her soft, slightly parted mouth. He found himself pulling
her towards him, aware that he did not generally conduct this way,
but like a child let loose on the battlements—he did not see danger
only the exhilarating heights that could be reached. For something
had changed within him and he liked the effect Áine had on him.
Twas like it simmered softly until this day—a special day. This
feeling had been growing from the first day, but he had only now
recognised it for what it was.

Eyes closed, Ciarán watched as her
chest rose and fell rapidly; her expression one of quiet wonder,
yet she did not pull away and her small hands trembled on his broad
shoulders. He looked into her eyes as she opened them; the early
light of the morning giving her an ethereal look. Mayhap he was
dreaming, for that was what it felt like. Suddenly, she gasped, and
Ciarán drew breath sharply. She was moving back. Desperate to
recapture the moment, he pulled her down to sit, smiling
reassuringly at her—despite himself feeling a tangle of emotions
and confusion.

‘Sit with me,
Irish.’

‘Áine…’ she breathed
her voice catching with a variety of emotions, secretly fond of the
way he spoke.

‘That was what I
said.’ He could not help himself and snared a tendril of her
wayward hair that breeze flurried gently from the cold morning
breeze. The hair, he twisted around his finger and used it to
gently draw her head back to him. A startled look flashed over her
face, but he kissed her anyway, this time long and deep. He felt
her baulk slightly when he explored her mouth, but she responded
warmly. Ciarán knew that he was not behaving like a gentleman, but
he justified it by believing she wanted him with the same
intensity. He was not a gentleman—his Da told him he must learn to
be a warrior; a leader of men, and had, after all, grown up hearing
tales of the men, his fathers’ men. They did not see the wide-eyed,
curious boy sneaking around eavesdropping on their exploits with
wenches and women. He reached down impulsively and felt the
softness of her body beneath her kirtle.

She drew herself back, ‘mayhap we
shouldna…’

Untroubled, he pulled her gently into
his embrace, seeing fire mingled with worry in her eyes. All good
sense had flown off with the growing breeze and Ciarán coaxed her
toward him again.

‘Ciarán…’ she said
trying to think of something to distract him. ‘H.how fares yer
mother, ye think? Her face tingled from his lightly whiskered face.
Her fingers went unconsciously to her cheeks, sure they were
rosy.

Clouds scudded across the sky and the
breeze from the open sea and blew its’ salty breath around them.
‘She is as expected.’ Ciarán watched her face, and wondered why he
felt like this towards her so suddenly. It had been like a strike
of lightning through into his senses to see her hiding there in the
plants, trying unsuccessfully to steal a peek at him. A brave act,
yet foolish—obviously from one enamoured. He wasna surprised—not in
truth, as they’d enjoyed each others company more oft of late, and
his feelings for her grew with the passing of each new day. Today
though, was the final shedding of the cloak of friendship and the
beginning of something more adult., and it was grateful he was for
the distraction from the worry of the dreams. Being here with Áine
made him feel more normal, and reality more tangible than strangely
powerful dreams. She was here, and he could feel her touch, smell
the mixture of scented water she’d washed her face with, and the
subtle fragrance that was predominantly her. He moved towards her,
and guided her face towards him. ‘Nay, please…’

‘Nay? Please…?’ he
chuckled, ‘Can ye no’ make yer mind up is it?’

Her pretty eyes blinked up trustingly
as he moved atop her; the grass moistening her back. She shook her
head, almost imperceptibly.

He paused. She must be a little
willing—he wouldna force her, coercing though, was another matter
entirely. ‘Ye do, Irish, Your words may say not, but I see it in
your eyes, and feel it through the heat of your body.’

Her indrawn breath was barely audible,
how could he know that she desired him? She must not, though…if not
for propriety for her own self-respect. ‘Aye…but,’ she said more
forcefully, realising that she had a say in this, though her body
heated with a strange pleasurable feeling. ‘Father says God forbids
this.’

‘Why would God let us
feel this way only to forbid it?’ he interrupted. ‘It makes sense
to none.’

