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Dedication
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For anyone who has gone—or is going—through the same as Selene. Remember what Taffy says - what makes you unusual now only makes you more interesting later.

To my family, whether through blood or bond - I love you.

To my Lady of the Moon and Tides – thank you.

“Dream your dream, and work hard to make it happen.”
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Name (Meaning) - Age

Brenin (King) - 24 years old

Gerallt (Ruler of the Spear) - 22 years old

Terrwyn (Brave) - 18 years old

Macsen (The Greatest Rival) - 16 years old

Harri (Home Ruler) - 12 years old

Ewan (Warrior) - 8 years old
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Welsh Translations
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MONTHS

Blaidd (Wolf) - January

Eira (Snow) - February

Mwydyn (Worm) - March

Pinc (Pink) - April

Blodeuyn (Flower) - May

Mefus (Strawberry) - June

Ceirw (Deer) - July

Stwrsiwn (Sturgeon) - August

Cynhaeaf (Harvest) - September

Heliwr (Hunter) - October

Afanc (Beaver) - November

Oer (Cold) - December

MONEY

Ffyrling - farthing (brass)

Ceiniog - penny (silver)

Swllllt - shilling (gold)
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Chapter 1
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Selene sat at the edge of the lake, her arms wrapped tightly around her slim waist, as tears fell from her large grey eyes into the small white-tipped waves that danced to the shore. The full moon shone brightly on the water, enough so she could see her two favourite swans floating with their heads tucked back under a wing. She sniffled and wiped her nose on her sleeve as she looked around for the others of her flock, who were all resting in the rushes. 

She took a deep breath and held it, letting it loose in a rush. She sniffed once more and screwed her face up at the phlegmy noise she made. Rising to her feet, she straightened her spine and squared her shoulders. Selene brushed her long silver hair off her face and dried her tears.

“Enough of this,” she whispered, her voice sibilant in the night air. “Mother Moon, I ask you to help me feel your strength again. I desperately need it to get through another day.” She bent down and placed her fingers in the cold water before she brushed it onto the middle of her forehead. “With my words, I will it.” 

Selene bowed her head and allowed herself a moment’s peace before she lifted the front of her homemade wool skirt a little higher, flashing the whites of her petticoats. Shivering as the wind caught her, Selene pulled her plain shawl tighter against her body, trapping her coarse linen shirt next to her skin, as goosebumps chased each other across her arms and chest. It was halfway through the month of Mwydyn and, although signs of life were starting to show in the land around the castle, the nights were still incredibly cold.

She stepped carefully through the rushes, not disturbing any of the sleeping birds, as she made her way back to the castle. Slipping silently through the kitchen door, she crept to her room, leaning against it in relief as the serenity of her room relaxed her.

Selene undressed to her chemise and slipped beneath her thick woollen blanket. The moon shone through Selene’s window, bathing the side of her face in silvery light. Selene moved so the beams shone fully on her face and smiled. “Thank you.”

[image: Text Divider.jpg]

“SELENE!”

The shout jolted her awake and she cursed as she realised the sun was higher in the sky than it should be.

“Coming, Taffy!” Selene shouted through the door, knowing the cook would hear her.

“Get your skinny behind into this kitchen right now! You need to eat before you go out, no matter what the lordships say. So, git!”

A grin spread across Selene’s face as she tugged her skirt over her slim hips, fastening it quickly. “I’m coming, Taffy. Don’t flip your lid this early.”

Hopping on one foot as she opened her door, she nearly fell into the arms of the cook, who stood waiting for her, arms folded over her ample chest. 

Taffy steadied her before she tilted Selene’s chin and peered deeply into her large grey eyes. “Hmm, I see you went a-wandering last night. Did you go to the lake?”

Selene slipped her arm around the older cook’s waist and squeezed as she turned to the kitchen. “I did. I needed to check on the swans.”

“Stuff and nonsense.” Taffy snorted, as they walked. “I wasn’t born yesterday, you know. I heard from the maids upstairs about the lordships at dinner. Honestly, I should wash their mouths out. You all played so nicely together when you were younger.”

“That was a long time ago.” Selene’s voice was soft. “I’m not fifteen anymore, and nor are they. A lot has changed since then.”

“Maybe, but none of it for the better, if that’s how they talk about you.” Taffy frowned, her brown eyes warm, as she looked at the girl she thought of as a daughter. “I won’t be keeping my mouth shut if they say such in front of me. No, I won’t.” She put her hands on her hips and glared at Selene. “Don’t you be asking it of me either, young lady.”

Selene went up on tiptoe and kissed Taffy’s cheek. “I never would.” Selene smiled at Taffy before she turned on her heel. “Now, I’ve had a late start, although not as late as it could have been, thanks to you. I’m going to see my swans. I’ll be back for dinner.”

“You’re going nowhere until you’ve had something to break your fast, Selene. Swan Herder or not, I’ll not hear of you going out without anything. Not if there’s anything I can do about it.” Taffy bustled past her and grabbed a bowl from the large oak table. “Sit yourself down. This won’t take you but a minute, and you’ll feel better for it.”

