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Trigger warning:  

Please be aware of the upcoming themes within this book, which are my interpretation and reimagining of the myth of Hades and Persephone with a smattering of British Isle mythology. Her Daffodil Queen is the first book in the Twisted Garden Saga series, which will be an interconnected series of standalone. I will reimagine and retellings of legends, mythology, folklore, and fairy tales. 

To the best of my knowledge, I have treated the content within this novel with respect and admiration for those who may have endured it to a greater extent. 

Misogyny  

Sexual assault  

Ritualistic ceremonies with intending human sacrifice. 

This is a sapphic tale, so, there will be intimate female scenes.  

​

Dedications:  

For my beautiful wife Lee-Anne, my solace, and my cheerleader. 

I have often threatened you with a good smutty time. This is the first book, but it won’t be my last. So, sweetheart, I hope you enjoy this, 
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Prologue 
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“Why do you think someone summoned us?” a young adult male asked, his voice squeaking. His eye darted around the gathered crowd before him, they settled on the familiar older man. An old-looking God’s face turned, shrugging his shoulders.  

“Often my brother goes on power trips; However, he is our leader, so we must adhere to whatever decree the summons has said,” said the older God, placing a reassuring hand on his junior colleague’s shoulders and squeezing. The elder and younger Gods jumped as they felt an oppressive presence sidle behind them. Hunching his shoulders, the younger God inched to settle near his elder. The stern looks on the All Father’s two male heirs’ faces turned into sneers. Iau cleared his throat, and the older God turned and swallowed. 

“Tell you uncle. Why do you lurk on the fringes of the realm? Twisting in the shadows like a weakling of the cowards that wafts you is sad. You should stand strong and proud, along with your brother.” The larger heir to the throne above the mortal realm questioned stood, his chest puffed out to take more space in the room. 

“I did not speak ill of your father. I mentioned we must adhere to the demands he makes,” the older God said to the backs of his nephews. They both pushed their way through the crowd towards the front of the stage.  

The large oak doors swung open. A broad spectrum of light showered the crowd as it parted, watching as the leader and his Queen strode in, heads held high. The elder God slunk away. Trying to be hidden behind of the larger pillars that created shadows in the Marble Halls. He did not wish to catch more attention from his brother or any other inner circle member.   

“Thank you all for joining us today. Some topical issues have arisen. We must provide a united front for all that might look to drop the harmonious running of not only our lands. But those of the mortals who depend upon us,” the Queen of the God of Gods and Goddess Goddesses said, her voice honey sweet, with a smile across her face. Looking through the crowd, her soft eyes landed on her brother-in-law’s face. It then shifted to that of her son. He wouldn’t return her gaze from the steps of the stage.  

“Yes, yes, as my wife has decreed. We have an important ruling regarding keeping our authority over humans and ensure that they continue to worship us. This will also solidify the hierarchy of these Marble Halls. We do not look to speak with all of you today. However, we know that the recent changes within certain dominions need to be our primary focus.” The All Father stood, his voice booming, glass rattling in the Marble Halls windows. Within the assemblage of Gods and Goddesses, tension brewed as eyes narrowed and suspicion grew. 

The Queen of the Gods stepped forward, her soothing smile settling into place as she looked across at the murmuring group of those who had attended this gathering. Seeing that the daughter was the appointed ruler of the Underworld had skipped the meeting to prioritise her dominion, her heart swelled with contradiction. She longed to see her beautiful, beloved Little Crow. But she would bask in the pride that her daughter was fulfilling her duties.  

“It’s civil, but we need assurance about certain unknown considerations and agreements. Our leader or I may question your presence in the chamber. Please excuse yourself from your current conversations and meet us there,” the Queen of the Gods said.   

Suspicion erupted within the fractured groups of the collected deities, their eyes raking through the other factions, looking to change how things were being run within the Marble Halls. The older God, brother to the All Father, tried to slip out onto the terrace. But his oldest nephew appeared before him, pushing the door closed before he could reach freedom. 

