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The housekeeper melted away into the early evening with the child swaddled and crying beneath her hooded cloak. Leaving the large house behind, she moved along the gravel drive and kept to the shadows of the trees that lined it. She would have preferred to wait until dark, but Beattie insisted, reminding her of the child’s mother and her dying words. There is no time for hesitation; every heartbeat could betray her. If she was to go, the moment had to be now. Swiftly, she grabbed what she could carry as Beattie gathered the child and blankets; within minutes she was gone, driven only by a desperate need to escape. Beattie pressed a folded envelope into her pocket as he drew her close and steered her away, silent. Grief and worry furrowed his brow. She hurried from the shelter of the trees, not daring to glance behind her, and pushed through the gates, turning left toward the village. From there she hoped to find transport to somewhere safe. It would be foolish to use the road; safer to linger in the shadows along the edge of the trees, keeping the road in sight. When she judged she was safely distant she halted to gather her wits. Plunging her free hand into her pocket in the chill autumn air, she found the crushed envelope Beattie had deposited. She could feel the weight of money through the thin envelope; it was a substantial amount. She tucked the envelope into the child’s wrappings and kept moving as twilight faded into darkness. Her first instinct was to flee as far as she could, but where to go? The father's solicitor, Fairbourne, had the resources to find her almost anywhere in the world if he desired; and what of the girl child? She could not flee with both children for a hundred reasons, forcing a painful choice. The child's mother did not say why exactly, only that she had the strongest feeling the boy was in danger; Beattie would provide for the girl, she had no doubt. Loyalty to the family was beyond question, yet Beattie worried for the newborn twins.

‘The master had grown unpredictable, spiteful and dangerous,’ he had said. ‘The deeper his grief, the more malevolent he became.’ Seymour had seemed to mourn long before the twins mother had died, though for whom or what she could not say. This last crushing loss seemed to push him past a threshold from which there was no return. Before she died, the mother held the two babies close, whispering to them as her lifeblood drained away, then handed them to Beattie and extracted his promise that they would be safe. Only then did she succumb to her weakness; her eyes drifted to somewhere far away as she whispered something in her native Welsh before they closed forever.

The housekeeper had seen and heard enough during her employment to know that something passed between the children's parents, a secret that only they shared, something had brought them together like magnets and then pulled them apart. Yet the result of this union was two perfectly beautiful twins. Born of tragedy, they were perhaps the one good thing to come from her years in the big house. Beattie had asked her to write when she settled so that he could provide a monthly stipend for them both, but she would not risk discovery. The boy would have a secure, happy life; she would see to that, but he would never learn of his parents from her. The village lights glowed through the darkness ahead. She had chosen her destination. She would have to wait for the last bus, so she kept to the shadows. As long as she drew no attention, she could slip away to safety under her mother’s name. She would decide the boy’s name on the journey home. Instead of Blodwen Huws, she would be Blodwyn Trevelyan.

∞∞∞Ω∞∞∞

Charles Lester Seymour watched from the window as the housekeeper stole away with the boy. It was no more than he had expected; perhaps they had done the right thing. Gods rarely make good fathers; they lack the moral aptitude for such endeavours. Having turned from the window, he poured himself a drink and sat in his library chair. He drew the journals from the drawer, adding the last entry. He slid the journals back into the desk and stepped into the nook. Seymour stowed the keys in the smaller desk drawer and closed the door behind him.

Decades would pass before he could act; until then he would set the board and prepare the pieces. He must arrange an appointment with Fairbourne regarding the boy's future. After all, he would be the only male descendant of the long line of Seymour’s; it was imperative that the boy inherit, and his entire strategy depended on it. That was the first step. The journals would be the key. If the boy grew to resemble Seymour himself, or indeed, his mother, he would not be able to resist the pull; such seduction would be irresistible to one such as him. The girl mattered little to him; she had no place in his scheme.

