

    
        
          The Legend of Haverton Beck

        

        
        
          The Aella Chronicles, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Carol Ann Moore

        

        
          Published by Carol Ann Moore, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE LEGEND OF HAVERTON BECK

    

    
      First edition. May 8, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Carol Ann Moore.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-2958482091

    

    
    
      Written by Carol Ann Moore.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Seal of Fate

Melancholy

Mimbah’s Counsel

Leap of Faith

Into the Mountain

Haverton Beck

The Fallen Oak

Breena

Anything you can do ...

Mother Weaver

Sparks will Fly

Ale and a Tale

The Legend of Haverton Beck

A Marriage of Inconvenience

Lyre

Secrets and Lies

Town Hall Tales

Women out of Water

Morgan

A Sack of Promises

Guilty Secrets

The Siren’s Damnation

Charlie Finch

A Barrel of Bullies

Life Lessons

A Message from Mother

Charlie’s Tale

Kendra

A Grain of Truth

London Bounders

The Sprites’ Story

Hoodwinked

A Captive Revealed

Tenersi dal male

A Finch and a Raven

Kendra’s Return

The Water of Life

The Lagoon

A Spell of Sprites

The Rage of the Reillys

Down and Out

A Family Affair

Words Embroidered in Blood

Desolation

Home Truths

The Harbour of Betrayal

Reconciliation

The Worth of Roma

Burnt Oak

Escape!

Mother Weaver’s Tale

Mamma’s Mission

London 1681

The Plot Thickens

Molly Hopkins

Lettie’s Tale

Poodles in the Park

The Countess of Robinham

Blood Money

The Rooftops of London

Southwark

Tricks of the Trade

The Highest Bidder

A Mother’s Fury

Water Magic

A Night’s Tale

Return to the Beck

Anchors Away

Beneath the Waves

A Fish out of Water

Home

Author’s Notes

Sign up for Carol Ann Moore's Mailing List

Also By Carol Ann Moore

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    This book is dedicated to my mamma, Rosina and my children, Libby, Barney, Taylor & Min.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Oh what a tangled web we weave...when first we practice to deceive."
Walter Scott, Marmion
 
"Anything is better than lies and deceit!"
Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina


    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Seal of Fate
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The horse and rider clattered across the cobblestones, dust and sweat clinging to the animal’s flanks.

She watched him dismount and tie the reins to the hitching post. He flipped the buckle on the strap of the saddle bags undone and pulled them from the horse’s back. His beast did not notice, his head deep in the trough, refreshing water dousing his muzzle.

Roma stayed in the shade of the olive trees. The sun was fierce today; she tugged the kerchief from her hair, willing the breeze to cool her sweaty brow. She leaned against the gnarled grey trunk and sighed. Lethargy would have coursed through her veins, if it had the energy. It inched along her limbs until she could not even be bothered to play with the kitten her mamma had given her for her birthday. And Chicco was by far the cutest present she had ever received. What was wrong with her? Apathy and animosity were her watch words these days. Vacillating between these states; she could not understand herself. She knew only that most of the time she was miserable. Though nothing was missing, she felt bereft.

She covered her hair with the kerchief again and tied it under her plait, stood up and dusted her skirts off. She would go to the tavern and see if the mail rider had anything for them. At least she could get a cool drink from there before walking up the hill and home.

There was a babble of chattering and laughter leaking out of the tavern’s open windows. Market day was always busy and Cagliasaro was a thriving, bustling town. Roma was familiar with its history. The women of her nonna’s coven were woven into her very being. Bedtime stories of Bela and Rosa, the wise sisters, the fiercely protective Zaneta and her mamma’s childhood friend Catalina. Elisabetta, former duchessa of the castle, and her wife, Savia. It seemed to Roma that she had known these women, so real were they to her. She’d heard of the dark secrets of the town when her mamma arrived here over a century ago. And she knew of La Eternità. This connection to the coven was something she had never considered; it existed because it had been forged in loyalty, friendship and respect. Roma examined the unhappiness that had settled itself in her heart and perceived a disconnection there. But why? What had happened to her?

She sighed as she pushed open the doors and prepared herself for the onslaught of merry greetings that would meet her.

“Ho!” A shout from Alba, the tavern keeper. “Here is our testa rossa!”

Roma smiled at her; you couldn’t be miserable around Alba. Her grin was infectious. She came over to her and hugged her with one meaty arm. 

“You want grissini? And I have cold spring water in the pantry.”

“Sì, Alba. It is so hot today!”

“Sit down. I will get the grissini and the water.”

“Is there anything in the mail bags for us?”

“Go ask him!” she shouted over her shoulder as she disappeared into the back room.

Roma looked around and spied the dust flecked traveller seated in the far corner, the shade complete. She thought he must be glad to get out of the sun.

Her boot heels tapped on the wooden floor as she crossed the tavern. The bright slice of midsummer beamed through the door and she passed through it into the coolness of shadow.

“Mi scusi signore,” she said.

He looked up, his cheek bulging with the bread and ham that Alba placed before him. He took a swig from the pewter tankard beside his plate and swallowed.

