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Echoes from Annwn


Chapter 1

Lockhart




Pale light sifts through the shuttered window slit, shadows clinging to the walls in familiar silhouettes. In black breeches and doublet, falling band collar at my neck, goosebumps peppering my skin like a plucked bird doomed for the pot. Pulling the musty moth-eaten blanket tighter around my shoulders, reluctant to leave its warmth, I cross to the window; the cold stone floor seeps through my boots, grasping at my feet with icy fingers. The shutter, warped from the onslaught of Atlantic weather, opens after a sharp tug. An oblique pink-grey sky dawns a new day beyond the castle wall. Captains holler to crews of fishermen, setting their sails, manning the oars of boats, moored in the small inlet harbour, bobbing hypnotically on a shifting tide. Milk-white waves lap their hulls and the base of Goscar rock—an arresting stack of jagged siltstones erupting from the golden north beach. A dragon in my youth, slayed with childhood friends, sticks for our imagined swords. The memory warms me on this spring morning, much like any other, except, snippets of the night’s journey leaves me awry.

A loud knock at my door, the daily call to rise, returns me to the present. “I hear you, I’m awake.” I rake my hand through waves of dark hair. Reluctantly discarding the blanket on top of the wooden chest. It contains all I own, bar the three-legged stool which belonged to my father, waiting, as if for his imminent arrival by the unlit fire. But he will not come again.

Descending the curved steps built into the stone wall, the leather soles of my boots echo around the confined space. In the hall, fellow soldiers huddle at the long table, facing the crackling flames in the large stone fireplace. Grabbing a pewter bowl, I wink at the serving maid; her blush gaining me an extra-large dollop of potage. It always works. Merek slides further along the bench granting me a seat beside him.

“Aelwen has been driving me to distraction with wedding plans,” Merek is saying to anyone who cares to listen, “I asked her, what’s it got to do with me? As far as I’m concerned, I just need to turn up on the right day looking presentable, the rest is up to her.”

A tapestry of a golden phoenix with open wings presides over us. A silver sword clasped within its claws, a serpent of rainbow colours twisting around the blade. The hilt of my own backsword is fashioned in similar, though simpler design.

 “You appear preoccupied,” Merek acknowledges, shovelling food into his mouth, dribbles of slop spilling into his beard. At times I find his habits grotesque, but we are brothers in all but blood.

“Just admiring the needlework.” I cringe at my phrase, and Merek lifts an eyebrow.

Emlyn’s valet crosses the hall, stealthy as a rat with his eye on prey, coughing to gain my attention. “Governor Edwards wishes your attendance, immediately, Sire.” He is scrawny, serving his master with unashamed grovelling. I ignore him. “He made it quite clear; I should fetch you at haste.”

“As you can see, I am eating.” Spoon halfway to my mouth.

“Do you wish me to go and tell him that?” Gethin asks haughtily.

Plonking the spoon into the bowl, contents splosh onto the table, and I deliberately position myself in Gethin’s personal space as I stand, forcing him to step back, before I head out of the hall.

Gethin’s face reddens from the exertion of keeping up with my long strides, and I reach the study first, surprised the door opens and a man emerges. Gethin scuttles inside and closes the door.

“A good meeting Sire?” I frown. Tom Griffiths` demeanour stiffens at my questioning tone, small dark eyes, shifting. The Tenby councillor has made clear his distaste for Emlyn, believing him unworthy of such an eminent position, proclaiming with conviction he should be evicted from the castle. So, what is his motive for meeting so early in the morning?

“Yes, Sire, a very good meeting.” Pulling the brim of his hat low over his brow, he pushes past me.

My gut tightens. A warning, or hunger? “A man cannot even enjoy his breakfast,” I grumble. The door reopens and instinctively my shoulders pull back, chin aloft, habitual before entering Emlyn’s study. A solid stance gives me confidence and height; one of my few advantages. I have learnt in my two and twenty years, I need all the help I can muster dealing with my older brother.

Emlyn’s bulk fills the oak wainscot chair, stomach paunch barely contained within tight breeches. Senior by six and ten years, his lank black hair peppered with grey, drapes his face, mostly hidden behind a bushy beard. The corners of his cold grey eyes wrinkle as he surveys me, and insolently I stare back. I find him irritating, occasionally intimidating, an underlying unease in his presence. His fingertips drum the mahogany desk.

“Finally, what took you so long?” The fear instilled by voice alone, serves him well. “I expect you to arrive promptly to our meetings.”

“Accept my apologies, brother, I…”

He dismisses my words with a flick of his wrist. “I am in no mood to listen to your meagre excuses, Lockhart. Information regarding your recent commission is what I require.”