“And where do you think you’re trying to scurry off to?” Iau asked, a grin of malicious delight spreading across his face. “I believe you’re one God that my parents wish to see. Now run along and be a good little boy.” 

His uncle looked up at him from his hunched position. “You may be the apparent heir to all of this one day, but you’d do well to remember that I have some capacity within these halls. Others would see your brother, or another not yet claimed offspring, rise to your father’s throne before you,” he said, the smallest amount of venom dripping from his tone. 

“Come, they only mean to maintain order. They ask you to attend things in the chambers; they didn’t even ask you to come out to the grand hall for the announcement.” 

“Too right. They didn’t ask me to come out of the sanctuary for that stupid announcement. If they had just let things be and let natural progressions and the bloodlines flow as decreed, this wouldn’t be an issue.” the brother of the All Father spoke. An old, hunched figure pushed open the chamber door. It’s too many heads arguing with each other in the face of youth and inviting the other old, shrivelled, and sour. They placed an enormous pile of parchment and books on the long, dark mahogany table. 

“I think you might get to shape the future,” the youngest head said, a spark of hope lighting her eyes. “I just think they should have done what they were told the first time and left things well enough alone. This is going to spiral out of control. I can feel it.” The older head grumbled.  

As the chambers summoned the selected Gods and Goddesses, they started milling and wandering, exchanging accusing looks with each other. 

“What do you think the old man meant when he said that other people want to take the throne? It is my blood right. My father didn’t give me what I deserved because he wanted to rule above,” Iau said, fixing its eye on Finlay, its younger brother, daring him to disagree. He stalked past, his voice as booming as his father’s, with his younger brother hastening his steps to keep up. 

“Just think that with that annoying Little Crow, Morghan, out of our way, we can have a great deal more fun within The Marble Halls. She’s not here to whip up any other Goddesses into a frenzy. They can remain where they belong in their corridors until they need to fulfil their duties,” Finlay said, trailing after his older brother. Trying to mimic the malicious grin he’s so often seen on his brother’s face.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One  
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Morghan 

The damp air hummed with electricity. The murky water lapped at the boat’s edge as it shifted underfoot. Morghan and Hunter, her white and crimson-tipped hound, stepped onto the time-worn dock. The temperature dropped as Morghan stood in the ruins of a grand stone archway that the earth was reclaiming as its own. Morghan tapped her toe. Her thoughts turning to the last time she had ventured to the mortal Realm. There was a pleasing want running through her limbs as she stepped forward, thinking about the fresh air and watching Hunter run free across the moors.  

Hunter’s breath was visible in the air. A torch flickered to life with her first tentative step forward into the muddy tunnels. She paused, consulting the parchment that had taken a decade to create. It was full of debts reaching maturity from desperate humans willing to use their life force to gain advantages over others in the mortal realm. A yip sounded, a whip of air bouncing off the stone wall as the white creature hurtled past her. Hunter’s outline blurred from the mixture of his speed and the debris distributed by his momentum as Hunter tore down this often-neglected passageway to the mortal realm.  

“Be safe, mistress,” Char, the hooded figure, said from the vessel bobbing on the edge of the water. Morghan dipped her head towards him while Hunter huffed under his breath before she stepped through the archway with a lantern in her pale hand. A sharp gust of wind howled through the tunnel, extinguishing the flame and rendering the lantern useless. 

Grinning, she continued along the dark tunnel while Hunter disappeared into the darkness ahead of her. Although separate, they continued their ascent towards the surface and the realm of man. 

A warm glow appeared ahead, growing larger as Morghan approached. She swallowed a giggle as Hunter’s face broke the darkness, a flickering torch hanging from his lupine jaw. It cast strange shadows along the stone walls as the pair ventured further along the cavernous passage. The air shifted through a range of enticing scents.  

Morghan limited her time away from her realm. Worried that her presence in the mortal realm could affect the balance in all realms. Morghan understood the Onyx Throne had not gained harmonious acceptance. Morghan understood that her oldest brother could disrupt the peaceful balance she had created in the Underworld if he overthrew her and took the throne. The intricacies of how the plants and time moved through the hourglass of eternity. They reached the final gateway to the next realm, venturing further from the entrance that was tucked away in a gully deep within the moors. Morghan watched the dawn sunshine upon the mortal realm ahead of her, lighting up the morning mist that rose in tendrils towards the overcast sky. 