“Sì signorina?”

“Have you anything for Saluagius?”

“Un momento,” he said. The mail bag was next to him on the bench. He delved inside and pulled out a sheaf of letters. His thick fingers flicked through them, and then he stopped and read the inked words on a coarse piece of parchment.

“Aella Saluagius?”

“Sì. That is my mamma.”

She rummaged in her skirt pocket, fished out a coin and handed it to him.

“Grazie,” he said, and went back to his food.

Roma looked at the letter. It was folded and sealed with a blob of red sealing wax. A seal was pressed into it, but she could not make out what it was. Turning it over, she recognised the handwriting, the black ink inscribed her mother’s name. She felt her sadness lift.

“Roma, here.” Alba returned, pouring her a cooling cup of water and placing the grissini in a bowl.

“Grazie.”

“You have a letter for your mamma?”

“Sì. From my Zia Aurelia.”

“Is she your mamma’s sister?” Alba asked as she dusted the shelves behind her.
“No, my papà’s.”

Alba gave her a sympathetic look. “I never knew my papà either.”

Roma flushed pink and gulped her drink. She did not like speaking of her father. The reticence had been passed down to her by her mamma. She barely spoke of him.

“I need to go; I have more errands to run. Thank you for the water and the grissini Alba.”

She jumped down from the stool and picked up the letter. She headed out into the scorching heat of the Italian summer sun, discontentment flooding over her again. 

Sweat beaded on her upper lip and her brow; she needed to get into the shade. Her colouring did not fare well in the hot weather. Townsfolk waved, called out and tiny Signora Cassani thrust a bunch of radishes into her hand, telling her to give them to her mamma. 

Roma knew everyone here; she had been nowhere else her entire life. The town had continued in its co-operative community, just as it had been founded after the Great Flood. Not all the descendants of the coven lived here still, but enough so that when Aella returned with her as a baby, there was a ready-made army of women willing to help, nurse and befriend them.
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​Melancholy
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Aella peered through the warped glass of the apothecary’s shop. Mimbah was inside, her back to the counter. She tapped on the heavy, grey oak door and entered. Cool relief from the heat and the assault of mint on her senses confirmed Mimbah’s industry.

She looked around, and seeing her dearest friend, broke into a beaming smile. 

“You are just in time.”

“For what?”

“Try this tincture. I think it needs sweetening.”

Aella picked up the brown glass bottle and cautiously inhaled its scent.

“Grappa?” 

She nodded, her eyes bright with mischief. “It was Luciano’s best year for it. The tinctures have been very potent. All the better for a purer base.”

“Luciano is indeed a master brewer!” She sniffed at the contents once more. “I will try a spoonful! That is all. Remember last time?”

Giggling, Mimbah said, “How long did your head pound?”

“At least three days. Remind me to never accept the liquid hospitality of your husband again!”

“Did someone mention me?” 

Luciano di Figino appeared at the foot of the stone stairs. A broad grin creased his face. 

“I was cursing your grappa and its properties!” Aella mock glared at him.

Luciano’s enormous hands flew in the air. “A curse, you say! Do you cast a pox on my grapevines?”

“Sì! May they grow so fat you will tread them for a sennight!” 

Luciano crossed the room in three strides and hugged Mimbah, kissed her full on the lips, lifting her off the floor as he did so. He nodded towards Aella, grinning.

“I am glad your sorceress friend is on our side.”

Mimbah stroked his cheek, the curls of his beard scratched under her fingers. 

“My love, you do not know how right you are!”

Their laughter was interrupted by the squabbling cries of fighting siblings. The door to the shop flew open, and the cacophony rebounded off the stone walls.

Two children were glowering at each other.

“Signora Barbo gave it to me!” The girl poked herself in her skinny chest.

“She said we should share it!” The boy, with a blazing gaze focussed on his sister, was standing with clenched fists.

Behind them, sweaty of face and scowling, was Roma. 

“I found these two fighting in the courtyard over this.” In her arms was a large watermelon. 

“Enough!” boomed Luciano and the squabbling siblings, lips pouting and brows furrowed, ceased their babble.

“Roma, thank you for bringing these brats home and delivering us from the gossips.” It was his turn to scowl.

“Feo, Effia. No one will have the melon now. What have I told you about sharing? Greed is not a tolerable trait.”

Shamefaced and quiet, the girl raised enormous brown eyes to her mamma, but Mimbah shook her head. “Your papà is right. Neither of you goes hungry; you have no reason to behave that way.”

“Scusa, Mamma,” Effia said. 

“It is not me you should be sorry to; it is your brother.”

Effia looked at him and smirked. “Scusa, Feo.”

His gaze mirrored her mischievous expression. “Scusa, Effia.”

Luciano stepped forward and clapped his enormous hands together. “Go! The pair of you! And don’t let me hear you fighting again today!” 

They jumped like startled doves and ran from the shop, shouting their promises over their shoulders.

Roma’s bearing had not improved since her arrival, and with an almighty sigh, she deposited the melon and the letter on the wooden counter, turned on her heels and left.