I find the continual drumming of his fingers distracting and consider if the meeting with Tom Griffiths is cause for such behaviour, but have no time to pursue the thought before Emlyn snarls, “Well speak up man, I trust your expedition was a success?” He folds his arms across his chest. “You returned with the coin owed to me from Dai Thomas?”

I stiffen, my sword to Dai’s throat, threatening eviction. Contrite at my bullish behaviour and confused why, I recount, “I warned him of the consequences but gained no coin.”

“No coin!” Emlyn rebukes. “You must have returned with something, pray, anything?” He raises an eyebrow.

“He had none to give, how can he be expected to pay what he does not have?” I challenge. “The rain over wintertime took most of the crops.”

“You cannot seriously think I care about the dilemma which Dai Thomas finds himself in.” Emlyn flattens his hands against the desk, leaning forward. “And brother, I am aware of the weather, it is hard not to be in this damp hellhole, but a debt must be paid, as well you know. I cannot believe you are even questioning such a thing.”

I am not sure either. Speaking in defence of a peasant farmer, making my opinion known, is out of character.

Emlyn moves from behind the desk, pushing my shoulder with the palm of his hand. “I knew it was a mistake to send you alone, you have proved, yet again, you are nothing but a pathetic excuse for a man. Tell me, what exactly am I paying you for, if you cannot even accomplish a simple task?” He does not expect an answer, and I look over his head, focusing on the deep-set window nestled into grey stone, which adds a small band of light to the dreary room. The back of my legs are burning from the heat of the fire, tongues of gold reflecting onto the glass. “Do you have nothing to say for yourself brother? No version of events to clarify?” His forehead wrinkles. “You appear to have lost the use of your tongue.”

There will be consequences to arguing back, but today, remaining silent is proving difficult. “I can only reiterate; he had nothing to give.”

“A horse,” Emlyn suggests condescendingly. “Which you could have relieved him of? Or a child, I could put to work to pay the debt.”

“His twins are mere infants, and I believe the horse, his only hope of a meal.”

“How dare you speak to me in such tone. It seems to have slipped your mind that you work for me. When I send you on a mission I expect results. Is that too much to ask, you ungrateful brat? After all I have done for you, Lockhart, is it not time you showed some gratitude?”

I am no longer listening, staring at the dark wood panelling lining the walls, and the portrait of Emlyn, dressed in a deep purple doublet with silver buttons, which hangs beside the desk, seeing with fresh eyes. No expense has been spared on Emlyn’s office and chambers, whilst everyone for miles struggles to pay the extortionate rent and taxes he increases year upon year. Thinking on it further, his lack of care for the castle is evident in its deterioration. Damp seeps through walls, timbers rotting, and outer walls crumbling, putting the castle in danger of attack. Emlyn claims hard times, and even poverty, to cover his lack of interest in keeping the building maintained. However, I am aware my brother gains a good profit, and not just from taxes, but wine, spirits and salt, smuggled from ships, through secret tunnels. It hasn’t gone unnoticed by the locals, either, that his fine clothes and expensive goods have been paid for on the back of their toil and drudgery. A sediment of silt in the small harbour town stirs with unrest.

Returning to the security of his desk, Emlyn fiddles with something in his pocket. He does this often, leaving his fingertips punctured or bloodied. I speculate it must be sharp.

“Are you listening?” he bellows, bringing me back from my reverie. “Rumours abound of cattle rustlers, spotted close to Llandovery, Irish vagabonds or such sort, no doubt. Ride out tomorrow, check my land. Interrogate the peasants and yeomen for any sign of wrongdoing, I don’t trust any of them. Do you think you can manage that?”

Hackles rise at the patronising remark, nails digging into the palms of my fisted hands.

“If you discover so much as one of my cattle missing, I suggest you do not return without capture of the perpetrators, is that clear?”

“Did Tom Griffiths inform you of this?”

“What does it matter to you?” Emlyn frowns. “Where, and from whom, I get my information, is no concern of yours. Just do not cross me, or you may have to keep an eye open as you sleep.”

Boldly I lean across the desk. “Is that a threat, brother?”

Shock momentarily lights his eyes at my audacity, pushing back his chair; the wooden legs scrape loudly against the stone floor. “Take it as you like, I am governor of this castle, your superior, you would do well to remember that.”

My brow furrows. “Why do you believe I would cross you? What ridiculous ideas has Tom Griffiths put in your head?”

“I will not be made to look a fool by anyone, especially Kin.” Emlyn’s yellowed teeth snarl.

“What are you accusing me of?” I scowl back.

“Just prove your loyalty, and get the job done. That is an order.” Emlyn refolds his arms defensively. “You can go now; I have more important matters to attend to than arguing with you.” I harden my stare, delaying a moment longer before turning to the door. “Lockhart, one other thing, before you leave.” Emlyn announces to my turned back. “I almost forgot to say, I am to be married again.” I twist around, a smug look curls his thin lips, and I am unable to hide my shock.