Moss sparkled in the warm light - still heavy with the morning dew. Hunter broke their stride for a moment at the cave entrance. He lifted his moist nose to the silver mist dancing on the morning breeze. A shiver raked down Morghan’s spine. Reaching out into a passing tendril of smoke, she twisted it in her hands to craft herself a maroon cloak and a lined gown with grey fur cuffs. The silky fabric clung to her curves, casting her figure in the shadows, stark against the morning glow. 

Thick mud slipped between her toes. Chuckling to herself, Morghan whistled an eerie tune that left a delicious taste on her glossy rosy lips. The melody seemed to drift on the winds, pulling itself across the moors until it met a low growl. She set her mud-clad feet on the trail towards the decaying log cabin that had become her sanctuary while visiting this realm over the centuries. Hunter leaped into her path, snapping at moths and butterflies that were following them in the growing light, scattering them as his tail swished the air before twining around him.  

“Come, sweetheart, we have plenty of things to address during this visit,” Morghan said, as she shivered again. Shrugging deeper into her cloak, Morghan could feel a slight tug at her core. 

A pair of boots landed at her feet; she looked up at the tree branch with a smile. There was a raven perched on one branch, hopping and cawing at her. “Thank you, friend.” 

Crouching down, she slipped her muddy feet into the sturdy boots. The ebony beast cooed with pleasure. Hunter bolted out of the mist; a rumbling growl that started deep in his chest increased in volume before becoming a vicious snarl aimed at the crow. 

Hunter pressed up against Morghan’s legs and looked up at her, wagging his tail once before turning his attention back to the crow. He lunged forward, snapping at the twig mere inches away from the crow’s tail. The feathered beast gave a pleading caw, asking for the dark mistress to call of the beast. 

“Can I not offer thanks to someone who has helped me? Regardless, decent job, my darling,” Morghan praised the hound, waving her hand. The white monster barked, racing forward, and melting into the thickening fog ahead of his mistress.  

Candles flickered behind a grimy window mould that clung to the corners of the glass panes from the dampness, while the faded curtains fluttered. Morghan placed her thin fingers around the tarnished handle as she eased the door open, stopping to cast her slate-coloured eyes over the landscape. She felt the pull in her gut once more, then she turned to enter the cabin. 

The lit room filled with shadows and floated bits of dust. Hunter, the massive hound the colour of bleached bones, slunk into the cabin with his hackles raised, standing in stark contrast to the dim, soft light. Morghan ducked beneath the cobwebs decorating the corners of the door frame. She let a sigh of relief that her little corner of the mortal realm remained hidden away. 

“I must thank those acolytes from the Shadow Court for ensuring that we have somewhere safe and homey to rest during our journey through these lands,” Morghan said, a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. 

The hound padded across the room, searching for a dry, comfortable place to rest until his mistress needed his services once again. Turning in a slow circle, Morghan took in the cabin’s interior. The ever-spreading puddle of wax dripped down from the flickering candles which lit themselves once she stepped into the room. Brought back vivid memories of her childhood. She and her brothers would scramble up from the side of waterfalls in the rear meadows near the Marble Halls while their mother’s laughter reached their ears. 

A sudden gust of blustery air whooshed its way down the chimney, sending a dusty nest of twigs tumbling across the floor, scaring the hound from his pile of musky, dull-coloured blankets. A snort escaped her at the sight of the formidable hound dishevelled. Lifting his head, Hunter shook off the cluster of twigs and leaves still clinging to his coat. 

Morghan unfastened her cloak, letting it fall to the ground in a puddle. Flexing her wrists and arms, she clicked her black long-nailed fingers, and the fireplace leapt to life. A content, smug smile graced her features at the warmth flowing from the hearth. Digging around in the cupboards, she found a bowl and filled it from the ancient, rusted kitchen tap. 