She ladled some creamy porridge into the bowl and gave it a good sprinkling of cinnamon. “There you go, chicken. That will stick to your ribs and keep you going until dinner.”

Selene smiled gratefully as she dug in, blowing over her spoon so she didn’t burn her mouth.

Taffy carried on with her duties, as the maids went about their own business. Everyone knew what they had to do and went about it swiftly and efficiently, working together as one to make sure there was no slacking.

Selene was content with her life in Melthkior for the most part. No, she couldn’t remember her parents, but she had Taffy, who had told her tales of what they were like since she was small. For her whole life, she’d had a warm bed at night, and since she became old enough, duties she loved. She loved being the Swan Herder for the King. Her duties were varied but revolved around her beloved birds. She also helped Taffy out in the kitchen when needed and, occasionally, upstairs. If only the Princes would stop teasing her, then life would be perfect.

With a last swipe of her spoon around the bowl, Selene stood up and took her dirty pots to the large sink, where the young washer-boy, Aeron, was up to his elbows in suds. “Thanks, Selene. Enjoy your day.” 

Selene ruffled his sandy brown hair, laughing as he tried to dodge out of the way. “I will, Aeron. You too.”

He looked ruefully down at the water and quirked an eyebrow in her direction. “Yeah, sure.” He winked at her and carried on scrubbing. “See you at dinner.”

Selene waved as she went back to her room to collect her pouch and shawl that she had forgotten in her earlier rush. She wrapped it criss-cross over her chest and tucked the ends into her waistband. The small leather pouch she also attached to her waist, through a loop she had made herself.

“I’m off, Taffy. I’ll see you later.” Selene walked through the kitchen. She grabbed an apple from the table and polished it on her shawl as she walked to the door.

“Take care, Selene, and stay warm.” Taffy waved, distracted as she organised the kitchen help with the jobs they needed to do next. “Don’t forget the scraps.”

Selene picked up the hessian bag filled with a mixture of old lettuce leaves, potatoes, and wheat, and made sure the neck was tied tightly with string. She skipped along the path that went by the stables, her usual way to the lake where her charges awaited her.

“There she is, the Swan Princess.”

Her heart sank at the mocking words that echoed in the morning light, and she slowly turned to face the man who had spoken.

Prince Brenin stood before her, a sneer twisting his face. He was handsome, Selene supposed, but she thought his behaviour outweighed his broad shoulders, slim waist, burnished platinum blond hair, and bright blue eyes that seemed to fool so many others.

“Good morning, Your Highness.” Selene sank into a deep curtsey.

“Is she speaking to you, Brenin?” Selene’s heart sank even further at the voice of Gerallt - the second eldest son and the one destined to run Brenin’s armies once he sat on the throne. He was slightly darker than his older brother, with dark golden blond hair and a trimmer build. 

“Awfully forward, don’t you think?”

Brenin waved his hand carelessly, his eyes sharp and focused on Selene as he spoke. “Now, now, Gerallt. You know Father says we have to be pleasant to those lower than ourselves. Especially those touched with luna-madness.”

Gerallt tugged on his tunic to straighten it and clapped his arm around his brother’s shoulders. “You’re nicer than I am, Brenin. I stay far away from those sorts of people. You never know what they’ll do next.”

Selene’s legs trembled beneath her skirt as she continued to curtsey, not having been given leave to stand. Her head bowed as she stared at the ground, her braid falling forwards.

“Are you going to keep her like that for much longer?” Terrwyn asked as he walked to the stables. “Don’t you think it’s enough?” He stood by Gerallt and looked at Selene, a flash of sympathy crossing his face. Terrwyn was darker still, his hair a mousy brown. He was stockier than his brothers and rarely without a book in his hands.

“People need to know where they stand - in the order of things - I mean,” said Gerallt. “The world is changing and Melthkior must change with it. Some people think they are better than we are and need to be reminded.” His stare burnt into Selene and still, she stayed in position. “It’s not like we’re children anymore, Terrwyn, able to play like pigs in the dirt. We have stations to uphold, and everything that entails.”

Terrwyn nodded, his face serious. “True, I know what you say is right, Gerallt. But maybe we should follow Brenin’s lead and be pleasant. After all, we know that we are better than all others. Maybe we just don’t need to flaunt it so?”

Gerallt sneered, disgust colouring his voice. “Some people need reminding of it at every opportunity.”

Brenin laughed loudly. “That’s my second. Gerallt, I’m proud of you. Your people skills continue to impress me.” He glanced at Selene. “What are you still doing here? Be off with you, wench. And don’t come this way to the lake again. I don’t want to see you.”

Selene slowly stood up and looked at the three men, whose features were similar enough there was no hiding they were siblings. “I always come this way.” She tilted her chin a little higher and hoped they hadn’t heard the tremble in her voice.