Angharad bore two daughters, calming Emlyn in a way no other could. Her death had broken him. Unable to even look at his daughters such was the resemblance to their mother, they were packed off to live with their maternal grandparents in Aberystwyth, residing there ever since. Whilst I took the brunt of his grief, his rage unleashed in both words and penance, and henceforth, a heavy cloud hung around Emlyn, which his second wife, a petite Irish girl, had been unable to penetrate.

“Who…” I attempt to keep the contempt out of my voice, “is the lucky lady this time?”

Emlyn grins salaciously. “The youngest daughter of the wool merchant Cedrych Davis, though I believe he loses more coin than he gains.” He scoffs, and I eye my brother sceptically.

“Why would you marry into an unprosperous family?” Emlyn’s thunderous stare indicates my misdeed, which I promptly gloss with a question, “Have I met her?”

Emlyn pulls a face. “I shouldn’t think so; I barely know her myself. A pretty little thing though.” He rubs his hands. “I am looking forward to her siring me a few sons.”

My stomach turns. “It’s just, I have not heard you speak of her before, brother, are you not being hasty? Niamh has only been gone, what, three months.” Unable to live up to the memory of Angharad, the young girl suffered greatly at Emlyn’s hands, living but a year after their wedding. Dying in childbirth, along with the son Emlyn so desperately longed for.

“What does it matter to you who I wed? Her father and I have come to a satisfactory agreement, and it is imperative I waste no more time. You know I must have sons, Lock. One of us must continue the family name, and I cannot see you making headway in such matters.” Emlyn replies irritably, “Is it not time you found a woman to share your own bed, instead of concerning yourself in my affairs?” He raises an eyebrow. “No one interested, Lock? But then I guess you have little to offer. Money, status, and power make a man, do they not, and you possess none.” He assess me with distaste. “Off you go, little brother.”

The watchtower sits central to the courtyard, offering unrivalled views across Carmarthen Bay, Worms Head, and the Gower peninsula. Seldom manned these days, but in times of old, when the castle was deemed an important fortification, it was an ideal lookout point. It saddens me to see the castle left to fall into disrepair, when it must have taken years for our forefathers to build the battlements with notched parapets, defence for arrow men shooting through the small gaps. Now the roof leaks, and the east wall is crumbling. All that remains of what was a chapel is a rectangle of stone, the rest carried away to build houses in the town. No one wants to live in a draughty castle anymore. Beyond the archway, too low to pass in the saddle, the horses wait. Caprice is there, my black Welsh cob, an unexpected gift from Emlyn when Angharad was alive, and he was almost bearable.

“Where is he?” My patience wears thin, and I approach Edwin the young groom, idly kicking the dirt with the toe of his boot. “Go and find Merek.” I snatch the reins from his hand. His eyes fall and my heart lurches. The boy hurries off in too-short breeches, tunic tied with string around his thin waist, slipping from his waif shoulders. He reappears with Merek moments later, who ambles as though he has all the time in the world.

I shoot Merek a cutting glance. “We were meant to leave at dawn.”

He yawns, dismissing my irritation in his nonchalant way. “I know, I know, but the light is in our favour at this time of year, we will still get a fair way today, if the weather holds.”

Heavy clouds perch on distant hills like Captain hats. “Well, let us hope you can stay awake for the remainder of the day; you need more sleep than a baby.”

Edwin helps me alight, and I ruffle the boy’s hair, redemption for my previous harsh words. His shoulders visibly relax at this small kindness, and I am recompensed with an internal amity. Settling into the saddle I tug the reins, applying slight pressure with my calves and clicking my tongue, as a whistling wind pulls at my cloak and hat. The fortification is separated from the town by a narrow isthmus, the horse’s clop across the wooden bridge, the formidable town walls encasing Tenby residents in a stronghold of protection. Timber framed shacks with turfed roofs cluster around the harbour, overshadowed by merchants’ dwellings of imposing height and structure. St. Mary’s church, central to the town, encompassed by an array of small shops. The cone spire, a landmark for trading ships, protrudes through grey cloud, racing across the dreary sky.

Riding at a moderate pace we head north, pathways sodden and slippery after the heavy rainfall overnight. Lush green terrain, droplets of dew, sparkling in morning sunlight. By late morning we pass Carmarthen. In 1188, Gerald of Wales claimed it to be Merlin’s birthplace. Past the oak tree, where Merlin is said to have prophesied. “When Priory’s Oak shall tumble down, then so will Carmarthen Town.” Pregnant with new growth despite its age, surviving another harsh Welsh winter. We cross the green slutch of Merlin’s hill, the last place he was said to have been seen, watching over the river Towy. I find myself surreptitiously scanning for a cave, his possible resting place. Where, according to legend, he is locked in bonds of enchantment by his lover. Some say they hear his chains clanking still.