Luciano frowned at his wife and looked as though he would like to comment on Roma’s sullen behaviour, but he had not been happily married for over a decade without learning when it was time for him to leave. The women had much to discuss; he could see it in their eyes.

“I will put this in the cellar. We can have it after dinner,” he announced to the room. He hefted the melon into the crook of his arm; the letter he left alone.

“She is getting worse,” Aella said.

“You know what ails her,” Mimbah replied. “You must tell her.”

Aella’s despairing groan prompted his hasty retreat.
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​Mimbah’s Counsel
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“I cannot! You understand it better than anyone, Mimbah.”

Mimbah rose from her seat behind the wooden bench and clutched at Aella’s shoulders. She looked up into the face of her dearest friend. 

“There was no shame in falling in love.”

“He never loved me! He used me as he used Cecily, always juggling the outcome to see which might suit him best.”

“But that was not your doing! He did that to you and Cecily. How can you reproach yourself?”

“I don’t blame myself; that lies at his door. But I was hoodwinked. He deceived me, and his attempt implies he deemed me stupid. That is what I cannot forgive.” Aella’s eyes flashed with the old hurt and fury.

“So your pride still smarts? Your heart is no longer broken; you do not wish the outcome was different? You cannot absolve yourself. But that hurts Roma, for she has a right to know her origins. An erased history is not something I would want for anyone.

Aella flushed. “Forgive me, my friend, I did not mean–”

Mimbah held her hand up in assent. “I did not speak of my past to shame you. I speak of it to make you understand. Roma thinks you are her mamma; yet you are not. She knows Maso was her papà, yet you refuse to speak of him; you can barely utter his name. She has the right to know who Cecily was; who her family is.”

Aella’s knuckles blanched white as she clenched her skirts at her side. “We are her kin. Us. We brought her up and loved her as our own. I would do anything for her. I am her mamma.” 

Mimbah held her friend and Aella’s tears fell onto her shoulder, dampening her chemise.

“She is your daughter. There can be no doubting it; but if you keep this from her, it will turn to poison. I am certain.”

Aella nodded, wiping her eyes. “I shall try to speak with her this evening. Ask her what ails her, for she is miserable.”

Mimbah caught sight of the letter on the counter and picked it up.

“This is for you. Roma must have fetched it from the tavern.”

The hand she held out trembled minutely, as though she sensed the news borne on its inky parchment.

“It is from Aurelia.” 

Slipping a nail under the sealing wax, she popped it open. The grief inside poured onto the page and it made her weep once more. She looked up at Mimbah and said, “Tom has been killed. The barrels tipped from the barrow into the cellar and crushed him.” Her fingers were at her lips, the horror of Aurelia’s sorrow etched in her face. “This is awful. They were so happy; every letter she wrote told of her joy in him and their children.” 

“This is meant to be.”

“What do you mean?” Aella said.

“You should go to her. Help her now she has lost Tom, and Roma can be with her father’s family. She can learn about him and you will have the support of his sister to help you. She will speak of her brother with love; something that Roma needs to hear. And mayhap you shall find the courage to swallow your pride and admit what happened to you. Then Cecily can be remembered as she should be.”

“I sometimes muse that it must be you that has lived a hundred lives, Mimbah. For your counsel is worth all the gold the alchemists searched for. Thank you for your truth; I needed to hear it.”

“So you will go?”

Aella nodded. “I shall. It has been fifteen years since I have used the magic atop the mountain. Fifteen years of being settled here, in Cagliasaro. Do you ever wish you had stayed in London? Stayed and worked with Ambrose?”

Mimbah considered the question, pursed her lips and shook her head. “No. For I should not have the life I have now. We have had peace and stability here. I am forever thankful that I came.”

“It is time I helped others again. I am nervous about venturing into the world, but you are right about Roma. She should see more than Cagliasaro and be aware of her heritage. Aurelia will be a good place to start.”

“Do you know where she lives now?”

Aella nodded her head. “On the coast in England, a small fishing town called Haverton Beck.”
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​Leap of Faith
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Aella mused it would not be worth writing a reply to Aurelia. Their swift arrival would mean her and Roma’s sudden appearance would need to be explained. It seemed she had a lot of that to do. Being honest about everything would help purge her spirit of the pain she had been holding on to. She had spoken truthfully to Mimbah; she was nervous of entering the world again. Cagliasaro was like an island; remote and self-contained. It had been what they needed after Cecily’s death and Maso’s betrayal; a recuperation from the grief. But was she recovered? Because Mimbah was right. She could not speak his name, or if she did, it was mumbled and the subject swiftly changed. Feelings she had never dealt with. Those feelings of inadequacy and embarrassment. Roma was a newborn, just days old, upon their flight. In the time that passed, it had been easy to forget her origins and pretend she was her own child. The child she had forsworn to never have. For her immortality meant certain despair, even if Roma lived to be one hundred years old. She pushed the thought aside; a skill she had honed. Her untold secrets did not include her own immortality. Aella decided she would not hide the magic that spilled from her fingertips and as Roma flourished from babe to toddler and beyond, she did so surrounded by it. It was as natural as breathing. She taught her potions, which worked because of the ingredients within them. She taught her palmistry and tarot, but Roma had not inherited Aella’s abilities; for she was not of her blood. This frustration was the nub of their arguments at the moment. This disconnection. Roma understood an incantation had wrought immortality; she wanted it for herself, but Aella refused every time it was mentioned.