“And now I’m saying to go another way.” Brenin took a threatening step forward. “Are you questioning me?”

Selene swiftly dropped her head and backed away a step or two. “No, sir. I just wanted to confirm that you wanted me to walk the whole way around the castle to get to the lake?”

“That’s what I said.” He looked at his brothers. “I’m sure that’s what I said.”

“Yes, Brenin,” they chorused and laughed at Selene.

“Looks like you’ll have to leave a little earlier and get home a little later,” said Gerallt. “It will take you some time to walk that way.” He stared at her, his hazel eyes hard. “Well? Move it, girl.”

Selene swallowed and took another step back. The wind had changed direction and blew the fresh smell of the lake to her. If she could just make it around the corner, she’d be free. She took another step.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Gerallt wagged his finger in her direction. 

She stopped and cast a desperate glance at the corner; so close and yet so far.

“I think you’re going in the wrong direction. My brother, Crown Prince Brenin, has said for you to go the other way.” He hooked his thumbs on his belt as he watched her, cruel pleasure lighting his features.

Selene sighed and pulled back her shoulders. There would be no escape for her this morning. She slowly walked towards them, keeping her eyes lowered to the ground. As she sidled past them, she glanced in their direction. Brenin and Gerallt were openly laughing and, although Terrwyn looked sorry, she knew no help would come from him. 

As she drew level with the brothers, Gerallt kicked out with his leg, the blow coming sharp on her calf, even through her thick skirt. “Go on, freak. Get out of our sight. And don’t let me see you again today, or you’ll get worse than a tap.”

Selene hurried away, her leg throbbing. Her eyes filled with tears as she trudged the long way around to the lake. This took her past the pig pens although they were currently empty. She kept going, skirting the edges of the forest, to get to the lake where her swans awaited her.

“I’m here, my darlings.” Selene approached her flock. She was greeted by a cacophony of short, snoring sounds from the male swans, along with the slow glock, glock of the females, which made her smile. They weren’t mad at her for being late. She untied the hessian sack and threw some of the contents onto the water, to encourage them off the bank.

The lead pair came over to her and wrapped their long necks around her waist. They stayed there until she petted them. Selene sank to the ground, her skirt billowing out around her, which the pair sat on and leaned against her.

“Oh, Starlight, what am I to do?” she asked the male. “I wish I had your bravery.” 

He rubbed his beak gently down her back and Selene smiled. “Thank you, my darling.”

Moondust, the female, was not about to be left out, and she gently pulled on Selene’s hair with her beak. 

“And your strength, Moondust. You wouldn’t take it sitting down. I know you wouldn’t.”

Selene watched the two birds overseeing their flock pecking at the food in the water. Selene had kept some of the scraps for them, and there were plenty of aquatic vegetables for them to nibble on in the lake. Selene was reassured by their presence. 

Selene lifted her skirt and rubbed at her leg. It was already bruising where Gerallt’s boot had caught her. Leaning past Moondust, she looked for the moss that grew in abundance and plucked a handful of it. She pulled her skirts from beneath the two swans, causing them to hiss in annoyance, as they flapped their wings to regain their balance.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I need to put some cold water on this though, or the bruise will be terrible.” She limped to the water’s edge and scooped water onto the moss. Limping back to the swans, she sank onto the grass again and placed the ice-cold moss on her leg.

“Brr, that’s cold.” The swans looked back at her and made her laugh. “Okay, okay. I know you swim in that every day, but I’m not a swan, you see. Just a poor human.” She giggled as Starlight rubbed his sensitive beak over her head. 

Moondust waddled around to Selene’s other side and seemed to peer down at the moss. She shook herself vigorously before she groomed herself, her long neck twining around her body as she plucked out a feather.

Selene watched in amazement as Moondust gently stroked the feather around the moss before she laid it on top of the greenery. She lifted her head and looked at Selene. “Glock, glock.”

With wide eyes, Selene looked down at the feather. She shifted her leg slightly and it toppled off the moss. Moondust gave an explosive snort and shook her head. She bent down and lifted the feather off the ground. Starlight leaned his body against Selene’s other side, giving her nowhere to go.

Selene gulped as Moondust bent once more to her leg. The cutting edges that ran along the side of Moondust’s scissor-like bill were on display and, as much as she loved her swans, she was also aware that they were wild birds.

Moondust laid the feather on top of the moss once more, shifting it slightly until she was happy with its placement. Then she lifted her gaze to meet Selene’s, staring at her intently.

Selene reached down and patted the feather and moss. “You want me to keep this here?”

Moondust shook herself and opened up her wings, before folding them neatly away. 

“Okay,” said Selene. “I don’t know how I’ll keep them there when I stand, though.”

Once they could see Selene was staying where she was, Moondust and Starlight went into the water. They kept close by the shoreline to keep an eye on her, taking it in turns to dip their heads into the water to feed on the starchy roots and tubers that grew there. Every so often, one of them would waddle to Selene and drop a mouthful of freezing greenery onto her leg, burying Moondust’s feather under layers of sopping vegetation.