‘Well…I doona know.
Should…should we na trust what our parents and the good priest
tells us, Ciarán? Do we na have the choice? These…things we surely
shouldna do unwed…’ Her face blushed a pretty rose pink as she
realised what it was she had said.

‘I think I have found
my soul-mate,’ he whispered urgently into her ear, his voice
betraying his need for her.

She shivered, not wanting to
acknowledge the exciting sensation that his breath in her ear gave
her along with his unexpected revelation of love. She was
inexperienced in these matters—yet he seemed genuine. Surely he was
just saying that and did not really mean it? She turned her head,
dizzy from the energy flowing from between them. What was it people
whispered about lads? Her head was muzzy and her heart ached for
him.

He nuzzled her head back to face him,
kissing the salty tear that had escaped down her cheek. He was not
going to be able to wait, and for all the world of consequences he
could not stop. It wasna just about the physical act of love he
wanted to share with her—it was about the joining of their souls as
one. It was so deep and so ancient a thing that he knew they were
meant to share it. She wriggled under him as he pushed himself
completely on top of her, expelling her breath. He crushed his
mouth down onto hers and found her clasping onto his body, her
scared shivers delighting him even more.

‘I want to trust
you…but…’ she began, wondering wildly at herself and her strangely
beating heart. What was the matter with her?

‘I know.’ Words hung
unfinished in the crisp morning air as Ciarán carefully made
himself known to her young body. ‘I want you for always.’ he
promised tenderly. ‘I need you, Cariad.’ He wished he had known the
depth of his feelings—he should not have come away with her…but now
it was too late, and natural instinct had taken over any
consideration.

She tried to relax, thinking mayhap
that she was over-reacting and that it was normal to do this kind
of thing. Surely he would not hurt her? Mayhap twas that he had
liked her for sometime? She had been secretly watching him for a
while now, but what did this mean?’

‘All will be well, fy
cariad.’

‘Háe ye done this
afore, then?’ she demanded quietly, not relishing the image of him
with any other lass.

The serious expression he cast
dissolved her jealousy instantly. ‘None other could make me feel as
ye do.’ That seemed to appease her, and she breathed deeply, as a
tremulous smile touched her lips. He began the rhythmical dance so
well-known throughout time itself—his conscious thought trying to
break through them madness and stop him, but he felt nothing except
being joining himself with her to make one.

Pleasure began to creep into her
youthful body and she began to feel an overpowering awakening as a
growing excitement grew deep from deep within her. He had called
her, fy cariad—is love.’ The feeling heightened and she was unable
to contain this new amatory sensation. She drew her arms full
around Ciarán’s neck and felt a bond with him that she knew would
never be equated by any other man. She soon found unconcealed
desire pass over her face and he climbed to the zenith with
her.

‘Saints in heaven…!’
she whispered hoarsely. ‘Is this what it is like to share love?’ It
was the most intense pleasure that she had ever experienced.
Breathing heavily, Ciarán kissed her; full of wonder at what had
just happened. He tried to smile; noticing her confused countenance
and after another swift kiss on her moistened mouth, helped her up
in an increasingly uncomfortable silence.
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Galen could hardly have believed his
luck. Although he had not actually returned to his own time, he had
enough power within to be able to materialise there in order to
complete his quest to ensure Rhee Llewellyn received the trunk from
her favourite antique shop. He was overjoyed to be able to set
things right; all in all a rather odd set of circumstances. She was
as beautiful as his visions had predicted—it was not difficult to
find his love; her face so well known to him. It was hard not to
crush her to him. But she had known something was amiss…he sensed
it. He had to transfixed her momentarily and slipped in a kiss but
she had known even that. His great grandmother had taught him that,
much to his mother’s disgust, and he had used that little trick
more than once. He had wrongly assumed when she touched the yellow
roses that the exchange would occur and that he would be able to
return himself. He was trapped, wraithlike, without
substance—almost powerless. Not human, not quite ghost; moving
between the veils of reality.