As she pushed open the door to their stone cottage, she hoped their trip could change that, for she could not bear to see the misery on Roma’s face.

“Roma? Are you here?”

“Sì, Mamma.”

She appeared in the doorway, her eyes red-rimmed and her plait coming unravelled. But she was smiling.

“I am sorry, Mamma. I was rude, walking away like that.”

Aella enclosed her in her arms and breathed in the familiar scent of her daughter. That scent caused a twisting stab of pain in her heart, which she knew to be fear. What if her revelations caused a rift? The thought was unimaginable. 

“It has been so hot today. Even a saint would have been grumpy,” Aella said. “But I have news that may cheer you!”

Roma lifted her face, not attempting to move from the embrace. Her mamma’s arms were solid and safe.

“What news? The letter? It is from Zia Aurelia, is it not?”

“Ah, you recognised the handwriting. Sì, it is very sad but your Zio Tom has been killed. Aurelia is distraught. She has the children to care for and the tavern to run. I thought we would go to her and help. What do you think?”

Roma took a step away from Aella now, her expression slack with disbelief. “We shall leave Cagliasaro? Really?”

“Sì, for we cannot aid her from here!”

“Will we go by the magic of the mountain?”

Aella nodded. “It would take many weeks if we travelled in the usual manner. What do you say?”

Her hand covered her mouth as though to keep the joy that was bubbling from escaping. “I am sad for my cousins and Zia Aurelia, but Mamma, to leave and see somewhere else. Meet my family and other people!” 

Aella laughed. “I notice that you fully agree with my idea.”

Roma’s cheeks were flushed, and then her expression faltered. “My kitten? What will happen to her?”

“Mimbah shall care for her. Do not fret.”

“When are we leaving?”

“If you can pack your trunks in time, we shall leave after supper. Aurelia’s letter is at least a month old; our haste will be of comfort to her.”

Roma flew from the room, her skirts disappearing up the stone steps to her bedchamber above.

Going to a large wooden cabinet, Aella opened the doors and collected what she might need.

***
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Aella gathered the precious articles she always kept close to her. They had settled in this house and were not hidden away as they had been before this peaceful hiatus in her life. For the first time in as long as she could remember, the flutter of anticipation bubbled in her stomach. Mothering Roma had fulfilled her, much like helping Ambrose with his medicinal mission. But she was fifteen now and Aella realised although guidance was still needed, she would have to let Roma have more freedom. The lurch in her belly wasn’t excitement this time, it was dread.  

With her treasures packed in the leather pouch that Rosa, long ago, cast her extensio charm on, Aella tied it around her waist and tucked it under her skirts. Her trunk was filled with clothes; for all weathers. She knew Aurelia and Tom had settled on the coast, but she was certain the heat she had become accustomed to once more would not be following them to their destination. 

“Roma?” she called.

“Sì, Mamma.”

“Are you packed?”

“Sì.”

“Have you got Chicco?”

“Sì, I shut him in my closet.”

Aella heard the dragging of a heavy wooden trunk across the floor above her and climbed the stairs to see Roma pulling it onto the landing.

“Here, let me help you.”

Roma pouted with annoyance. “Can I try the spell?”

“Certainly, just remember your inten–”

“I know! My intent! Always I intend it to work and it never does!”

The urge to cast it herself, so Roma thought the witching flowed from her, was almost unbearable. But Aella knew it would be another admission she would have to admit to her daughter. There were enough already without more lies.

Roma frowned in concentration and spoke the incantation she had heard a thousand times fall from her mamma’s lips.

“I call the Air to aid me,

Lift this weight with ease,

Light as feathers, a dandelion clock,

Floating on the breeze.”

Nothing happened. The trunk was motionless. She kicked it and swore under her breath.

Aella cringed; Mimbah was right, she must tell her and soon.

“Why won’t it work for me?” Two flushed spots of temper were high on her cheeks.

“Magic can take its own time to appear, Roma. Do not fret, we have much to look forward to. By tonight, when la Luna has risen, you will have met Aurelia and your cousins!”

The distraction worked. The steel-blue eyes crinkled in anticipation.

“I am eager to meet them!”

“It shall be a great surprise for them, for Aurelia does not know of our magic.”

Roma raised her eyebrows. “But you said Nonna Letta gave you the crystal ball!”

“She did, but that was because I read the tarot cards and told fortunes. I never revealed my gifts to anyone ... except your papà.” Aella forced herself to say the word, and she waited to see if Roma would ask anything else.

Her daughter’s eyes darkened with apprehension, but then, sensing a question would not be rebuffed, she said, “What did he do? When you first told him?”

A vivid memory flared in her mind; Maso’s handsome face was burned into it. She fought to keep the recollection true. For when it had happened, she had not known of his perfidy. Beaming at Roma’s expectant gaze, she chuckled. “His tongue was tied! I had concealed us within a misty shroud. We were hiding and he could not believe his eyes!”