Crouching next to her dear friend, she picked the last of the things out of Hunter’s coat, smoothing away the grime with her fingertips. The flames danced and twisted from blue to white, finishing in purple hues. With a wave, she conjured a pot of water onto the hearth.  

“Mistress, are you sure that you’re safe here?” Hunter asked. His ear flicked up at a crackling of the fire. 

Morghan’s soothing voice conveyed, “My love, this cabin we are in is enchanted and within the domain of the Court of Shadows, so everything about it will ensure our safety.” Morghan said, her voice soothing.  

Hunter moaned as he stretched out his paws, arching his back. He leapt off the pile of musky blankets he had been sitting on and wrinkled his nose as the scent caught him, a growl rippled through his throat.  

“Sweetheart, what’s wrong?” Morghan asked, looking up at him. 

“Something isn’t right, Mistress. The Court of Shadows allowed the cabin for an undesirable purpose,” Hunter said, sniffing around the dusty room. Morghan put down the wooden spoon she had been swirling in the pot of bubbling water, a foreboding feeling cemented itself in her stomach.  

“I feel it now, my dear. The shifting of the world order,” Morghan said as she walked closer to her companion. She went silent, the idea settling inside her that something was disturbing the atmosphere of the cabin.  

A rapid knock at the door startled the duo. Hunter lunged at the door, and in a flash, the flesh fell away from Morghan’s hand, exposing the tendons and bones. 

“Oh, Dark One, I’m sorry,” a soft voice said from outside. With a creak, the door to the cabin opened. The cool early afternoon air sent dust bunnies skittering across the floor as they sought refuge under the old furniture.  

“Please come in. We weren’t expecting guests. There is something about the atmosphere that is putting my dear friend’s teeth on edge,” Morghan said. She walked back into the centre of the room, her heartbeat calming.  

“Yes, there has been a shift within the stars. Our readers were unsure what it was. But us calendar showed you were to arrive for a visit to the monastery soon. They sent me to make sure everything in your sanctuary was to your liking,” the young acolyte explained. He lowered his head, eyes to the ground.  

“The sanctuary that you and the members of the Court of Shadows keep for me is adequate for my requirements, I assure you. I shall go to your stronghold before we return to my realm to see that all is in order. Rest easy, my young acolyte,” Morghan said. She ladled hot liquid from the cauldron into a stone bowl.  
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Chapter Two  
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Ceryse 

The gentle fog rolled off the misty moors, gleaming in the late afternoon sun. Ceryse nestled herself within the roots of the weeping willow, its blossoms releasing their pollen and tickling her nose. She was safe in the branches and their shadows from prying eyes and bothersome advances from males in her village. 

The hungry stares and looks from the men, both young and old, had been increasing as of late. She felt their stares pawing at her skin as she walked by them. She knew she was becoming a woman, but the knowledge did not make her more comfortable with their attention. 

Ceryse closed her emerald eyes, cradling her book to her chest, letting herself daydream of being swept away in an epic love story. Her arms prickled as she thought about being held and having a warm embrace to protect her from the world. Having someone cup her chin, a finger brushing over her waiting lips. 

An echo of a drip broke through her reverie. From her nestled position, she watched the mist claw its way across to the bank of the stream. The sound of loud cheers broke her peace. It reminded her of the men of town knocking on their cottage door seeking to speak to her father about solidifying a union between the families with Ceryse’s hand in marriage.  

She moved aside to avoid the sunshine filtering through the branches and shining into her eyes. Ceryse rested her back against the bark, worn smooth by the number of times she had rested in this exact spot. She pushed the book into the pocket of her apron. 

She craned her neck, enjoying the spot of sunlight that warmed her tired muscles. Embracing the refreshing breeze that cooled the neap of her neck and the collarbones. Movement in the reeds at the water’s edge caught her eye. 

Ceryse rose to her feet, still hidden by the knotted roots of the weeping willow. A strange, otherworldly howl echoing across the water had her clutching her precious book, ensuring its safety in her pocket. The eerie howl turned into joyful titters for a few moments before deepening into a terrifying growl.  