Next, he would need to ascend and prepare the other place. Only two people knew of its existence, and now Morgan was dead it was his alone, but he had time, patience, and cunning. What shocked him most, however, was his own cunning. His hunger to command this new Eden was both desolate and exhilarating. He refilled his glass, returned to his desk chair, and watched the sky darken as he considered his manipulations carefully.
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One

Stone Cold, Stinking Rich
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There are moments that can completely change the course of our lives, and of which we are often unaware. Sitting in the waiting room, Gafyn Trevelyan, unaware of his pending moment, closed his eyes and listened to the rhythmic tap-tap-tap of the receptionist's fingernails on her keyboard. He had already waited half an hour for this mysterious appointment. Only curiosity kept him in his seat, overwhelming the impatience that urged him to leave and go home. In the years to come, he often wondered where his life might have led if his impatience had won the day and led him home.

The receptionist announced, "Mr. Fairbourne will see you now," as she pointed to the door to her left.

Trevelyan Rose and strode into the solicitor’s office, almost colliding with Mr. Fairbourne as he made his way to greet him. Fairbourne clasped his free hand over Trevelyan’s while still shaking like an overly pleasant stranger or an old friend, leaving him feeling uncomfortable. Fairbourne dressed immaculately in a suit and waistcoat, exuding the confidence and seniority of a successful solicitor in his early sixties. Only his Masonic dress tie betrayed the illusion he was about anything other than the business at hand.

“Please take a seat,” he said as he motioned Trevelyan towards his desk. Fairbourne positioned himself on the other side and sat down. “I apologise for the delay, Mr Trevelyan; I needed to be sure I had the facts before speaking. All appears to be in order, so I suppose you must be wondering what this is all about.” His eyebrows rose as he spoke.

"I must admit," Trevelyan said with a smile, "I have been more than a little intrigued since your correspondence."

Fairbourne smiled back, “Then let’s get straight to it, shall we?” He shuffled the papers before him, his eyes darting through the contents. “I have been instructed to impart some rather sad news, Mr. Trevelyan. I am obliged to inform you that your father, Charles Lester Seymour III, died on September twenty first of this year. I understand that this may come as some surprise to you, and if you need a moment to gather yourself, please do.” He paused and rose from his chair. “I find a drink useful at times like these. May I offer you a scotch or brandy?”

Trevelyan’s mind was racing. He was not expecting this. “Err... whisky, large, please,” he blurted, trying to comprehend.

Fairbourne placed a large tumbler of scotch and ice before Trevelyan, “Can I speak frankly, Mr. Trevelyan?” Fairbourne said without waiting for an answer. “Mr. Seymour has been a major client of ours for many years and a close and friend of mine. I am deeply saddened by his passing, although his health had deteriorated in the last few years, and his death was not unexpected. He received the best medical home care available and passed painlessly in his own bed.” His eyes met Trevelyan. “But in all the time I knew him, I must confess I never knew he had a son. I cannot remember him ever mentioning that he had any children, as he remained unmarried and, might I add, uninterested in anything outside of his passions. He remained a recluse for the last ten years of his life and took no partners, romantic or otherwise, in the years preceding his hermitage.”

Steadied a little by the whisky, Trevelyan tried to comprehend what Mr. Fairbourne was saying. He was led to believe by his mother that his father died before Trevelyan was born, the victim of a fatal car crash during their engagement that his mother never got over. He had not liked to ask too many questions in his childhood, as he could see the pain in her eyes while she tried to answer without getting upset. He had so many questions for Fairbourne that he did not know where to start. “How on earth did you track me down?” he asked, feeling this was as good a place to start as any. “I believed my father to be dead, or at least that is what my mother told me”.

“Ah,” said Fairbourne, “that proved to be rather difficult at first, but we traced her to The Oakwood Nursing Home with the agencies we use." He reclined in his chair and said with a measure of sympathy, “We were informed by the staff that your mother has advanced dementia and Alzheimer’s disease and that she is beyond any of our inquiries but were supplied your details as next of kin, and here we are.” He sat forward to engage Trevelyan earnestly, saying, “I understand now that you are wholly unaware of these circumstances, so what I have to say next will come as a bombshell,” he said, rising and taking Trevelyan’s glass to refill. He did not continue until his guest had another large scotch before him and he, himself, had resumed his seat. "Mr. Trevelyan, you have inherited a fortune of around eight hundred million pounds sterling." More paper shuffling. “Along with a substantial country seat in the Snowdonia range in northern Wales and all and any assets associated with it.”

Trevelyan suddenly felt lightheaded, he tried to speak but nothing came out.