“He wasn’t fearful of you?”

Aella laughed. “He may have been a little afraid, but he was a confident man and his fear did not last long.”

“Thank you for telling me.”

Aella, her heart squeezed with love and lies, caught her breath and hugged Roma to her.

There was a knock at the door.
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​Into the Mountain
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Mimbah held them both, her arms flung wide, embracing them, tears streaked her face.

“I shall miss you both! Do you realise, there has not been one day since we came here that we have not seen each other? Not one day in fifteen years!”

Roma squeezed Mimbah around her middle. “I wish you could come with us.”

“I shall be waiting for your return and Chicco will be well looked after; worry not.”

“It will be strange not to see you, but if I must send an urgent message, I will use projection,” Aella said.

Mimbah grinned at her. “It has been so long since we did that; you might need to practise!”

Roma frowned. “Projection?” 

“Mimbah taught me to use astral projection when you were but a few days old. It is much quicker than writing letters and waiting for a reply,” Aella said. 

She looked from one to the other, her hands on her hips. “You two are a well of secrets!”

“It was not something we needed to think about, considering we live within the castello walls,” Mimbah said. “When you return, I will teach you how to do it.”

“Promise?”

“I give you my word. Come, I have a basket for that kitten of yours. Where is he?”

***
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Luciano had hitched a horse to a small cart and loaded the trunks into it, but it was Mimbah who climbed into the driver’s seat. No man would ever know the secret of the mountain, even one as trustworthy as Luciano.

He hugged Aella and Roma goodbye in a rib-crushing embrace and, dabbing at his eyes, returned to the shop.

“Luci worries,” Mimbah said. “He knows the world outside Cagliasaro is not as kind nor considerate. He’s from Genova, remember?”

“I am more than capable of looking after us both,” Aella said.

“Yes, I know that, but Luciano does not have the knowledge of your witching like I do!”

A shadow of regret passed across Aella’s face; she still had not made the amends she had set out to. But maybe this journey would allow her to continue in her task.

Mimbah noted her expression and said, “You have done more good than ill. Come, let us get moving. The sun will have gone behind the mountain before long.”

They left the courtyard and rolled under the mighty iron portcullis; its chains had not moved in centuries. Through the town, the cart wheels rumbling on the cobblestones. The townsfolk were inside their houses. Supper was a prolonged affair, and the streets were deserted. 

The sun was casting a final honeyed glow on the castello walls as they left Cagliasaro and ascended the track that would take them to the mountain pass. Aella looked back; she had a vivid memory of the first time she had seen it. She had been little older than Roma was now. It seemed to rise out of the earth, a huge stone monolith. But then it had been filled with the evil of greed and cruelty. Now it was a haven, one that upon leaving, she wished to return to. Was that foreboding or just apprehension about what was to come?

She gathered up a twisting curl of her daughter’s hair and said, “Are you nervous, Roma?”

The shining expression alive on her face spoke aloud her feelings. “I am nervous and eager!”

Aella grinned at her and banished the scepticism that wanted to give dire warnings and foretell of the duplicity of people. “You have much to be eager about. Experiencing the world for the first time is wonderful.

The juniper tree that covered the fissure in the mountain pass had grown somewhat since the last time Mimbah and Aella had wrested it aside. Fat grey-blue berries covering it made it blend into the rock behind. The two women jumped from the cart and Roma watched, a frown wrinkling her freckled brow.

“What are you doing?” she asked them.

Mimbah was putting a pair of blinders on the horse as Aella pulled at the branches of the bush.

“Come and help me,” Aella said.

Roma climbed down and went over to her.

“Here, pull these aside.”

The wood was rough and gnarled, but it yielded to her command and, to her surprise, an opening revealed itself in the rock face. One ample enough for the horse and cart to pass through. She looked in amazement at her mamma. Aella had been watching Roma’s expression and was gratified. She laughed.

“The wonderment of leaving Cagliasaro has started already. Wait until we enter the mountain. You will not be disappointed!”

“What do you mean, enter the mountain?”

Mimbah was back on the driver’s bench, holding the reins. “You shall see, Roma. Hold those branches still a moment.”

She steered the cart towards the gaping black hole that the bush had revealed and drove into it.

“Come, Roma,” said Aella.

Taking her daughter’s warm hand in hers, she walked into the passage and the juniper sprung back and concealed the entrance. It was as if they had disappeared.

Mimbah had stalled the cart just ahead, and they climbed back into it. Aella’s vision adjusted to the darkness. She could see Roma’s pale face in the gloom, the blue eyes wide with amazement.

“Where are we?” she whispered.

“We are in the mountain passage that will take us to the cottage where we lived until you were a month old. Beyond the cottage, atop the mountain, is the place we seek. But first you will witness the magnificence of its magic, for Gaia cannot help but welcome us home.”

As she spoke, glimmers of light danced around them, purple rippling into indigo, foxfire, amber and orange. 

She heard Roma’s gasp of awe, her head swivelling as she took in the surrounding lights, flickering, always just out of reach.