Her sun kissed blonde hair fell into her face further shielding her as she moved deeper into the shadows of the tree. At the sound of the creature’s howling and predatory growling, her palms grew slick with sweat. 

A splash down the by river made her shift the branches to have an unobstructed view of the scene unfolding before her. She could never recall seeing a creature quite like the one she saw from her hiding spot. The giant hound had white fur, the colour of sun-bleached bones, its coat sparkled where the sun touched it. When a faint whistle crossed the distance, the hound’s crimson-tipped ears perked up.  

A shiver ran over Ceryse’s skin, tanned from her years spent working the fields. Upon seeing its master, the hound splashed towards her, away from Ceryse. She squinted as the woman’s skin come into view; it was as white as milk, but her smile could have rivalled the sun. The woman’s face lit up when she saw her canine companion splashing before following the dog into the water. 

“Yes, my love, time in the sun. Enjoy the water, for we won’t be returning for a while,” the woman purred. Ceryse thought she saw a glimmer of sadness brush across her angular features before the wind shifted, drifting through the willow branches before curling its way across the lake. 

The frost-coloured hound inhaled, lifting his head to capture the fresh scent. A low growl echoed across the lake, making the hairs on Ceryse’s arms stand on end and a shiver run down her spine. Then, the hound dashed back into the reeds, hurling itself towards the shaded spot where Ceryse was crouching. A scream bubbled up in her throat, but Ceryse swallowed it down. She clasped her hands over her month before she lost her balance and crashed into the earth, adding a clear sign to her hiding place. 

“I would not run if I were you,” the pale woman said before turning to the dog. “Hunter, stop, my sweet, we don’t want to scare the sweet girl,” the pale woman ordered. Thankfully, the dog slowed its advance, but its eyes remained fixed on where she hid. Ceryse sighed in relief as she noticed the demeanour of the beast change as its master drew closer.   

“I am sorry. Hunter is very protective,” The pale woman said, tapping her side before gesturing at the patch of grass next to her. The dog lowered itself to the dirt, its muzzle pulled back, showing his sharp, terrifying fangs. 

She tilted her head to the side, darting her gaze between the woman and the dog. The way the woman was speaking, it was as if she knew Ceryse. But she knew that she’d never seen that woman in her life. The woman in front of her had the sort of beauty and grace that one did not forget. Closing her eyes, as green as the grass beneath her feet, Ceryse tilted her head to the left, a long, tanned finger tapping on her chin. Pulling up memories in the back of her mind of strange and alluring people she had met across her lifetime. There were plenty that travelled through her little village on their way to somewhere bigger.  

“I do not believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting,” Ceryse said.  

“No, we have not.” The ethereal woman smiled. “What am I to call you?” She stepped into the shady cove, closer to Ceryse. Hunter dragged himself out of the sun as well, not wanting to be any further from his mistress than he needed to be. 

“My name is Ceryse. I live in the village over the hill’s crest. What is your name, please?” Ceryse said, tripping over herself. Her stomach tying itself in knots.   

“Morghan,” she replied and with confidence. There was something about her that drew Ceryse in, she felt a pull that was next to impossible to ignore.  

“We must bid you farewell, Ceryse. There are so many places to go and so little time to gather what we need,” Morghan said, bowing and waving as she walked away. She patted her side, encouraging Hunter to keep pace with her.  

Ceryse let out a slow breath as she shook her hands out, trying to release the tension that had built during their meeting. Her heart rate returned to a more common rate. She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks and the weakness in her knees. Ceryse lowered herself back down into the comfort of the roots. 

It was impossible for her to keep her mind away from Morghan, the way she moved and spoke, as if she were demanding more space from the world, Ceryse found herself captivated. She felt a sinking feeling in her ribs as she watched the woman’s retreating form, like a longing for a connection that she had missed.   

Her skin blanched at the realisation that she’d provided information about her name and where she lived to a complete stranger. Her eyebrows knitted together, there was still a lot she had to gather, but she hadn’t even started. 