Fairbourne paused to affect Trevelyan’s attention once again and said, “I understand that this must come as a profound shock to you, and if I were in your position, I too would be speechless, to which end I have prepared a dossier detailing all the relative information and so forth for you to consider at your leisure.”

After an hour of document signing and listening to the summary of the will, Trevelyan noted there was no direct correspondence to him personally from his recently acquired father. He asked, “Did my father leave any personal letters that might explain his leaving all this to me? You must understand, Mr. Fairbourne, that until I walked in here an hour ago, I was a semi-successful artist with no real money, no prospects, and a future that did not include wealth and assets. Now I have more money than I could ever have imagined and a stately home! Yet I know nothing about him besides what you have told me today. Where was he when my mother alone was raising me? Did he know about my life? Did he know where I was and what I was doing? Why didn’t he contact me in all this time?” Questions kept revolving through his head as the effects of the alcohol began to show.

"All I can tell you for certain my boy, is that my father wrote the will about thirty years ago when he was captain of this ship." He raised his hands and opened his arms, gesturing to his surroundings, "and it has remained sealed until opened the day after Mr. Seymour passed away, per his prior instructions." Fairbourne said, "which would suggest that he arranged for your inheritance shortly after your birth. In answer to your questions, I wouldn't like to speculate. Unfortunately, other than your mother, I can think of no one living who could shed any light on this matter. After a brief pause, Fairbourne put his arm around Trevelyan's shoulder and guided him towards the door of his office. "On the brighter side," he said, "You are now a wealthy man, with the world quite literally at your feet. Should you find you require my services, please do not hesitate to contact me. I've included my business card with your documents. "He stopped, took Trevelyan's hand in a clasped grasp, and added, "Regarding your estate or finances, any questions can be directed to the contacts listed within." With that, Fairbourne guided Trevelyan back into the waiting room, where he remained, still reeling from the news and the scotch.

Amidst the storm of confusion, one thought cut through, the only one he could truly grasp. I AM RICH. I AM STONE-COLD, STINKING RICH! I have an obscene amount of unearned and undeserved money bequeathed to me by either my anonymous lifelong absentee billionaire father, or some crazy old fart, and a case of mistaken identity thirty years ago that was never revealed. He wondered if someone else with the same name and birthdate was expecting a fortune that would not be coming, though it seemed unlikely.

As Trevelyan stepped into the street from Fairbourne's building, the rush of traffic and people only amplified his disorientation. Disoriented, he turned left and headed towards The Oakwood Nursing Home, seeking escape from the noise and grime of the city. He had skipped breakfast that morning in an effort not to be late for his appointment, and the fresh air had lightened his senses more than he expected. He was still in shock and more than a little bewildered. He was not hungry, just impatient to get home and process everything.

His next thought was of Rose: Ah, sweet Rose. She was a complicated flower, beautiful but with a rare bloom for those she deemed worthy. He was not interested in her worthiness, though, only in the physical aspect of their relationship. Trevelyan liked her personally, but her life was too full of problems, real and imagined, for his liking. Her mental issues were not a secret, but they were not serious enough to concern him. She had a difficult childhood with troubled parents, and from a young age, she turned to self-harm to cope. He considered them 'friends with benefits,' nothing more, although he was acutely aware that she had much higher aspirations for him and that she was, he was sure, in love with him. She knew better than to make emotional or romantic gestures, but the signs were there. The way she stroked his hair as they lay together, the lingering passion in her kisses long after they were done. He resolved to ignore all these things because the current situation suited him better than a two-way relationship with its encumbering responsibilities and demands on his time and person; he needed no one but himself. He knew she accepted his terms and conditions, hoping the time would come when he would give in to her affections. She would even gone along with two abortions dutifully. Things were changing now, and as much as he cared for her, Rose, with her complicated needs and unexpressed hopes, did not figure in the future he now envisioned for himself.

As he chose quieter back streets to meander his way to Oakwood and his mother, the noise receded. He needed to get his thoughts straight before speaking with her. Trevelyan needed to speak to his mother about Charles Seymour. First, though, he left Rose a message on her voicemail; he did not want to talk to her right now. He needed to get his thoughts straight before that. He would later wish he could remember the exact words he left her, a message that, in retrospect, felt like a callous dismissal, so much that happened later that day could have been avoided if he had been a little more sensitive to her sensibilities and self-esteem, but he would recall using the chillingly final words 'last goodbyes'.