“It is the most wonderful thing I have ever seen,” Roma said.

“The rocks, the earth, the meadow and the air are full of witching. A living, breathing entity that is the embodiment of Gaia. Bela told me this place was the birthplace of everything; the beginning of the old magic. Can you feel it in your bones?”

Roma nodded solemnly. “It's a vibration ... here.” She pushed her clenched fist in between her breasts. “Is it my heart?”

“You can feel the heart of the mountain beating. The rhythm of yours has aligned with it.”

Light was filtering into the passage as they drew nearer the exit and the lights faded from view. Roma saw the last glimmering violet lustre ripple across the face of the rocks and it winked out. 

Mimbah guided the cart into the meadow and the sun dipped behind the highest peak as the blue leached from the horizon.
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“Why did we never return here?” Roma said.

They had said their fond farewells to Mimbah, and she returned into the mountain passage, back to Cagliasaro and home.

Aella mused on the question, for she had not avoided the mountain nor its magic for any fathomable reason. Her heart had been broken when they fled here. After everything that happened, she had been determined to concentrate all of her attention on Roma. The profound responsibility of being a mother had overwhelmed her. She who could harness the power of the Quattro Elementi, scared witless by a tiny scrap of humanity who depended on her entirely. Thank Gaia for Mimbah and her steady practicality. 

“I can only say that I was too busy trying to be the best mamma I could to you. My life had been so displaced by the task I set myself, after Bela and the coven performed La Eternità, never knowing where I would be from one week to the next. And then I met your Nonno,” Aella smiled in warm remembrance of Pietro Grimani, “and he introduced me to the rest of the family ... and your papà.”

“But you were settled with them, weren’t you? In the house in London?”

“Sì. For a while at least, I was settled.” Aella swallowed and took a leap into unknown waters. “I had thought to be settled for at least a lifetime. For your papà and I were to be married, but that did not happen as planned.”

She watched the expressions cloud and clear across Roma’s face and experienced a release from the pressure of the tale. A part of it had been set free; mayhap it was just her own courage. 

“You do not have to tell me, Mamma, not if the pain of it still hurts. But I will admit I am more curious about it than anything else I have ever known of.”

“When we are settled at Zia Aurelia’s, I shall reveal the whole story; you have my word. I want you to know more of your papà than the man I can tell you of. He was a brother and a son, as well as an accomplished acrobat. Aurelia can speak of memories that I know nothing of. You should have a complete picture of him, not just what happened between us.”

Roma grasped her hand. Aella knew the feel of it just as well as her own. There was a crescent moon scar on her left thumb, courtesy of a broken bottle. She bit the skin around her nails, but not the nails themselves. Cinnamon freckles across the backs of her hands and the veins that lay beneath the alabaster skin on her wrists were the blue green of a lagoon. That gut twisting thought again, of having to tell her the truth, terrified her, but she understood that to continue the falsehood would not be for the love of Roma but a selfish act. She must bolster her courage.

“Grazie, Mamma. Are we ready to go now?”

“There is nothing keeping us here and everything to discover. Let us pay our respects to your Nonna and Sofia before we depart.”

They threw sweet smelling bundles of lavender, rosemary and sage into the yawning black pit atop the mountain. Aella straightened the cairn stones that had toppled over. 

“What shall I do?” Roma asked.

“I will speak the spell aloud. When you feel my hand tighten in yours, I want you to say, ‘Take us to Aurelia in Haverton Beck’. Place your other palm on the trunks, as I am.”

They were stacked on top of each other. Roma looked and imitated her mamma. “Do we not need to hold the handles?

Aella shook her head. “No, a touch will be enough. Are you ready?”

“Sì!” Roma’s eyes shone with eagerness.

Aella grinned at her daughter and incanted the spell Bela had taught her when she was fifteen.

“Light as air, take our flight,

Go where we will, day or night,

Speak the name of where we seek, 

Depart, return our mountain peak.”

Their bodies shimmered, although there was no breeze. Aella saw Roma’s mouth form a perfect O. Even though she had grown up under the cloak of magic, nothing had prepared her for this. The translucence that enveloped them made her blue eyes widen and then Aella squeezed her hand.

“Take us to Aurelia in Haverton Beck!” 

Two voices intoned as one.

And they disappeared.

***
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It was full dark and their olfactory senses were the first to mark the change. The air hung heavy with the scent of salt and fish. Drizzle dampened their faces and then the sound of waves crashing against rocks orientated them. Wind whipped their skirts and tugged at the hoods they had raised against the chill. Aella’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light as the moon briefly pierced the racing clouds.

They had arrived in a harbour. The waves pounded to their left, spray spattering the glistening black rocks. The sea lapped a few feet behind them and Aella realised they were on the slipway. 

“Come, but be careful. The path is slippery.”

She tapped the two trunks and said, “Ancora.” 

As they grasped the rope handles and pulled, the trunks lifted weightlessly from the cobbles.

Rectangles of light glowed in some dwellings, making the rest seem even more desolate for the lack of it.

“Look for one with a tavern sign,” Aella said.