Selene enjoyed the spring sunshine and relaxed at the water’s edge. Her flock took care of themselves, so her role was similar to that of the shepherdess who lived on the other side of the forest, near a large hill that the sheep grazed on. 

Her swans would start making nests soon with their mates, ready for breeding. Then her job became trickier. Not only did she have to protect the nests from crows, herons, foxes, and an assortment of other animals, but she also had to do it without triggering their protective instincts for their cygnets. She had made mistakes before and had been rushed by the swans in her flock. Whilst she understood their aggressive behaviour, it was still nervewracking to be on the receiving end of it.

Her stomach grumbled and she pulled out the apple she had taken from Taffy’s kitchen earlier, biting into it. The crunch echoed across the lake and the juices dripped down Selene’s chin, making her smile. She wiped them away with her sleeve and chewed thoughtfully.

“I don’t know if there is anything I can do,” she said to Iris, another of her flock. “I mean, I thought if I ignored it, they’d stop.” Her breath escaped her noisily. “Obviously, that didn’t happen. I don’t know. They say things to get a reaction, so I make sure they don’t get one, but then they carry on. Now Gerallt is lashing out. If I tell anyone, it will only make things worse, I’m sure.”

Selene mindlessly plucked at the grass near to her, letting the blades slip through her fingers. She watched them dance in the breeze as her fingers pulled the next lot up. She finished her apple and picked out the seeds, wrapping them in a small piece of muslin from her pouch. Once she had all the seeds out, she broke the apple core into smaller pieces with a rock and threw them, one piece at a time, to her flock. 

She rubbed her fingers over the muslin-covered seeds as an idea sparked in her mind. She had a few ingredients to find, and Taffy could help with any she hadn’t got. Selene put the muslin in her pouch to keep it safe and slowly got to her feet. She wobbled slightly as the blood rushed back into her legs. The mossy collection fell to the ground and Selene bent down and pulled out Moondust’s feather. She wiped it clean and gently placed it into her pouch.  Selene walked around where her flock nested to get the blood moving once again, making sure there were no predators nearby. 

The rest of the afternoon passed swiftly for Selene, as she made plans in her mind over how to protect herself and her space. Sometimes she heard the snuffles and snorts coming from the pigs that foraged in the trees, but they never broke cover and disturbed her birds.

By the time the sun fell and her day was done, she had calmed down and had a plan. She bid her flock goodnight and walked slowly back to the castle, via the herb garden she helped Taffy with, taking some rosemary, basil, and dill. 

The kitchen was silent when she entered and her stomach growled, the apple from lunchtime long forgotten. Selene dropped her bag off in her room before she went to the washroom to freshen up. Once she had finished, she returned to the warmth of the kitchen and sat by the fire, letting the heat soak into her bones.

“Why were you so late, girlie?” Taffy entered the kitchen from a different door. “We waited for you, but no one had seen you all day. What happened?”

“I don’t think you should wait for me at all, now.” A rueful smile crossed Selene’s lips. “Crown Prince Brenin has decided I’m not to walk past the stables any longer.”

“Oh, for goodness sake!” Taffy threw her hands into the air in exasperation. “No wonder you weren’t back in time. Well, girlie, I kept you a bowl so get yourself a fork and dig in. It’s only beef stew, but it will help warm you from the inside.”

Selene rose out of the chair and went to get a fork. She walked as normal as possible but still had a slight limp. She returned to the chair by the fire to see Taffy holding a bowl of steaming stew, a shrewd look on her face. 

“And when were you going to tell me about your leg? Hmm?” She handed Selene the bowl. “Let me take a look.”

“It’s fine,” protested Selene.

“Humph.” Taffy gently pushed Selene into the chair, being careful not to spill any of the bowl’s contents. She lifted Selene’s skirt and traced gentle fingers over the bruise. “This has gone deep, Selene. What happened? Was it Gerallt? I’ll paddle his backside. I’ll tell the King. I’ll...”

“Do nothing because I won’t say if it was Gerallt, or if I just fell onto a stone by the lake.” Selene twitched her skirt back to cover her legs and blew over her spoon, before taking a huge mouthful of the stew. She groaned in pleasure, her eyes rolling back into her head. “This is so tasty. I don’t know how you do it, Taffy.”

“It’s with the herbs I use... Hold on, girlie. Don’t think you can distract me that way. You know damned well how I make my stews. You’ve helped me often enough.” She drew herself up to her full height, hands on ample hips. “I take it you’re not going to tell me what happened?”

“No need,” Selene spoke with her mouth full of potato and carrot. “It’s over and done with. Besides, Moondust and Starlight helped me. Moondust gave me one of her feathers, and they both got cold moss from the lake to put on my leg.”

“They care for you, Selene, same as I do. Why will you take it from them and not from me?” Taffy’s eyes glistened in the firelight and Selene felt a kernel of guilt unfold in her stomach. 