He practically floated the last thousand yards to Oakwood, wondering if his mother would be awake and lucid enough for answers, or scared and confused as she often seemed. The answer was neither. She was asleep, or at least half asleep, her eyes darting beneath her eyelids as she muttered in her dreams. She seemed helpless, small, and defenceless lying there, so unlike the robust survivor of her generation he called mother. She was a strong, Welsh woman, dignified and proud, always kind and rewarding to those she loved, and he never doubted that she loved him. He remembered times in his youth when they lived in her childhood home, a small slate mining village called Tanygrisiau, nestled beneath the Moelwyn Mountains and the hanging valley of Cwmorthin. They would walk the old slate miner's paths traversing the mountains and valleys. She would tell him about the part her father had played in the quarries and mines that roofed the world. Trevelyan struggled to know how to feel, sitting beside her bed, holding her hand, with a world of contradictions and questions demanding answers. She seemed so small and frail, almost transparent with age. He grappled with the question of whether she ever intended to tell him, to explain about Seymour, and why Trevelyan had grown up without a father. She had the opportunity to unburden herself long after he turned eighteen and before her health and mind began to decline. She must have known at some point that he would discover the truth. One thing he had learned in life was that lies never lay buried, not that it was a lie exactly, but a truth deliberately obscured, a shadow cast over his entire existence, and he felt its weight pressing down on him now. A truth Trevelyan he could have asked about growing up but was reluctant to on many levels. His concern for his mother's feelings and the pain in her eyes when she thought about the past warred with his deep-seated curiosity about the father he never knew, a curiosity that manifested in questions about the small details that ultimately matter to a boy growing up without one. If his father was some rich hermit, why did they have to struggle for everything his mother could provide for them both? They never went without food or a roof over their heads, but their lives were far from easy. His mother worked hard all of his life to provide for them. She cleaned and cooked all day for other people, then came home to do the same for him.

He desperately needed a reckoning, a confession that would offer absolution, or at the very least a clear explanation for the life they had endured. Perhaps on some level she could hear him, because, from time to time, she uttered rhetoric in Welsh that he could not fully understand. She had once strived to teach him Welsh when they lived nestled in her home valley, amidst the breathtaking mountains, serene lakes, and whispering rivers of Wales, but his grasp of the language had always been tenuous. He could make out the words ‘mother’ and ‘sister’ in Welsh as she muttered apologies to him in her dreams, “Sorry that he will be left alone after she is gone,” but the rest was unintelligible. Whose mother, whose sister, and crucially, what of his father? The questions hung heavy, unanswered. The alcohol had begun to erode his resolve, blurring the edges of his patience. It had been a long day, and a tempest of unresolved emotions churned within his mind.

This is pointless, Trevelyan admitted to himself. He knew there would be no answers, and he was not disappointed. He did, however, think that he would feel a little better, less burdened by the secrets, if they were out in the open, but he did not. Trevelyan sighed in forgiveness as he bent to kiss his mother's forehead, and she found some peace in that gesture, smiling as a single tear rolled from her face to her pillow

.
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Two

Last Goodbye
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'Last goodbye', he had said. He sounded drunk, but Rose knew him better. Rose knew Trey never got drunk before ten p.m. She knew he could get a little out there during the day sometimes but never drunk. He liked to loosen up a bit before he would paint, a little wine or maybe a joint but never so much as to dull his mind. Seventeen days and nights had bled into each other since they were last together. She had tried to reach out to him during that time, but he never returned her calls. He only called when he wanted her, and she always wanted to say, 'No, I'm busy,' or 'I'm seeing someone else.' But she could never resist the chance to be with him, because when they were together, she felt like she had finally come home. Safe and secure, even if only for a brief time. When apart, she felt like an open wound, a vulnerability rooted in her childhood; with Trey, those nerves quieted, only to flare again when they were separated. It was what she supposed love felt like, to yearn for someone with every part of your body and soul. If life had taught her anything, it was to grab hold of the things you love and not let go, not without a fight. Her love for him frightened her at night, when she lay alone. Her thoughts betrayed her at every turn, conjuring images of him with other women or, God forbid, a life without him at all. It was in those dark moods that she would reach for solace, a desperate act to quiet the storm within.