As she walked back up to her family home, she tried to keep her pace steady yet purposeful. Ceryse prayed her older brother had arrived from whatever task had taken him away from preparing for the harvest with the rest of the family.  

Humming to calm her nerves, Ceryse opened the gate to her family’s cottage. Her mother and father were dancing in the kitchen, just as they always did, a smile plastered across her mother’s face. She stopped for a moment, watching the love between her parents, her mother always had a way of bringing out the soft side of her father. 

Sighing, Ceryse gathered her skirts, thinking about the grand adventures she’d experienced within the pages of her books. The air surrounding her parents reflected the magic within those pages in reality. 

Something her mother had said the last time she gave her a book had struck her; she’d told her how her greatest adventure had been raising her three little ones. 

Stepping towards the front door, a cough from her younger brother stopped her. She dropped her skirts, tilting her head, Ceryse looked toward Oscar. 

“I wouldn’t go in there if I were you,” he said. When she couldn’t find him on the ground, she looks up and saw him swinging upside down from the mature sessile oak in the family’s corner’s garden, his knees clinging to the branch to prevent him from falling headfirst into the sprouted herbs. 

“Is everything okay?” Ceryse asked as she stepped off the gravel path that led from the road to their front door. Her teeth pushed down on her bottom lip, making it swell from the pressure as she looked around for any sign of danger.  

Oscar shook his head as he pushed himself back into the tree and jumped to a soft landing on the grass.  

“Taran agitated Dad when he returned home from the field. He was nowhere to be seen today. Mother thought that he’d been in the fields with us, but he wasn’t,” Oscar said as he pointed towards the window. She followed his line of sight to see their parents dissolve into a warm embrace between them. Their father’s arms wrapped around their mother’s shoulders. They watched as their mother’s hand stroke circles on her husband’s chest. Their father nostrils flared as he took large breaths to calm down. Before he kissed his wife on the forehead, pulling her into his chest. Ceryse guided her brother inside, expressing 

“Why does mother let father and even us? Act or towards her without batting an eye at us,” Oscar asked as he walked into the family home.  

“There may be moments when you’ll feel an unwavering devotion towards someone willing to go to any lengths for them, even those who are beneath you.” Ceryse said, a wistful tone in her voice. Their parents separated with a gentle kiss on their cheeks upon seeing their two youngest children.  

“Ceryse, darling, did you see Taran on your way through the village?” her father asked, his large, rough hands clenched at his fists at his side. Oscar and Ceryse looked at each other. 

Oscar shrugged. “I mean, I don’t think it’s me. For most of the day, I worked with father. I think it is about Taran,” Oscar spoke. Their father stepped towards the siblings. Ceryse moved a half step forward, placing herself between her brother and father. 

“Yes, I’m annoyed at your older Brother. Young Oscar here was an immense help in the fields. Taran, however, has abandoned his duties to the family,” Her father said, his fingers flexing as he huffed a lungful of air out. Ceryse shook her head as she went to the basin of water near the fire. “No, sorry, I haven’t seen him since he left this morning. If you want me to go into town and find him, I’m happy to,” Ceryse offered, taking a step towards the front door. 

“Nonsense, you have been working to assist your father in the fields,” her mother said, as she put her arm around her daughter’s shoulder, shepherding her back towards the table that had bread and fruits laid out. They bowed their heads and gave thanks to the Gods for the feasts they were about to enjoy.  

Just as they were about to begin their meal, Taran walked through the door, his cloak reeked of horse, and hay was sticking out from the hem of his pants.  

“Where have you been, son?” Their father snapped the question. His voice was loud as he slammed his fist on the table. Their mother stood up, placing her hand on her husband’s elbow. She turned to Oscar and Ceryse, giving them a look of dismissal. Oscar stood up, collecting his and Ceryse’s plates, and they both moved towards the alcove of the family cottage to give their parents time with their oldest child.  