She put her bowl down and stood up, drawing Taffy into her arms for a hug. “I take it from them because I know they won’t say anything. It will only cause more trouble, Taffy. You know that. The Princes’ words against my own? Even if I have been here my whole life, they’re still the King’s sons. Of course, he will believe them. I don’t want to be cast out from here. It’s my home.”

Taffy hugged Selene before she drew back and dabbed at her eyes with the corner of her apron. “I know what you say is right, although I don’t like it. I think of you as my own, and you’re hurting. It was bad enough when it was words, but now this?” She waved her hand towards Selene’s leg. “When will it stop? What will it take?” Taffy sank into the other chair by the fire, a twin to the one Selene used.

“I don’t know.” Selene sat down too. She leaned forward and took Taffy’s hands in her own. “I’ve been thinking though, and there are a couple of things I want to do. I’ve got some of the things already, but could you help me with the rest?”

“Things? What things?” Taffy squinted at Selene suspiciously. “I’ll not help you put frogs in their beds. Surely, you’ve outgrown that.”

Selene burst into a peal of laughter, amusement shining in her eyes. “Taffy! I was only eight. Besides, I dread to think what they would do to retaliate if I did that. Imagine, the Swan Herder daring to go into their rooms on the upper floors. The shame!” Selene fluttered her hands in front of her face, making Taffy snort once more.

“Aye, but they didn’t mind when you were young. They encouraged it. The King and Queen knew you were there and didn’t mind. I don’t know why it changed so.”

The smile fell from Selene’s face. “You know why, the same as we all do. The Queen died.” 

Selene and Taffy were silent as they both watched the flames, lost in their memories of the kind and gracious Queen who was taken too soon. 

After a while, Taffy gave a loud sniff and sat up straight. “Well, that’s enough of that. The Queen would box my ears if she knew I was all sad and mopey. “Sort yourself out, Taffy,” she’d say. And so I shall. She’s gone, hopefully to a better place, where she can’t see how her sons behave these days. She’d be horrified so she would, if she could see how they lord it around Melthkior.”

Selene grinned at Taffy, hearing the Queen’s voice in Taffy’s words, and nodded in agreement. “She didn’t like it when it was quiet, did she?”

Taffy shook her head emphatically. “Nope, not at all. Why do you think she had six sons? Poor Ewan though. He’s never known his mother’s love.”

“It’s hard to believe it’s eight years since she’s been gone.”

“Aye, eight years, and all the laughter gone with her.” Taffy blinked quickly, her eyes full of tears. “The only laughter this place hears now is harsh and mocking. Not what I thought I’d ever hear.”

Selene shrugged her slim shoulders. Her grey eyes glistened in the firelight and her silver hair captured the light, making it shine as though moonlight itself. “It is what it is. We can’t change what’s happened. We can only try to improve the present and get the best future.”

“Oi, listen to you, wise that you are.” A grin tugged at Taffy’s lips. “Anyway, we got sidetracked. What’s this plan of yours, girlie?”

“I want to call on the Goddesses for protection. I’m making a shield sachet to carry with me. I’m going to spell my room. I can’t fight back at them directly, but I can make it hard for them to hurt me.” Selene’s chin jutted forward, determination shining on her face. She leaned forward slightly, as though by sheer force of will, she could make Taffy agree.

Taffy chuckled. “Look at you, little warrior. You don’t have to convince me. What do you need from me?”

“Ewan’s the little warrior,” said Selene with a smile. “I’ve never known anyone represent their name so well. He’d give Gerallt a run for his money if he was older.” Selene’s eyes returned to the flames and she stared for a moment.

Taffy waited in silence, knowing Selene would speak when she was ready. 

Selene shook herself. “Anyway, I need some red and blue thread from you and some salt. That’s all.”

“Well, that won’t take me but a moment to get for you. Are you sure that’s all you need?” Taffy stood but waited on Selene to speak.

“You don’t need to get them now,” said Selene, waving for Taffy to be seated. “I need the salt for when the moon is waxing. The thread can wait until morning.”

“If it’s for a shield sachet, then I’d be happier with you doing it tonight, girlie. I don’t want you coming home with another whopper like you’ve got on your leg. Red and blue, you say?” Taffy walked to the doorway that led to her private rooms. “Wait there.”

Taffy returned quickly and handed three spools of thread, one of red, one blue, and one green, to Selene. She also handed over three candles, that matched the colours of the threads. “Here you go. I thought you could use these too. I made them recently and didn’t know why. I guess this is the reason.”

Selene held them and raised grateful eyes to Taffy. “Thank you! These are perfect. I hadn’t even thought...”

“Well, it’s a good job you’ve got me then, isn’t it?” Taffy nodded to her painting of a white sow standing sideways on a black background, with white sheaves of wheat on either side. “Cerridwen is the one I hold dear, and She knows you made me this with love in your heart. I hope She smiles on your shields and protection.”