She knew he did not reciprocate, yet their moments together contradicted his indifference. The love they made was proof of that. Rose believed no one could make love the way Trey did and not be attached, body and soul. They were meant to be together, she was sure of it. Even after the abortions she endured alone, she kept telling herself it was in Trey's favour. Her sacrifices were for his happiness and a future together. That promise left no room for a last goodbye. She needed to take control for once, instead of following the world's expectations.

She gathered the clouds of darkness that had begun to descend on her. She had work to do. As she worked, she planned what she would say when they embraced. She needed his arms around her if she was to find the courage to see it through. He would expect her usual hesitant yielding, but this moment was too important to slip away. This would be her last chance to show she loved him and could not live without him. If she were brave, he would see she was more than her fears—and she could act when needed. When their eyes met in that embrace, he would understand. That would be when she needed courage most. She must cling to him so very, very tightly to say exactly what it was she intended if this was to be their ‘Last Goodbye’.

∞∞∞Ω∞∞∞

Still reeling from the intoxication and the bombshell that had landed in the middle of his day, Trevelyan slunk off home, leaving his mother asleep and at peace for the time being. After a short walk away from the throngs and traffic, he entered his front door and headed straight to his studio. It felt good to be in a familiar place, surrounded by his work. Feeling exhausted now, he slumped in his easy chair, closed his eyes for a moment, and a tempest ravaged his thoughts. He poured himself a drink and looked at the dossier Fairbourne had amalgamated for him. True to his word, pretty much everything Trevelyan needed to know was there in black and white. He was unconcerned with the majority of the information; the single folder, filled to bursting, contained mostly legal papers and deeds, details of bank accounts, and financial adviser contacts.

Finally, finding what he was searching for, he opened the manila folder marked ‘Bryngaer’, only to be greeted with an image of a spectacular mansion, all gables and windows, at the apex of a long gravel drive surrounded by a copse of trees. Gardens sprawled from the rear, drifting into wildflower meadows that bordered a slow-moving, wide stretch of river. Excitement welled up inside of him, and blessing his good fortune, he poured another scotch. Perusing the other pictures in the folder, he came across photographs of the acres of land surrounding Bryngaer. These showed the mountainous landscape in the background, with the sky dark and foreboding as it crossed the horizon. They struck him as familiar, as if he had seen them somewhere before in a magazine or TV programme. He could not put his finger on it, but he was sure he had seen that landscape before and more than once. He sat back in the chair, nursing the remains of his drink. As his eyes roamed the studio, his thoughts concluded he would soon have to move all this stuff to his new residence. There it was, hanging on the wall, the same landscape in the pictures surrounding Bryngaer. The sketch was not identical, but it was the same, sure enough. Even the sky looked the same. A figure concealed details at the forefront of the scene. A young woman, viewed from behind and to the right, showed her profile beneath a hooded cloak as she stared off into the vista. Her long hair spilled from beneath the hood, stretching out behind her, borne on unseen winds. In his reverie, he almost expected her hood to blow backward in response.

Then the spell was broken, and the sounds of the day drifted in through the window and reasserted themselves and normality. Shifting his attention to the rest of the material within the dossier, he shuffled through the papers, as his thoughts drifted off to Bryngaer and those majestic meadows by the river. He could see himself there, in the pictures, walking through the cacophony of colour toward the riverbank. A life of luxury and leisure awaited him, starting tomorrow.

Trevelyan now wished he had not invited Rose over. He was more than a little giddy, and his mind was exhausted and racing simultaneously. Rose would not be happy about Trevelyan's change of fortune, and he instinctively knew she had already guessed that he planned to leave without her. Damn my flippancy, he thought. He chided himself for his flippancy, regretting he had not just kept her in the dark and disappeared into a new life without drama. But what was done was done, and so he resolved to enjoy their "last goodbye" in the spirit he would originally intended. Trevelyan would miss her, but only in the way you would miss a friendly stray cat. The abrupt ring of the lower doorbell brought him back to reality. He made his way to the buzzer, and without greeting or ceremony, he hit the button, allowing entry to the lower corridor that led to his place, and turned to pour them both a drink before she came through the door. In what seemed like longer than it should have, he finished his drink and poured another as he heard the door open behind him and Rose drift in.