There is a month in age between Merek and I, he the slightly older. Brought up as brothers, his mother Enid was my main caregiver, after my own died in childbirth. We are opposites. He thickset and strong, I, tall and lithe. But our differences serve us well, attested by many brawls in Tenby over the years. Our skills as soldiers thus far, remain untested. Tenby, being on the trading route of the Bristol channel, is always susceptible to attack. The five arches tower was added to the west walls a little over fifty years ago, fearing assault from the Spanish Armada, which luckily failed to materialise, but the threat of invaders from across the sea remains. For now, our days mainly consist of running errands for Emlyn and tracking down people for non-payment of taxes.

By mid-afternoon, clouds chased away by the breeze have left clear blue skies. A bright spring sun lightening my mood. Small flies hatch in the puddles along a rough road.

A man up ahead walks with a stick and an Ass, pulling an empty cart. Merek shouts to him as we pass by. “How far to the next village Sire?”

The man squints, his eyes a clouded milky film. “Not far.” He points back the way he has come. “Just over a mile.”

“Is there an Inn or Tavern?” Merek asks hopefully.

“Yes, on the left, before you reach the houses.”

Merek jumps from his horse, pressing a coin into the man’s hand. “Thank you Sire, we are most grateful.” I hide a smile.

A wooden sign nailed above the door of a ramshackle hut, simply reads, Tafarn, in weathered black paint. Tavern in Welsh. Although English is spoken fluently by many, a necessity with the influx of cattle drovers passing on their way to London, Welsh remains the main language, and we speak very little in our neck of the woods, a few words, an odd saying, hence the reason we are often referred to as little England beyond Wales. Wilting daffodils skirt the perimeter of the tavern, the most redeeming feature.

Ordering two ales, Merek takes a large gulp of the mud brown beer and pulls a face. “Not the best, is it?”

I take a sip. “Tastes like pigs’ water,” I shudder. “Don’t think we should complain though, we don’t want to cause a scene, those two fellows by the window look a nasty pair.”

Merek glances their way. “Look alright to me.”

Instinct tells me different. Glancing out of the window, I spot an old woman hovering around the horses, tied to a wooden post. “Come on, let’s go.” I indicate to Merek.

A basket gripped tightly in weathered hands; she is muttering to herself as we approach. “Your sacrifice is for a higher purpose, do not fear.”

“Can I help you?” I untie the reins.

The woman smiles at me; a front tooth is missing. “Lavender,” she offers, rummaging in her basket.

“Not today.” I mutter, trying to dodge round her.

“You need luck on your journey.” She attempts to hand me a dried sprig.

I ignore her and alight the horse, sitting high in the saddle. “Be off with you, old woman.”

The remainder of the day passes uneventfully, colours fading in evening dusk, basking the landscape in shadowy shades of grey. Merek leads the way through a wooded glade below a hillside, an ice white waterfall cascading into the river, visible through the trees. Coming across a felled log and remnants of cold ash, we settle for the night. The horses drink greedily by the water’s edge, and I collect twigs for the fire. Merek rummaging in the saddlebag is delighted to find a heel of pie, and we eat in comfortable silence, shadowed by the firelight, darkness enveloping the sky, interspersed with silvery stars, a waxing moon high above treetops.

“Do you think we are all there is?” I consider aloud.

Merek pokes the fire with a stick. “How do you mean?”

“You know, only the earth. Do you think there are others like us, living on the moon?”

Merek shakes his head. “You come out with some strange ideas my friend, of course we are the only ones.”

“What of the book by Bishop Francis Godwin?” Merek looks at me blankly. “It is called The Man in the Moone. The story tells of a Spaniard, who journeys there and finds a place of beauty.”

Merek scoffs. “Utter rubbish in my opinion. Anyway,” he says smirking, “since when have you been interested in books?”

Having never confided in Merek the reading lessons received from Angharad; I am piqued at the reply. “I just believe we should have an open mind to such things.”

Merek shrugs, picking at remnants of crumbs from the muslin wrap and shoving the last piece of pie whole into his mouth.

“Aelwen has no idea what she is letting herself in for, she will spend all day trying to fill you.” I can never stay angry with Merek for long.

“Cooking for her man, best place for a woman anyway, is it not? Well, there or the bed.” Merek grins mischievously.

“Come on, out with it.” I probe. “I know you have some secret; you are grinning from ear to ear.”

Merek whispers, “I went a little further with Aelwen last night, than I perhaps ought.”

“You lucky old dog!” I push Merek’s arm. “No wonder I could not rise you from slumber this morning, basking in the afterglow of illicit fornication no doubt.” Merek sighs with an irritating contentment. “So how did you persuade her?” I inquire, though I have little interest.