But now something in the air had
changed…Galen could sense it quite powerfully and it excited him.
For seventeen years he bided—never expecting anything more than
this…ethereal subsistence. Something had happened to change
circumstances and it was not long before he realised what it was.
He could sense the boy, Rhianna and Rhys’s eldest son. Galen always
watched this child with interest, knowing that not only was he his
ascendant, but that he was a link between him and his own world.
Unsure how, though, and what it meant, Galen had always been able
to sense him on the mountain, the boy must have discerned that it
was a unique place, to come so often. He soon discovered the portal
of time had opened at the birth of Rhianna’s last babe, allowing
him to suddenly wander and he found himself being drawn
inexplicably to the mountain where he knew the boy often dwelled.
He spied the young man and the young woman—felt the tangle of
passion and emotion that had brought them together.

He turned away and allowed them to
complete their inexperienced taste of first loving in private
before showing himself to Ciarán. He hoped the young man would
remember his presence in the visions that he’d shared with him.

The link became only too clear once he
had come closer.
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They stood together on the precipice
and Áine looked up, a worried frown crossing her brow. She did not
know what to do or say now. There once blossoming friendship
suddenly altered and she knew not how to act, nor which way to
look. What would Ciarán think of her now that this hurried act of
loving was over? An empty, gnawing wrongness ached in the pit of
her stomach and what they had done made her stomach turn over
sharply. They would be punished for this—the taking of what was
special in marriage. The impulsive deed was over but the
consequences would be reaped by them both. Mayhap twas her fault,
for deep down she must have known there could have been no other
reason for their quest this day, and to leave the castle without a
chaperone made her a fool. She should have tried to stop him, and
was now so beset with fear and anguish. Burning tears of shame
began to fall and she covered her face. He wouldna want her now,
and no other man would now that she was spoiled.

Ciarán grabbed her, his expression now
unreadable and pulled her to him, stroking her hair firmly. ‘My
God…what háe I done?’ His voice was thick and contrite. ‘Áine…I am
sorry,’ he whispered earnestly.

Sorry? Holy God in heaven, he was sorry
to have even touched her. She pushed at him like she should
have done earlier—too late her brain cried, you cannot ever go
back. Ciarán couldna not love her then if he was sorry, so
twas all merely a man’s hunger. She should have listened more
seriously when her Irish aunts discussed menfolk and their lusts to
her and her cousins. Áine turned blindly to make her away down the
steep mountain full of the shocked emotions she only wished had
plagued her prior to their carnal act, when suddenly she heard an
unnatural sound quickening through the trees. ‘What is that?’ she
hissed anxiously, to Ciarán, who was now shadowed by what looked
like a dark shape in the outline of a man. Was it a man? It glowed
purple then darkened, hovered and pulsed. She watched in mute
terror as the shadow suddenly encompassed Ciarán but she realised
too late as she staggered back in retreat from the frightening
spectacle that she had not the wits to look behind her. Twisting
back around far too late she saw only the edge of the mountain and
plummeted sideways into a black place her mind created to protect
her—the last thought only of sin and punishment.

The air around Ciarán filled with a
dark, rolling mist and as he was watching Áine’s face he saw terror
reflected there as her scream echoed vacuously down the mountain.
He tried to move forward to grab her but realised with his own
mounting horror that he was frozen somehow. There was a peculiar
tightening in his chest; making it difficult to breathe.

Ciarán Gruffydd watched as the girl he
had moments before loved, edge back in horror towards the extremity
of the rock ledge that they had ascended up on. He tried to shout;
to warn her, but his body would not obey and he was unable to make
a sound. Silently, his anguish peaked as he watched her helplessly
topple backwards down the side of the mountain and in his terror,
knew she would die from such a ghastly fall. His heart hammered in
his chest…Áine, the girl he had loved so briefly, had been torn
from him, and his silent anguish tore at him as he imagined her
lying in a crumpled and bloody heap and the only emotion he could
show were the tears which flowed down his face like a swollen river
after rain.

It had to be a dream…it could not be
true! Mayhap he was now back at the castle having a most vivid
nightmare. But he knew this was not so, for the experience of what
he had shared with Áine was unlike any dreams that he had ever had.
The sensations of the flesh could never be replicated in a dream.
He was dead then also…he realised that now. Mayhap he had already
fallen, or had some attack of the heart in punishment for what they
had done together. Áine had been right. They would suffer, and twas
his fault she lay dead somewhere below, and he would suffer an
eternity as a ghost for his sins. He must be in a spirit-state,
though he had no recollection on pain in death that surely happened
when a person died. He tried to see if his human form lay prone on
the ground but could not move. The thumping of his heart gave his
pause to realise that spirits could not possibly feel a
heartbeat if it were indeed dead!