“I’ll be sure to ask for Her help too. Arianrhod is the one I was intending on asking for help from.”

Taffy nodded sagely. “Yes, Arianrhod is the one for you, I feel. The Lady of the Silver Wheel for the lady of the silver hair. The moon has always had such meaning for you, girlie. I can understand why it is Arianrhod’s guidance and help you seek. Still, Cerridwen’s won’t hurt none either. Take all the help you can, I say.”

“Thank you, Taffy.” Selene held Taffy’s gifts close to her heart. “I think I’ll take a drink to my room and start working on these. I want to take my time and make sure my intentions are clear.”

“You do that. Do you want me to make you a valerian tea? I don’t want you staying up too late, mind. If you’ve got to walk the long way, you’ll be needing to leave a little earlier or your swans will be cross with you.” Taffy put some valerian leaves into a small muslin bag inside a mug. She walked over to the range and poured some water out of the pan that was constantly on the go over the top of the leaves. She left the bag inside for it to stew for a moment and added a drop of honey to sweeten the bitter taste. “Here you go. Take out the bag before it gets too bitter.”

“Thanks, Taffy.” Selene kissed her on the cheek and snuggled into her embrace for a moment before she pulled away. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Bright and early.” A smile creased Taffy’s face. “Sleep well, dearie.”

“You too.” With a last look, Selene headed to her room, placing her goods on the small table she had in her room. She tapped her bottom lip in thought and looked around her room as she lit the candles in the wall sconces. 

Selene opened the old wooden chest that sat at the bottom of her bed and pulled out some white material and her sewing kit, which she took to her desk where she could see more clearly. Getting some shears, she cut a small circle. Turning over the edges, she hemmed it with silver thread. Once that was done, she added some simple fish in blue thread and some silver circles. Using her needle, she wove the red and green cotton in and out of the cloth, leaving two long ends she could tie together.

She opened the pouch and pulled out the sprigs she had collected, together with the apple seeds. She dropped them all into the white cloth and pulled the ties closed, knotting them firmly. 

“Goddesses of the Moon, and of Hearth and Home,

I call upon you now. Please heed my words.

Charge this shield sachet with your power,

so that it may protect me from harm.

With my words, I will it.”

She placed the sachet on the windowsill where it would be bathed in moonlight for a few hours. Selene watched it for a moment before she turned away with a small laugh. 

“It’s not going to do anything if I watch it,” she said aloud. Walking back to her desk, she tidied up the mess she had made. “The room protection will have to wait until the waxing moon, so I can’t do anything yet for that. My altar? No, not tonight.”

Selene yawned widely, her jaw cracking. “Maybe I’ll just have my tea and retire for the night.” She slumped on the side of her bed and sipped the hot tea until it was gone. Another yawn caught her by surprise. “Definitely time for bed.” 

She undressed and crawled beneath the blankets. “Tomorrow is another day.” Selene’s eyes already closing. “Maybe the Princes will be in a better mood.” She snorted softly, and sleepily turned onto her side to a more comfortable position, her face towards the moonlight once again. “Another day.”
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Chapter 2
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Selene was up before the birds the following morning, dressed warmly, and had her hair in a practical braid before the sun shone through her window. She went to the kitchen, wanting to have some of Taffy’s creamy porridge before she was out for the day. She ate quickly and sorted out what she needed. Then, she was out the door, waving to Taffy and Aeron. Although tempted, Selene walked the long way to the lake, boycotting the stable path as instructed. 

The pigs had already left when Selene walked past, her nose automatically crinkling at the smell before she realised it wasn’t as bad as usual. Slowing down, she checked out the area that housed the castle’s pigs. The sties had been swept out and there was fresh thatching on the roofs. The fencing had been enlarged, now enclosing an old oak tree and stream within its borders.

Inside the fences, Selene could see changes in the layout. Instead of everything being open, someone had fenced off different areas. The food and water were in one, with their bedding straw in another. The main part, where all their manure fell, was away from everything. Under a new stall was a new wallowing area. This had been cleverly built, using the lay of the land to the best advantage. It would provide the pigs with a place to roll in the mud and banks to lie on, as well as keep the sty clean by using the natural flow of water from the stream.

“When was that done? I didn’t notice it yesterday.” Selene shrugged and continued on her way. A smile played upon her lips as she saw two drawings hanging from the doorway of the main pigsty - a white sow on a black background, next to a man’s face surrounded by oak leaves, and topped by a pair of antlers.

She left the pigsties behind and made her way to the lake where she carried out her duties, talking to Moondust, Starlight, and any of the other swans who came near. Once she had finished, she sat on the grass and drank from her water flask. Smoothing out the scrap paper she had pulled out of her pouch, she got a piece of charcoal and started designing the artwork she wanted for her moon altar. In the centre was a triskele acting as the full moon, with a waxing and waning crescent on either side of that. Selene also added stars, fish, and weaving tools. The last thing she added was the constellation of the Northern Starcrown. She spent some time on the layout, making adjustments to her design until she was satisfied.