He turned, only to be greeted by a soaked and bedraggled creature, wild with distress and purpose, flinging herself toward him with outstretched arms. In his confusion, he could only spread his arms in anticipation of her desperate embrace. But over her shoulder, through the window, he could perceive no deluge or cause for her appearance.

As she collided with him, he staggered back a little, bearing the force as she clamped her arms around him, her face buried in his chest. She lifted her eyes to him and said, “We’ll always be together now.” The smell hit him like a physical blow, a noxious wave that clawed at his nostrils and stung his eyes, forcing him to stagger backward yet again.

PETROL. She was doused in PETROL!

Before his thoughts could turn into action, he heard the unmistakable sound of steel striking flint, and the world exploded into a blast of wrath, their screams consumed in a desperate chorus of fire and flame

.
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Three

Mercy
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Nestor awoke, Trembling and aghast at the apocalyptic nightmare that still clung to him, he fought to close his mind to the images of the man who desecrated the world, images that felt all too real and refused to dissipate like ordinary dreams. He could not remember falling asleep or how long had passed since, nor did he remember sitting beneath the tree that now rustled in the early morning breeze above him, but none of that mattered now. All that mattered were the terrifying implications of the dream and its potential consequences for the Hiraeth and its inhabitants. How could this happen? How could this cataclysm come to be, and, more urgently, how could it be stopped?

Haunted by the scenes he had witnessed in his dream, Nestor staggered to his feet and surveyed his surroundings. He stood within a small clearing amongst a bevy of tall, glorious verdant trees. Behind him, craggy mountains, cloaked in green, towered above the trees in the distance, reaching toward the clear blue skies. A bubbling river of silver and blue crystal water coursed through the clearing. He wasted no time reviving himself by bathing his aching, feverish brow and drinking mouthfuls of cold water from his hands. Steadied now by the sobering effects of the cold mountain water, he gathered his thoughts.

Nestor racked his memory to recall how he arrived here in this place, but every time he tried to concentrate, his mind would produce more images of death and destruction until he could stand no more, let out a wail, and plunged his head once more into that cold, silvery blue water, seeking a momentary respite. His thoughts were fragmented; the more he tried to piece them together, the more they drifted into a holocaust yet to come. How could he live with this knowledge? That the visions were real, at least, he could be sure of. These were not ordinary dreams or nightmares, but prophecies, a glimpse of what would befall this land at the hands of a strange man from a strange place.

He would arise in the east, this Wayfarer as a stranger travelling anonymously, harbouring a power he cannot comprehend, every step toward his goal would be another step towards the unmaking of creation. He must be stopped. It would not come to pass during Nestor's lifetime, the dreams had promised him that much in sooth, but the burden of its inevitability weighed heavily on his mind for the generations to come. He must head east, to the Isle, but how? If these dreams were prophecies, why manifest in a wretch such as him, someone of no consequence? Was he to warn the ones to come, to spread his word and hope the intended people were listening? There was time yet, though, plenty of time. The dreams must somehow provide for him in his endeavours, else wise he would die sooner rather than later, a madman and happy for it. Nestor accepted this task with vigour. Perhaps now that the dreams had shown him his path, they would become less traumatic, though he doubted it. Burdened with prophecy and purpose, he left the clearing, as he must have arrived, barefoot and in rags.

He followed the river through forests, grassy plains, and abundant hills that rolled down toward the sea and the harbour town of Mor Gwyn. In the days it took to reach the coast, he experienced periods of troubled clarity and overwhelming distress, separated only by sleepless nights and dreams of destruction. In his madness, he would shout and curse the sky in rage against the Wayfarer and the evil wrought in his dreams.

"All will be torn asunder; all will be brought to ruin," he cried, wringing his hands in anguish. In his more lucid moments, he still burned with the passion for salvation, guided by a cunning, sharp intelligence bent on his pilgrimage east. Once he reached the coast, he could work aboard a ship to gain passage across the western sea to the lands in the east; his dreams would be his guide upon landfall.

As Nestor approached the bridge spanning the river near the western docks, he heard the bustle of the nearby town. A small gathering of people milled about at the bridge, unaware of his presence, haggling with the toll keep for passage across the swollen river. "Only tradesmen may cross," yelled the toll keep above the cacophony of voices. "Elsewise, it's the river for you." With that
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