Suddenly, he gave up fighting and
relinquished himself to whatever it was that came over him – he had
little choice. The darkened shadow appeared now right in front of
him but he had lost all fear for Áine was dead. He felt dead
inside. The shadow rippled, and took on the form of…what looked
like a man. Ciarán felt his heart pound again, for twas the man of
his dream! The form of the Gypsy moved through him and his entire
being tingled horribly, blurred his vision and left him in a
swirling, cloudy white mist of dreams. Pain shot around his body
but he could not say where it began or ended—just that it was
there. His mind became befuddled and dizzy, rather like after his
first mug of black-ale and slowly he lost consciousness.
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Restless spirit on the wind, soars
above.

Another time another place,
unfamiliar.

While breath is in the body, it strives
to return.

Elemental. Consuming.

 



Chapter 3

 


Rhys choked on his mouthful, the
uneasiness he had been feeling since the birth of the babe
threatened so suffocate him. He gripped his knife menacingly tight,
a glint of hardened steel flashed dangerously.

‘She was found where?’
he roared, his voice rising to an unearthly crescendo, scaring
witless the poor sod to whom the dire message had been
entrusted.

‘Mynydd. The
mountain, my Lord. I know it do sound queer like, milord but she
was found near that place.’ The messenger shifted uncomfortably,
disliking being the bearer of such news, his eyes trained on his
Lord’s sharpened eating implement.

There had been no news of his son since
this before dawn, when he was seen leaving the Castle with Morag’s
granddaughter, Áine. From all accounts, they were heading for the
secret place that Rhianna had oft taken him to until he was old
enough to start taking himself.

‘Was she, well had
they…’ Rhys’ jaw twitched angrily, feeling as though this man
before him was responsible, but knowing he wasn’t. Somebody would
pay. ‘What had they been about? Speak I say!’

The man shrugged his head,
understanding the question that Lord Gruffydd was unwilling to tell
in front of Morag. ‘Tis unknown what occurred there, Milord.’ The
man had the dignity to colour slightly, seeing the older woman’s
whitened expression.

None had foreseen the impetuous regard
young Gruffydd and Liam’s girl had for each other. For ironically,
up until now, Gruffydd knew his eldest boy to be anything but
impulsive, nor shown anything more than a passing regard in
females. Now if it had been young Rowan that they discussed…that
youngster would do anything to claim a woman for his own despite
his age. Many a time he had been called upon to elucidate his
clumsy attempts at copulation with a colourful variety of females.
Two years past, the clever daughter of the town Smith had claimed
Rowan as father of her bastard. After a brief interrogation of
young Rowan and much to Rhianna’s relief, they found that the
scheming wench had told the lad, then only ten and three that babes
came from kissing with the tongue. He was quickly enlightened and
furious at the girl for deliberately accusing him when she well
knew that the babe was sired God only knew where.

The messenger’s voice broke through his
confusion of thoughts. ‘She was…is hurt, milord.’

‘Hurt?’ His brow
furrowed deeply, grave concern etched in each of his features.
‘What in God’s name has he done to her.’ It came out only as a
harsh whisper and only then did Rhys allow the anguish to colour
his voice. ‘Please?’

‘It seemed she had
fallen; her leg broken at the least.’

Rhys groaned and sunk visibly in his
seat. He would thrash that boy senseless were he present. He rarely
had need to take a rod to that boy in his whole life…it was all so
unlike Ciarán. Gruffydd brusquely dismissed the man with the sweep
of his hand and was left with sadness and fear in his heart. Ciarán
could not be far…he had never disappeared like this before. Rhys
had ordered everyone available to scour the countryside after the
breaking of the fast this morn. He had stayed put, awaiting news
and eventually succumbed to Morag’s ashen-faced pleas for him to
eat.