“I simply explained it hardly mattered; we are betrothed and will soon be wed.” Merek smiles brazenly, no doubt picturing Aelwen’s dark brown eyes, the tight curls of her chestnut hair, and swell of her ample bosom. Having no one special to share my life, a twinge of jealousy burns in my chest.

We are a few miles short of Llandovery, following a line of hedgerow, and slow the horses to a trot. Easterly gusts bend and sway branches, budding with bright green shoots. Compared to yesterday, it feels nothing like spring, and I huddle deeper into my cloak.

“We need to watch them first,” Merek says, planning our strategy for capturing the rustlers. “See how many there are, before we make a move.”

“Yes,” I agree. “It is imperative we…”

Out of the bushes, two men, shouting and waving their arms, startle the horses. Caprice rears, whinnies in alarm. “Whoa,” I try to bring her back in line, but the man wields a stick, begins beating her haunches, and she kicks backwards. I try to kick him away, but he grabs my ankle, pulling my leg, and reaches for the reins, tugging them from my grip. I fight for control. Caprice rears again and I am thrown backwards, landing heavily. The jolt sends shockwaves through my body. The attacker is quick to react, already astride me, pinning me to the ground.

His blade glints in a ray of sunlight. I seize his arm, bucking and twitching to remove myself from beneath him. He merely smiles, a contemptuous toothless grin. Aware of Merek struggling to free himself from the other man’s grasp, I recall the pair from the tavern, the previous day. My attacker prizes his arm free, thrusts the dagger, slicing my leather jerkin. The pain and shock, immediate and intense. He brandishes the red stained blade for me to see, grabs my jaw with his spare hand, leaning in close, his breath smells of rotten meat.

“There is a time for everything, and a season for every activity under the heavens: a time to be born and a time to die.” Ecclesiastes 3: 1-8

There’s a searing throb in my head from the fall. My right hand moving to the pulsating wound in my side, covering my fingers in warm blood, nausea washing over me. Vaguely aware of Merek lying face down in the grass, I can do nothing but watch, as the two men ride away. Caprice, my trusted horse, my companion. Sprawled on the ground, I am fading, in a cloak of pain.


Chapter 2

Wren




Settling into the high-backed chair, an opened book upon my lap. Father will be cross if he discovers I have snook it into the sewing room, but above the line of trees swaying gently in a light breeze, which mark the perimeter of the grounds like tall wooden soldiers, it is so much lighter up here. I count my blessings; grateful father has seen fit to allow myself, and my sister Alys, the opportunity to learn to read. Not everyone would agree it is fitting for a woman. Father’s small library is mainly academia, and of little interest. Therefore, the First Folio of Shakespeare has become my favourite. The life and death of King John. The tragedy of Macbeth is compelling, but my preference lies among the comedies, one more captivating than any other. As you like it. A tale I return to frequently. Seeming never to tire of Rosalind, fleeing persecution and finding love in the Forest of Arden. Silently I read… No sooner met but they looked; no sooner looked but they loved…

An insistent ramming on the main door, followed by raised voices in the hall, piques my curiosity. Placing a strip of blue ribbon on the page and closing the book, I tentatively step onto the landing. Father, is at the foot of the stairs, issuing urgent instruction to the maids. “Prepare a room at once and hurry, the man is dripping more blood than a slaughtered sheep.”

Peeping to the hall below, I am surprised to see a man bent over, his clothes blood stained, another man holding him upright. Alarmed. I descend the stairs. “May I be of help father?” The stooped man holds a shaking bloodied hand to his side, face etched in pain. He glances at me, for no more than a moment, that is all, but the meeting of our eyes flips my heart with a rush of joy.

“Go to your room, child,” Father replies brusquely.

The afternoon passes in a blur of activity. The stable hand is sent to the home of my uncle, local physician John Jones, who arrives within the hour on a dappled mare. He is a slight man, with dark hair greying at the temples. We pass on the stairs.

“Good afternoon, Wren.” His expressionless face bows politely. “I hope to find you well.”

“Yes, uncle, thank you, I am well.” He continues onto the landing, and although it is not my place, I call after him, “Please take excellent care of him.”

He nods imperceptibly.

Arlet, a tiny middle-aged woman with jet black hair and a turn in her left eye, has been in service to the family for many years. I do not like her, and suspect the feeling is mutual, using her misfortune to stare, which unnerves me. Mother says she cannot help her affliction, but sometimes, I wonder. She does it now, giving me that look as she removes father’s empty soup bowl. He wipes his mouth with a cloth.

“It appears,” I turn my attention to him. “The two fellows were attacked by horse thieves.”

Mother pales. “It is worrisome husband that such scoundrels are in the area.”