Although she had just over two weeks to wait before she could charge her moon water under the waxing moon, Selene was determined to get her altar set up as soon as she could. Finishing off her duties for the evening, Selene made her way swiftly back to the castle. She made it just in time to eat with the others.

“Grab yourself a plate, girlie,” said Taffy, from the oven range where she was dishing up.

“Here you go, Selene.” Aeron handed her a plate, a knife and a fork.

“Thanks, Aeron. How was your day?” Selene stood next to him in the line. He was only fourteen years of age, but he was already taller than her.

“Ah, you know. Lots of dishes to keep me out of mischief.” He grinned at her.

“Take more than that to keep you out of trouble” Selene nudged him with her elbow.

“Hey!” Aeron protested, before falling into fits of giggles. “It’s no good. I can’t even pretend to be innocent. Where have you been, anyway? I’ve not seen much of you these past couple of days. Not since breakfast the other morning.”

Selene sighed as they shuffled closer to Taffy. “Yeah, well, I’ve had new orders. I’m no longer allowed to walk to the lake by way of the stables. I have to go past the pigsties.”

“But that’s miles!” exclaimed Aeron. “No wonder I haven’t seen you. Does Taffy know? I can’t see her being happy with that.”

Selene nodded. “She knows. We spoke last night.”

“Okay then. I still think it sucks though. Why do the Princes treat you that way?” Seeing the sorrow on her face, Aeron quickly apologised. “I’m sorry, Selene. It’s just... they seem so normal to everyone else, but you? You, they treat horribly. I don’t understand it.”

“I’m not sure.” Selene frowned. “I think it’s because they remember playing with me when I was younger. They were happy, carefree days when we were just children. Not princes, not swan herders, just children. I think they resent me because I’m still here when their mother is not.”

“That’s just stupid.” Aeron was indignant as he held his plate out to Taffy. “There’s nothing you can do about that. You were just a child yourself. I thought princes were supposed to be educated?”

Taffy chuckled as she ladled food onto his plate. “Truly spoken, young Aeron. However, emotions don’t always follow the lessons education gives us. Their sorrow has turned into something dark, and our poor Selene is the object of that darkness.”

“Selene can outshine the darkness. She’s our moon, giving us light when there is none other to be had.” Aeron puffed his chest out, proudly.

“Thank you, Aeron.”  A faint blush rose in Selene’s pale cheeks. “When you’re lost in the darkness, when the pain becomes too much, the light can hurt and you just want it to go away. That’s how I think the Princes feel.”

“They can feel what they want.” Aeron sounded gruff. “Shouldn’t take it out on you though.” He waited as Taffy ladled food onto Selene’s plate and then they made their way to the table together.

Taffy joined them and they all dug into the hearty lamb stew with spring vegetables. “Did you make your shield sachet last night?”

Selene nodded, too busy chewing to answer. She swallowed quickly. “I did, here it is.” She got it out of her pouch and held it out to show Taffy and Aeron.

“Oh, now, look at that. That’s nice. Good stitches there, girlie. The Goddesses would be pleased with that.” Taffy nodded her approval before handing it back. “What did you put inside? I can smell rosemary.”

“You can, indeed. I also added some basil and dill, together with some apple seeds.”

“With the Goddesses’ symbols on the cloth, their colours together with red for protection, it should work. Have you had any problems today?”

“I haven’t seen any of them.” Selene smiled broadly, her cheeks creasing with pleasure. “It’s been a quiet day, so wonderful.”

“They’re not here,” Aeron spoke around a mouthful of lamb, his cheeks like a chipmunk’s. “The King’s sorting out some sort of hunt with his nobles. They all went visiting, even Ewan.”

“That explains it,” said Selene. “Are they back now?”

“Nope, staying over at Lord Whatsit’s place.” Aeron gulped down some water and smacked his lips together. “Can’t remember his name. Anyway, they’re coming back tomorrow.”

“And how do you know this, young Aeron?” Taffy fixed him with a gimlet eye. 

“I keep my ears open, Taffy!” Aeron defended himself. “I did my job. It’s not my fault if Braith talks to his boys in front of me. I still washed up, didn’t I?!”

“Don’t get yourself in a tither. I’ll have to speak with Braith. He needs to watch what he says in front of whom. You’re like a mouse, Aeron my boy, for all you’re the size of a horse. People forget you’re there.” Taffy tutted to herself, smiling at him.

“How do you think I know so much?” Aeron had a cheeky glint in his eye. “It’s good being invisible sometimes.”

“True enough.” Taffy looked at Selene. “We’re having a games night in the common room tonight if you fancy joining us?”

“Thanks, Taffy, but I’ll pass. You know I’m not too keen on games. Plus, I want to work on my painting. I’ve got the canvas stretched out, and I want to get other bits sorted.”

“Okay, just know you’d be welcome if you wanted to join us.”