Morag’s eyes locked briefly with Rhys.
She loved this gruff man like her own son, and she hated to see him
in grief. If something had happened to his son, or he could not be
found… ‘Pray then Milord, who will inform Milady? She rose slowly
from the bench and cleared her throat that had begun to choke up on
her. ‘I’ll be checking on Áine. If she has woken, I will summon
you.’

‘Thank you, and I will
see to Rhianna. Morag…’

‘Aye,
Milord?’

‘There is no reason to
worry the Mistress with this just yet.’

Morag only nodded, leaving Rhys with
his half-eaten meal and less appetite.
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Rhianna stroked the tiny babe, the
smooth unblemished skin amazing her as much as with her firstborn.
Though she had forgotten the darkened, impenetrable gaze given by
newborns, this child had sustained gaze for much longer than the
others. People had often commented at how ‘advanced’ her other
children were and of course it had much to do with her future
knowledge of the way infants should be treated. Some of the staff
at Conwy initially would remark, usually within her hearing about
her unorthodox treatment of her babes. They were convinced that she
would do irreparable damage, but by the time Maggie and Ceri came
along, they had seen enough to know not to question her ‘new’ ways,
and seen the rapid progress her babes made. Rhianna had insisted on
keeping the babes with her as much as she could without interfering
with her many duties as Lady of Conwy.

Maeve swept flamboyantly through the
chamber door without so much as a knock. She had fully recovered
from her ‘episode’ and had decided that it could have been merely
an inauspicious boding of the early arrival of Arianrhod, and swept
away further ministrations and attempts to curtail her activities
in any way. None save Rhys or Eamon were valiant enough to defy
her.

‘My sweetling!’ She
plopped unceremoniously onto the bed next to Rhianna and peeked at
the bundle. ‘How fares Grandam’s girl this day?’ she
crooned.

Rhianna handed the child over and lay
back onto the soft downy pillows. ‘Aahh! Tis good to rest. She
noticed the other woman’s sudden shift in mood. ‘What ails you,
Maeve?’

‘Nothing, I…’ The
dowager stood and nursed the babe close to the open window, staring
all the while across the mountain to where she sensed the terrible
event had come to pass. She knew something separated her grandson
but it was more than just distance and she sadly suspected if
Rhianna’s sensational past was to go by, then it may just be time
itself that stood their way. Rhianna would need to be told soon.
She was not going to be the one to share the tragedy to her new
daughter, and hoped that Rhys had the courage to face this
situation when the time came to accept that Ciarán was gone. Much
rather he would be fighting in war against the King than to have to
tell Rhianna this news. ‘Why?’ she mouthed softly to the wild
mountain.

‘What did you say?’
Rhianna sat up, now acutely aware that the woman was hiding
something terrible.

‘There be a storm
brewing.’ And with that, Rhianna knew that it was not weather she
predicted. But for now, she did not think she really wanted to know
and snuggled down to rest her weary body, for if Maeve’s
strangeness was as she suspected, she would soon need her wits
about her.
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North Wales, Present Day

Galen watched the steady rise and fall
of Ciarán’s chest as he lay sleeping in the small yet adequate
motel room. The breakfast had long ago gone cold, but he figured
the lad mayn’t want to eat when he woke anyway. The sleep of the
dead was what he would use to describe the dreamlike state one fell
into upon travelling through time, although it had not affected him
quite so badly this time. For this he was thankful and it probably
had something to do with the fact that he had been in the
transition stage for many years.

He stood up and looked at himself in
the worn mirror, and was relieved again to find he had not aged at
all during his limbo-state. His hair was dirty and he badly needed
a shave and shower, which was what he intended on doing.

He was certain that he was going to
need his stamina for when young Gruffydd awoke. Galen walked six
paces into the shower, uncaring about the mouldy state of the
recess.

‘Now this is something
I definitely missed!’ he said to the empty room and grinned
widely.