Oscar’s jaw clenched as he watched his father’s fury towards Taran. From the alcove where they had taken refuge, Oscar uttered Ceryse’s name in order to capture his sister’s attention. Ceryse nodded her agreement but tugged on the back of Oscar’s shirt so that he crashed next to her on the wooden beam.   

“Yes, Oscar,” Ceryse said, while adjusting her skirts, “Father is agitated. We should go so they can have their conversation, they’ll get loud,” Ceryse said, straightening her skirts as she spoke. We should go so they can have their conversation, they’ll get loud,” Ceryse said, straightening her skirts as she stood up. Oscar opened and closed his mouth again. He clicked his fingers, trying to soothe the anxiety creeping in. Ceryse looked at Oscar wide eyed. 

“Well?” Ceryse asked Oscar. He shook his head. Ceryse watched for brother searching with what to say. “It is okay, Oscar. You are doing the right thing. It helps sometimes staying out way is the best way for us to help,” Ceryse said reassuring Oscar, He fell into step with her as they hurried towards the front door, their mother nodding from the chair near the hearth.  

“Don’t be too long, be back before the moon reforms. I think there are a few things our family needs to discuss,” their mother said as she finished mending a pair of socks and her lap, giving a stern look to her oldest son. Ceryse and Oscar smiled at both their parents before stepping out into the cool night.   
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Chapter Three  
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Ceryse 

Ceryse rubbed away the sleep that settled into the corner of her grass green eyes. The sweet smell of honey mixed with the lovely herb blends her mother used for her morning tea enticed her from her bed. Drifting through the loft of her family’s little cottage, she placed her bare feet on the wooden slats peeking through the blanket piles. Oscar had taken to lying on the floor instead of on the pallet, he said that it was more comfortable with his mountain of blankets.  

“Good morning, darling. I hope you slept well, we have so much to do,” her mother said, greeting her with a cheery smile. As Ceryse descended the ladder from the loft, her mother looked up, cheeks flushed from the steaming mugs of tea that sat in front of her on the aged pine table. Ceryse huffed in amusement as she saw the heaped basket of laundry sitting at the door of the cottage.  

“Good morning, Mother; I slept well considering my brother’s constant snoring,” Ceryse said, laughing as she looked up at the loft. She placed a gentle kiss on her mother’s cheek and collected one of the steaming mugs of amber liquid. While she pulled out a chair so that her mother might rest, she began buttering the last of the bread to enjoy with their morning drink.  

A loud crash broke the peaceful moment. They placed their mugs on the table and shot up out of their chairs. When they stood to see what had caused the sound, they looked up to see a pile of blankets groaning next to the foot of the ladder that led to the loft. A teenage boy with freckles across the bridge of his nose poked his head out from underneath the blankets, his messy hair a mop over his eyes. 

“Ow!” he proclaimed as he propped himself into a sitting position.  

“Oh, my goodness!” Ceryse’s mother said. She rushed across the smooth slate tiles to where her son sat on the floor. “Are you okay, my darling? Where does it hurt? Do I need to fetch a healer?” A flood of questions poured out of the matriarch as she smoothed out the wrinkles on her son’s forehead. 

“No, Mother, I just had the wind knocked out of me. I will be fine,” Oscar said, waving her away while he tried to get to his feet. He narrowed his eyes at Ceryse, who was hiding a smirk behind her mug. Oscar poked out his tongue, a gesture that she reciprocated. Their mother fixed Oscar a hearty breakfast, as he would toil in the fields to bring the festival’s last harvest in three days. While she did that, Ceryse collected the heaping basket of dirty laundry. 

“Wait, sister, I’m more than happy to take that down to the water’s edge for you,” he offered, noticing that the basket was fuller than normal. 

“No, sweet Oscar, I believe I can get it down there myself. However, it would be best if you hurried off to work. Father will look for you soon,” Ceryse said as she passed by him, placing a kiss on his cheek. Ceryse made her way down to the stream. She struggled for a moment as the basket rolled to the side and slipped from her grasp, it gained speed as it got away from her.  