“Indeed, my dear wife, but rest assured I have told the stable hand, most clearly, his responsibility for keeping the horses safe.”

“You don’t believe the men are so unabashed as to come into the grounds, do you? They wouldn’t come into the house?”

“No, no, do not trouble yourself dearest, it is a mere precaution that is all. I can’t imagine them so foolhardy to stay in the area, they will be eager to sell the horses on no doubt.”

Arlet serves me a plate of trout. My stomach churns noisily. Arlet smirks at my unladylike grumblings, and the cold dead fisheye mocks me. Pushing the grey flesh around the plate, my mind elsewhere, on the man lying injured upstairs. “What of the injured gentlemen?” I enquire lightly. Father eyes me sceptically.

“The least injured will remain in the stables and leave at first light. Let us pray he does not lose the horse I have arranged, on his trek back to Tenby.” He shakes his head. “As for the patient, we must ensure he has all he needs to aid his recovery.” Father waves his fork. “Ensuring Emlyn sees us as respectful and kindly, will go in our favour.”

“Father, I am confused. What association is Emlyn to the injured gentleman?” I tuck strands of hair into my cap.

Father frowns. “Our guest, Wren, is Sire Lockhart Edwards.”

My heart leaps. “Oh, goodness.” I push a fist against my lips, forcing it back to its rightful place within my chest.

Father casts me a disgruntled look. “I can understand your concern, Wren; you must not worry yourself.”

Emlyn’s brother. My head whirls with this unexpected news. No, it cannot be.

“This is delicious.” Father chews a mouthful of fish, subject over.

The trout will not bring the nourishment I require, and a few meagre mouthfuls is all I manage. “May I be excused father; it has been an eventful day.”

“As you wish.” He waves me away without taking his eye from the plate of bone and tail.

All is quiet on the landing. I fight the urge to knock and ask over Lockhart’s welfare, but the door opens unexpectedly and Gladys, a maid of similar age to myself, emerges from the room, cheeks flushed from the heat of the fire roaring in the grate. “Ooh Miss, you made me jump.”

Caught in the act of my indulgence I am flustered, searching for something to say. “How is Sire Edwards?” I hope to sound polite rather than desperate for news.

“He will live Miss; just needs time to heal. The apothecary has tucked a square of moss under the bandage, instructing me to ensure it remains covering the wound.” Obviously pleased to be chosen for the task, I too am grateful Gladys will be his main caregiver, she is a gentle, thoughtful girl.

“Then I am sure that will do the trick.” Uncle prefers the old methods, passed through the generations, arguing it is in fact the scientific physicians, doling out poison with little notion of the harm they inflict, who are the charlatans. Gladys holds onto the door, obscuring my view, but I am drawn by golden rays of evening sun lighting the floor through the partially closed damask curtains. They beckon me, decorum and propriety fading with the sunset. I edge round the door; she can hardly refuse me. “I will just check on Sire Edwards before I retire.”

The plum coverlet edged with gilt braid lies across his hips, resting beneath the bloodied bandage. My insides warm, and I feel giddy, for I have never seen a man undressed this closely before. Alys tells me her husband is covered in hair like a monkey, but Lockhart’s chest hair is sparse, I surmise this a reflection of his youth. Several years younger than Emlyn, and quite different. A shadow of stubble, waves of dark hair, long lashes resting upon his cheek. I recall his eyes are light blue; imprinted from that first look, they reveal so much about a person. He is tall, for a Welshman, I will need to stand on tiptoe to kiss him. I bite my lip at such impropriety; we haven’t even been formally introduced. Surely, if Lockhart were married, my heart tightens at the prospect, Emlyn would have mentioned it. What coin of fate has cast you into my circle at this point in life, Lockhart Edwards?

Late to rise, my sleep dream filled and restless, I hurry across the landing. A window in the far wall would have been preferable, enabling sunlight to flood the stairs for at least part of the day. Mother complains that without natural light it remains dismal and dark all year. Father, not a man open to the whims of women, dismissed her request when the house was built, has dismissed her every suggestion since. I meet Arlet, her arms a bundle of linen, halfway down the stairs. She steps aside to allow me passage, but in the shadows I am very aware she may stick out a foot and I could stumble and look foolish. It has happened before. A wider staircase would also have been preferred.

The shutters in the drawing room remain closed, a thin strip of sunlight creeping through a badly repaired slat falls across mother’s glum face, a band around her forehead accentuating the deep furrowed lines. “Is something wrong Mother, Lockhart, he is improving?” I ask cautiously. Mother knits her hands. “You are what is wrong my dear.” Pursed lips are a sign I know, repressed anger bubbling with the prospect of release.