Roma peered along the row of houses. “I cannot see one.”

She turned and looked right. Ahead light spilled out of several windows, illuminating the slick, wet cobbles of the road.

“There!” Roma pointed.

Above the doorway swung a wooden sign. A lightning struck tree was crudely painted on it.

“The Fallen Oak,” Aella said. “This is it. Are you ready?”

Roma’s face was damp with rain but rapt with curiosity. She nodded.

“We shall leave the trunks here. Someone can help us carry them in later.”

Aella pushed on the black iron handle and opened the door to the tavern.
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​The Fallen Oak 
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Heads swivelled in their direction. There were maybe half a dozen patrons; all men. Behind the bar stood Aurelia, a pewter tankard in one hand and a linen cloth in the other. She looked up at the sound of the door opening and the tankard fell from her grasp, clattering onto the floor. She clutched the wood as though to steady herself, her free hand covering her mouth.

“How..?”

Aella crossed the room in a few strides, her heart thumping against her breastbone. Aurelia came from behind the bar, her lips widening into a beaming smile.

The two women embraced. Heads together like coals in a hearth. 

Aurelia stepped back and placed her hands on either side of Aella’s face. “By the saints! I did not expect to see you! I thought mayhap I would get a letter. But you are here! Her eyes were swimming in tears; she wiped at them with the back of her hand.

“I had to come. I could not leave you to endure this alone.

Aurelia’s chin trembled, but her grief could not wipe the smile from her face.

“Would you like to meet your niece?” Aella said.

Roma lowered her hood, and Aurelia gasped. 

“Roma, here. Come greet your Zia Aurelia.”

Suddenly shy, Roma stepped forward into the encircling embrace. Aurelia hugged her fiercely and then held her at arm’s length. “She is so like Magda! Although older than she will ever be. How many years has it been? I lose count of them.”

“Fifteen. They have flown past for me and I had only one child to care for. You have had three! Where are they?”

“Upstairs. Let me call them.”

Aella gazed about the tavern. It was a good size, with seating for at least thirty or more. Stout tables and benches filled the middle of the room and there were more comfortable seats, padded in heavy woven fabric around the edges. Each table had an oil lamp on it, and the few faces that were lamplit were staring. Aella nodded at them and looked away. Awkward questions were not something she cared to parry tonight. There would be plenty to come, she was sure. How she and Roma had arrived so late and without the sound of a carriage or horses was one. She would worry about that when the time came; if needed, a charm to obscure the memory was not difficult to conjure.

The clatter of many feet on the wooden stairs drew her attention. Roma’s hand within hers twitched with nervous anticipation and she sidled closer to her.

A boy and a girl, so alike they looked like a reflection of the other, and a younger girl came tumbling out from behind the bar, followed by Aurelia.

“Ma says you’re our cousin!” exclaimed the boy. His fair hair was short and grew straight up from his forehead.

Aurelia laughed. “This is Edward.” 

He scowled at his mother. “Ted. My name is Ted. I hate Edward,” he said as a way of an explanation to the strangers in his midst.

The girl, his twin, stepped forward. “Hello, I am Emily. Ma has told us all about you, but I never thought we would meet!”

The two girls glanced at each other and grinned. The youngest was behind Aurelia’s skirts, hiding under her apron. 

“Come on, Alice. Say hello to your cousin. She has travelled all the way from Italy!”

The girl’s eyes grew round with amazement. She inched forward, cheeks pink.

“Hello Alice,” Roma said.

Alice’s blush intensified, and she hunched her shoulders, trying to shrink.

Aurelia spoke in a whisper to Aella. “She has not been herself since her pa ...”

Aella nodded her understanding. “She shall recover. It will take time.”

“Are they staying here?” Ted asked.

“We have come to help you. You are our family, although I know we have never met. So I hope you are happy for us to stay?” Aella said.

The twins wore identical beams of delight. 

“Roma can share with me and Alice!” 

“That would work well. Aella, and you may share my room,” Aurelia said.

A gruff voice interrupted their plans. “Aren’t you going to introduce your guests to us, Aurelia?” 

The huge figure of a bearded man loomed behind them. He grinned, the weatherbeaten skin around his small eyes crinkled, making them disappear. 

The remaining patrons of the tavern were peering at them. No pretence being made that they were not eavesdropping.

“Ah Joshua! You startled me. Of course, this is my sister-in-law, Aella and my niece, Roma.”

He held out a calloused, but clean, hand. “Joshua Reilly.”

Aella took his proffered palm and shook it. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” And before he could ask any inopportune questions, she said, “Would you be so kind as to help us with our trunks? The coachman left them outside.”

A crease furrowed his brow, but disappeared as she continued to chatter, distracting him from the question he was about to utter.

He followed her and within moments, both trunks were stacked against the bar.

Aurelia encouraged the remaining customers to sup up and leave. They did so, Joshua included, with slight ale-fogged goodbyes.

She drew the bolts, top and bottom, across the stout oak door and leaned against it, her body sagging.

“Emily, Alice. Help Roma carry her trunk to your room. It’s time you girls were in bed.”