When he noticed the tricky situation his sister was in, he dropped what he was doing and rushed to the field to intercept the basket before it harmed any of the clothes. He knew that this would only add more work to his mother and sister’s already busy day. 

“Thank you,” Ceryse laughed as she approached, bending over to help collect the garments.  

“Are you sure you don’t want me to carry this down to the water for you?” Oscar offered again. Ceryse tilted her head to the side, smiled and shaking her head at her beloved brother. “I’ve got it, thank you.”  

She wrestled the battered basket the rest of the way, thankful that there was minimal damage to the clothing. Taking a break, she sat on a large boulder and tipped her head up to the sky, enjoying the gentle breeze that rustled the reeds nearby and the smell of the cut barley. It was her favourite time of year, not only for the festival but also for the long, cool nights. 

There was nothing better than the few days after they finished the grain collection. How the village came alive with joyful chatter and the excitement that flowed through everyone as the festival drew closer. Ceryse laughed to herself at the memories of how merry her father got at the end of the harvest and of how she’d dance around the cobblestone town square of his feet. The annual festival was to celebrate and give thanks to the Gods for a plentiful yield to support of Llinach. 

The village of Llinach, with the largest farmland, experienced an influx of workers from the surrounding area during the harvest season, who would then stay for the festival. Young maidens who reach the age of eighteen vie for the opportunity to be chosen as the Daffodil Queen and wear the flower crown. It was Ceryse’s turn to enter her name in The Harvest Goblet, as she had turned eighteen.  

Being crowned would not only mean that she would bring honour to her family. It would also offer a sense of stability, as there were always monetary winnings as well. Having the extra money meant that her diligent father could take a few days off from the fields, giving his body a well-deserved rest. Ceryse’s older brother had become unreliable as of late and since he was little to no help to the family, she wanted to pick up where he lacked in any way that she could.  

Ceryse stood in the garden of her family home as the afternoon sun sank behind the forest’s tree line. Taking a deep breath, she placed her hands on her hips, her head tilting towards the clear blue sky. She was it there to find some sage for a poultice for her father’s and brother’s hands so that their blisters would not become infected. But the day was too perfect not to let it distract her. 

Her father led the village’s agricultural schedule, he ensured that the barley and oat crops yielded for the needs of the entire Llinach population for the upcoming winter. He handled managing the stores of grains for the villages and tithes collected by The Poppy Cardinal on behalf of the Thistle King. Taran used to be the one that aided him the most, but he’d had a shift in his priorities and was growing more secretive about how he spent his days. His actions had put a strain on their parents, who argued late into the nights about what value their youngest son was adding to the family.   

“Ceryse, do you need a hand with anything? Mum wanted me to check if you needed help,” Oscar called from the doorstep, walking out with a damp cloth in his hand. Ceryse shook her head.  

“No thank you, I’m just enjoying the morning air and warmth from the sun,” Ceryse said. She hummed to herself while looking at the herbs she’d collected. Oscar came to sit beside her; it only took a moment for him to pull the edge of the basket to get a better look at what was inside.  

“I know these, they won’t do as well at the festival as they did last year. But they’ll be better than nothing,” Ceryse said, pawing at the bundles of herbs she had tied together. Oscar smiled and rested his head on her shoulder. She took Oscar’s hands in her own and removed the damp cloth, sucking in a breath as she saw the cracking skin where scabs had formed. 

“On my goodness. You and father have been working too hard or at least too long,” Ceryse said. She turned to the herbs she’d gathered and pulled four from each of the bunches. 

“It’s nothing, Ceryse. The crops need to come in before the festival and Taran has helped at all this year,” Oscar said. His voices shook a little, watching Ceryse’s eyes searching the garden. She pulled two smooth rocks out of the dirt nearby and rubbed them against the skirts of her dress.  

“What are you doing? You just washed clothes yesterday.” Oscar asked.  

“Hush, I can wash this dress again in the stream tonight if I need. First, I need to tend to your hands, so you don’t get sick,” Ceryse said. She put the larger of the two rocks down, then placed the herbs on it. With the smaller stone, she crushed the herbs between the rocks
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