“You have no right to involve yourself with Sire Lockhart.” She has heard of my visit. “It is simply not right, entering the room of a common soldier, all be it one with connections. Your hedonistic attitude is beyond belief.” It is true, my actions have been inappropriate, but to attempt an explanation when mother is agitated and cross is pointless, and how can I explain the need to see him, when unable to understand it myself? “You are a wilful child.” Mother closes her eyes and kneads her forehead.

“Are you suffering another headache Mother? Would you like me to fetch your tonic?”

“Just promise you will leave the servants to care for our guest.”

My heart flutters. “I believe offering help in his time of need is something I must do.”

“So, you refuse?”

My silence speaks volumes.

“Very well, I have tried to reason with you, I will hand the situation over to your father. Now, I must lie down, this is all too much for me to bear.” Mother rings the small bell on the table beside her. Arlet enters the room. I suspect she was listening at the door. “The hangings had better be drawn,” Mother says.

Opening the shutters, I sink into the cushioned window seat, embroidered during the heat of a particularly warm summer, two years past, alphabet neatly sewn around the edges in red lettering. A reminder my carefree days are almost at an end. Now six and ten, I will be married before this summer is through. Against my will, I am betrothed to Governor Emlyn Edwards of Tenby castle. The prospect presses my chest with sadness. We have met briefly, and I find him difficult to read. His self-importance I do not find becoming. Bragging of his wealth may impress others, but I find the tendency irksome. However, father insisted the request for my hand be accepted. Blackbirds and sparrows peck in the garden, busy at this time of year building nests, and I wonder if I will be happy building a nest with Emlyn. He has proved himself polite and gracious, and yet, fondness towards him is not forthcoming.

Whilst out walking one day, I became overwhelmed by fatigue, a black shroud of despair, knowing this man would never be of my choosing. Turning for home, a hare ran across our path. Father brushed away what he called silly superstitions, but I am sure I witnessed a warning, a harbinger of bad luck. I shudder at the memory.

Collecting my black bonnet and woollen cloak from a peg in the hall, I step out into the chilly bright morning. Hyacinth of purple and pink prepare to bloom along the edge of the pathway leading to the arbour, my place of refuge, and I rest upon the stone pew. After resigning to the loveless marriage ahead, hopes and dreams which I had believed dead, in fact were merely hidden away. Reduced to ash as my inner flame reignited. I consider if there is such a thing as love at first sight, for this is how I feel. “What can I do to help Lockhart?” I whisper, my face turned to the sun’s warmth peeping through the branches of apple trees. The fragrant blooms buzz with early bees, flitting amongst spring blossoms. Closing my eyes, breathing slowly and deeply, I smile. Mother will be cross if she sees me. Stay in the shade, she will say. A lady’s skin must be pale if she is not to resemble a fishwife. I care not, and exhale a long sigh, dozing in the comforting heat when a thought appears with clarity. Grabbing my skirts, I run back across the lawn and into the house.

“I believe reading to Lockhart will be of benefit; it may stir him from sleep.” I press the book tightly to my chest. “I will choose a light-hearted tale.” I can see from her sideways look Gladys is unconvinced but places a stool beside the bed for me. Tucking stray hair into my coif, I fidget self-consciously, smoothing my skirts. There is always a positive to what appears to be a negative, no one will suspect my motives. “As you like it, by William Shakespeare.” I pause and begin, “As I remember, Adam, it was upon this fashion bequeathed me by will but poor a thousand crowns.” My voice is a pitch too high, and I feel a little shy, stumbling over words, I force concentration. “And, as thou sayest, charged my brother on his blessing to breed me well; and there begins my sadness.” My eye strays to Lockhart’s face, a crease to his forehead, which wasn’t there previously. My heart whips into a flurry of excitement. He mumbles words, I cannot grasp.

“Perhaps you should go Miss.” Gladys suggests, as we stand by the bed, ogling him like a prized specimen.

I shake my head, unable to speak. He grimaces in pain, opened lips revealing a chip to a front tooth, I wonder the story behind it. He settles once more to sleep, and I release the breath I am unconsciously holding.

“There is blood on the bandage Miss, I need to change the dressing.” I know Gladys wants me to leave.

“You will need warm water firstly, will you not?” I look at the empty jug on the small table.

“Yes, Miss, but I can get it quickly, I won’t be gone long.” 

“What if he wakens again? I think it better I remain until you return.” Gladys shifts foot to foot.

“Gladys,” I sigh heavily. “He is injured and sleeping, I would barely consider him a threat.” She can hardly throw me out, and the chance to be alone with him for a few minutes is too much for me to resist. “Go on then, hurry,” I encourage. “The sooner you go, the sooner you are back.”