After he had been standing for a solid
thirty minutes under the steaming hot water, turning like a
rotisserie chicken in a fast food bar, Galen dried himself off, and
set about shaving. He had seventeen years of showers to catch up
Feeling like a new penny, he collapsed down onto the soft, bed with
its stark white duvet and goose-down pillows and sighed deeply.
After a few moments of sheer bliss, he began to press the digits he
knew by heart—even after so much time had passed. His hand trembled
when he thought of the onerous task ahead of him and he cursed
himself repeatedly for his part in bringing Rhianna’s son back with
him. She would never forgive him if she found out, although he
would do everything in his power to try and send the boy back when
he was convinced his own place in that the future was secure. He
could not begin to envisage a future without Rhee in it, so his
options were severely limited and for once he did not know what to
do.

The line crackled. ‘Hello?’ A female
voice…Sascha.

He cleared his throat, which he was
surprised to find was choked with emotion. ‘Sascha?’

‘Yes, who is this?’
Typically cautious, Sascha was abrupt and business like and no man
would waste her time. She would simply hang up if a reasonable
response was not given within seconds of her asking; he knew this
by the tone of her voice.

‘Galen…my name is
Galen and you probably don’t remember me, but I am…was friends with
your sister.’ A long pause ensued. ‘She called me the Gypsy.’ He
tried to sound flippant but the whole truth of what had happened on
that day would have come rushing to the woman’s mind right about
now. He knew she understood, for the dead silence gave her away. He
hoped she wasn’t cracking up. He had attempted to only come back
during the time straight after Rhee had gone back and so Sascha
should definitely know something was wrong with this Rhee. He only
hoped he had come in time, and at this point, honesty was the only
way. He had to speak quickly and choose his words more carefully or
she would hang up, and something deep inside told him there was a
need for haste. ‘I…I was wondering how she is? Apart from her
ragged breath there was Nerve-shattering silence. ‘I was there
Sascha…’ He breathed deeply and a ragged sound shredded into his
next words. ‘It was me.’

There was shocked silence, still he
couldn’t risk her hanging up—there was no time. If he lost her
trust now, she could ring the police. ‘Could I come over Sascha,
please?’ He lowered his tone, effectively using the Gift to
persuade her. ‘I need to see that she is well.’

‘You? It was you that
gave my sister flowers and then…’ Sascha caught her breath, the
memories of that fateful day still more than fresh in her mind. She
could not stop Rhee from reaching the flowers. Rhee falling…then
disappearing, but then reappearing as though she’d never gone. Then
the silent stranger in her sisters’ place. The breakdown they’d all
feared had come to pass. The man had seemed to disappear then also.
‘Look, I don’t know how well you knew my sister, but there’s
something you ought to know before you come…’
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Afternoon sun bathed the young man in
an eerie glow. Galen had never seen someone sleep as much as this
one, but unfortunately, he was going to have to be woken, for time
was of the essence. His strong urge to see Rhee Llewellyn was
something he could no longer deny and he had to get to her before
she did something dangerous. He thanked the Lord they had fallen in
the right year and hoped that she would remember him.

Ciarán woke too see the blurry outline
off the Gypsy. Startled, he tried to focus but became aware of a
severe pounding inside his skull. ‘Uhh!’ He raised an arm to stop
the pain. What had happened to him?

‘I am Galen, do you
remember me, son?’

Son? Who is he? ‘I…know you only in my
visions,’ he answered. ‘My head! What have ye done to me?’ He
grimaced; sure he would die from the pain of it splitting his head
as surely as an axe splits wood.

‘Oh, I can get you
something, but do not move or attempt to get up yet,
please.’

Ciarán did as the man bade, aware that
his position made him quite helpless and until he knew the reason
for what happened to him, he would pretend to go along with this
strange fellow.’ He must find out what happened to Áine…a sharp
stabbing in his chest told him he would rather not think about her
for fear that she had died. Some strange noise began filling his
head and he began to wish for a speedy return of the man. He
glanced around him, things in his field of vision becoming clearer,
but could not imagine what the strange thing was that was near him,
upon a shelf. A square box with a…glass window on it and odd little
ornaments around it—on it. Holding his head, he sat up and became
very uneasy with what he saw. Just then, Galen returned with a
small package in his hand. He went into an adjoining chamber,
chatting all the while as he fiddled with something.
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