“Do you need help to make up another bed?” Aella asked.

“No, they have one that will fit all three,” Aurelia said.

“I always wanted to share a room with someone!” Roma said.

“You won’t be saying that in the morning,” Emily said. “Alice hogs the covers.”

Alice’s bottom lip trembled, threatening to pout, but Roma intervened. 

“I shall be very glad to share with you Alice, for I have no sisters and I always wished for one.”

Alice smiled at her and held out her hand.

The anxiety that had crossed Aurelia’s face lessened as she saw Alice’s expression change.

“You too, Edward. You have to be up to let out the hens in the morning.”

Ted looked as if he might argue, but then thought better of it. “Goodnight Ma. Sleep well, Aunt Aella.” And he shot ahead of the girls and up the stairs.

“Shall we take my trunk to your room?”

“Yes. Are you hungry? I can make you supper?”

“You do not have to look after me Aurelia; that is why I have come. It is you that needs to rest while I set about easing your lot.”

Her eyes sparkled with gratitude and together they grasped the handles and hauled it up the creaking stairs, after the children.
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Breena heard the front door open and the sound of his boots on the tiled hall floor. Her heart shrivelled; if it got any smaller it would disappear, she thought. She had her back to him as he came into the kitchen. His presence filled any room he entered, for his mood swings could warm or chill it within seconds. Pasting a smile across her face, she turned to greet him, a mixing bowl in one arm, the wooden spoon beating the butter and sugar together in the other. It was late, nearly midnight, but she had not wanted to be in bed when he returned from the tavern. If he had had enough to drink, then he would fall asleep before she retired for the night; avoiding his advances was becoming a more elaborate charade all the time.

She couldn’t bear him, the sight of him, the smell of him, the sound of his voice. She thought she might scream and keep screaming if she had to spend another minute in his company, but she had no choice. The gold band on her finger might as well have been a shackle.

He came around the table and stuck his finger in the mixture. Whiskey and ale. Sour stale breath wafted over her and her stomach clenched.

“What are you making?” he said, pulling a chair out from the table. The screeching of the legs against the floor made her wince.

“Butter biscuits. I couldn’t sleep.”

He hadn’t listened to her reply; he never did. Her opinions, needs, or wants were no concern to him. She was his wife, a possession, like one of his ships. His birthright if truth be told. He had taught her, through correction, how he expected her to behave and now she did. A good wife. 

“What do you know of Aurelia Upton?” he said.

She was beating the mixture, concentrating on the creamy yellowness of it, scraping the sides of the bowl.

“I know she is recently widowed.” She did not turn around.

“Looks like her sister-in-law’s arrived with her daughter in tow.”

She made a non-committal noise; she did not trust his questions.

“It’s strange though, because Tom was towheaded and blue eyed, but this woman is as dark as a Spanish Moor,” he leaned his chair back, dirty boots on the table.

Breena turned around, wiping her hands on her apron. She shrugged. “I know nothing about them.”

“Mmm ... keep it that way. We rarely get strangers in Haverton, and I don’t want you near them until I’ve seen what they’re about for myself.”

“I never go to the Fallen Oak, Joshua.”

“Glad to hear it. It’s not seemly for a woman to enter a tavern by herself. Nor is it decent for one to run one.”

Breena gave him a sideways glance as she put the tray in the wood-fired oven. “I thought brewing was a woman’s business.”

“It’s women’s work, you mean. Business is a man’s domain.” He stood up, the chair legs clattering against the tiles.

“Come to bed.”

“I will be there as soon as these are cooked,” Breena said. She was filling the sink with hot water from the pot to wash the bowl and spoon. Joshua liked a clean house.

He walked off without replying. She wiped the table; there was mud on it from his boots, and put the chair away, fetched the broom and swept the floor. By the time she had finished, the biscuits were done. One by one, she lifted them from the tray and placed them on a cooling rack. There was nothing else to keep her from her bed, apart from the man who lay in it.
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​Anything you can do ... 
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Roma awoke disorientated. The light was all wrong. Instead of the warm honeyed shafts of sun grazing the wooden beams of her bedroom, there was a murky grey gloom filtering across the whitewashed plaster ceiling of the tavern’s attic room. The cramped conditions she found herself in were also a reminder she was no longer in Cagliasaro. The curled up figure tucked in behind her was Alice and she had indeed managed to wrap most of the blankets around her body, leaving Roma’s feet and ankles exposed to the chilly breeze that had reached under the eaves. Emily was a quilt covered hump on the far side.

She sat up in bed and pulled a woollen shawl that was draped over the headboard over her shoulders. This place was cold! How could it be August, and more to the point, what was it like in winter? It was still early, and the sky had that washed out look about it; betwixt night and dawn. She inched out of the bed, trying not to disturb the sleeping sisters. Her bare feet found a rag rug beneath them, covering the wide floorboards. There were two dormer windows built into the roof and she looked out of one. Dawn was breaking now; it was a magnificent sight as the sunlight broke upon the water, sending sparks skimming across it. Roma had grown up in the shadow of a mountain range. The sun rose and set behind them. She was unused to
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