Gladys slides out of the room, closing the door softly. I hear the creak at the top of the stairs, footsteps padding down. We are alone and I bite my lip, confused by my adoration, the instinctive connection, and familiarity to this man, for it makes no logical sense. A current of desire to physically touch him. This would be wrong, for many reasons, and yet I find my hand reaching. Fearful, I pull back. I reach again, fingertips brushing the warm skin of his muscled upper arm, and I gasp, not wanting or daring to move my hand away. Heartbeat thumps loudly in my chest, my body bubbling with joy. Stroking the soft hair on his forearm, I quote Shakespeare, “From henceforth I will, coz, and devise sports: let me see; what think of you of falling in love?”

I hear the latch click, and quickly withdraw my hand, embarrassed. “I have everything I need now, Miss.” Gladys places the jug on the table, tipping warm water into the pewter bowl. I dip my head, hiding my blush. How I would love to stay, attend his wounds, but cannot.

“Very well, but you must fetch me if there is any change.” Reluctantly I turn to the door.

“Oh, Miss, your father wishes to see you in the drawing room.” I nod in acknowledgement, taking one last glance.

Mother sits rigid as an alabaster statue in the armchair, hands pressing on her lap, father remains standing. A light drizzle falls from an overcast sky, darkening the room. I straighten my dress, and tuck stray hair beneath my coif. “You wish to see me father?” Sensing the tension, I wait for father to speak. He is a short pale-faced man, long moustache speckled with grey, matching the few remaining hairs, on his almost bald head. A respected wool merchant, the arrangement of my betrothal to Emlyn, a means to an end. This marriage will open doors previously closed to him, negotiating deals he would not normally be party to. Emlyn is a man with connections.

“Your mother and I are concerned. Your attendance to Sire Lockhart is not in keeping.” He furrows his brow. My heart sinks.

“I wish only to aid in his recovery,” I protest.

“What of Emlyn, what would he think of you being so intimate with his own brother?” The tips of father’s ears redden.

“I would hardly call sitting by his bedside and reading, intimate.”

“Do not speak to me in that tone young lady, you need to watch that fiery tongue. Governor Edwards certainly will not accept such behaviour.” His mind is working; I can tell by the moustache twitching. “Being on the right side of Governor Edwards is beyond doubt the best place to be. You must see that, Wren.”

He doesn’t even like Emlyn but somehow believes palming me off on him is his duty as a father, to see me provided for. That as a mere woman of such delicate disposition, I cannot possibly know what is best, decisions must be made on my behalf, and I should be grateful. My anger at such flippancy for my welfare sits in the pit of my stomach, growling.


Chapter 3

Lockhart




I awaken to find myself alone in a room far more splendid than my own at the castle. Heavy drapes at the window, a small table, and blazing fire. I wonder where I am. My eyes flick to the door as a maid enters with a weaved basket filled with small logs, which she places beside the hearth. “You are awake, Sire. How are you feeling?”

“A little better.” My words are hoarse, and I cough, which hurts like hell. The maid straightens the coverlet around me. “How long have I been here?” I ask.

“This is the third day Sire.” I gather my thoughts into a semblance of order.

“My comrade, Merek, is he injured?”

She explains, “he suffered no more than a sore head and bruising. We expect him back within the next few days, with a horse to take you home.”

I rub the pain in my temples, imagining Emlyn’s response. Stupid enough to be set upon is bad enough, but to renounce two horses as well. My gut wrenches, remembering Caprice has gone. “What is your name?” I ask the maid, a distraction from the lead weight of sadness.

“Gladys.” She smiles warmly. “Luckily your friend realised after you were attacked, you were not far from here, so we have tended you best we can.”

“Where exactly am I?” Unable to recall anyone I know in these parts.

“The Davis’s residence Sire.”

The weight in my stomach grows larger. “Cedrych Davis?”

“That’s right Sire.”

“The home of mistress Wren Davis?”

“Yes Sire, Miss visits and reads to you. Took it upon herself to take extra care of you, with you soon to become related.”

I am no longer listening, her words tumbling around my head fall into place. The young woman soon to become my sister-in-law. A visceral pain seizes my heart, with dark foreboding.




I am sat in a cushioned chair by the fire, the coverlet tucked around my legs, when Wren enters with a shy smile, a dimple in her right cheek, causing my heart to flutter. She is most becoming in a simple green gown with white shawl collar, fastened at the centre by a red taffeta rosebud. Attractive without being too formal, nor flamboyant.

“You are feeling stronger?” she asks.

“Yes, thank you. Please, will you join me?” I indicate the chair opposite. She sits with hands cupped in her lap, alluring blue eyes flecked with gold, rimmed with dark lashes. I wonder if she is aware, of the effect she is having on me. I instigate conversation, “I understand we are to be related?” My heart constricts.

OEBPS/Images/lbl_logo.png
|[EAF BY [EAF





OEBPS/Images/echoes_from_annwn_ebook.png