“I know.” Selene smiled at Taffy before she turned her attention to Aeron. “Hey, Aeron. Whilst those ears of yours have been flapping, have you heard anything about the pigsties being updated? I noticed this morning things have changed there. It’s not half as smelly as it was.”

“That would be Conway’s doing.” Aeron put his wooden cup on the table. “He’s the new Pig Herder. He’s staying in the village at the moment whilst the King sorts out a small cabin for him. He said he didn’t want to be far away from the pigs.” Aeron shuddered. “Why he’d want to stay there all the time, I don’t know. Smelly creatures, but they taste so good.”

Selene and Taffy laughed at his words, as well as those who sat near him. He looked around with a broad grin on his face. “Please may I leave the table, Taffy? I’ve finished.” 

“Of course, you can, lad. Will I see you in the common room?” Taffy looked up at him as he scraped his chair back and stood, picking up his plate and cutlery. 

“You surely will. I just want to start on these so I can enjoy myself knowing my job’s been done. I don’t want to leave it for the morning.”

“You’re a good lad, Aeron. Never let anyone tell you otherwise.” Taffy smiled gently at him.

“Thanks, Taffy.” He ducked his head and Selene saw a hint of colour on his cheeks. For all his bravado, he was still young and could be bashful. “See you tomorrow, Selene. Sleep well.” He turned around and went into the kitchen where they could soon hear the water being pumped into the large bowl in the sink.

One by one, the others who had sat around the large table did the same. Selene and Taffy could hear Aeron laughing with them as they piled up the dirty pots.

“If the lordships are back tomorrow, you best be careful,” Taffy warned Selene, as she gathered her things. “I don’t like the fact that Gerallt got physical with you. Avoid them if you can.”

“You can be sure I will,” said Selene, also standing. “Trust me, I don’t want any hassle or any more bruises.” 

They walked to the kitchen together and saw Aeron busy washing the plates. 

“I’ll help,” offered Selene, as she put her plate down.

“Nah, I’m fine.” Aeron grinned at her, his hands in sudsy water. “They’re draining anyway. No drying to be done tonight. You get working on your canvas. It’s all good here, I promise.”

“So long as you’re sure?” Selene looked at him, her head tipped to one side, a question in her eyes.

“Positively sure and surely positive,” Aeron said. “Go on, or you won’t have long before it’s lights out for you.”

Selene stretched up on her tiptoes and kissed his fuzzy cheek. “Thanks, Aeron. I appreciate it.”

With a warm hug for Taffy, Selene slipped to her room and lit the sconces. She pulled her canvas out of the drawer and tested the tautness of the fit. “Perfect.” 

She pinned her scrap bit of paper onto the wall next to her desk so she could see it whenever she lifted her head. Selene found her paints and charcoal and set about slowly transferring the images onto the canvas.

The evening slipped away as she lost herself in her art, only stopping when she was happy with the placement of the images. Putting it safely away back in the drawer, she crawled into bed, satisfied with the start she had made.
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AS SELENE DID HER ROUNDS at the lake the following day, she heard the commotion in the outer courtyard as the nobles returned. A sigh escaped her at the knowledge her tormentors were back.

Moondust and Starlight chose that moment to waddle towards her, embracing her with outspread wings. Selene took a deep breath and pulled back her shoulders, stiffening her spine. 

“You’re right. I won’t let them affect me.” She stroked her hands gently down their long necks and patted her pouch to ensure the shield sachet was still there.

Selene stayed with her swans until she knew dinner would be served and the Princes would be eating in the formal dining room. Walking quickly, she made her way back to the kitchen.

Taffy handed her a bowl of warmed-up pea and bacon soup with a knowing look. “Took your time coming back, didn’t you? What was it? Them birds kept you busy?”

“Something like that,” said Selene, blowing her hot food and avoiding Taffy’s gaze.

“You can’t avoid them all the time, Selene. I don’t have to tell you this. They live here, just as you do. Don’t go looking for trouble, yes, but don’t deny yourself the pleasures of being with your friends just in case it upsets them.”

Selene’s eyes were focused on her bowl. “I know that. I don’t know what to do. If I go about as normal, then they see me and hassle me. If I avoid them, I miss being with my friends.”

“That’s something only you can decide, girlie.” Taffy sat at the table with Selene, resting her elbows on the table as she cupped her chin in her hand. “It’s a pickle, for sure. Talk about it with your Goddess. I’m sure you’ll come to something. Anyway, let’s change the subject.”

Taffy then filled her in on the gossip she had heard from the valets and footmen who had accompanied the King and his sons to the Lord’s house. “In a week or so, there’s going to be a big hunt, with nobility coming from all over Melthkior to take part. Apparently, the King has decided it is time for Prince Brenin to be wed. About six nobles and their households will be coming to stay – all with eligible daughters—and it will continue until he is betrothed, so the lads heard. Doesn’t think to tell his head cook though, does he? It’s not as if I haven’t got enough to do. I’m going to have to ask in the village if there are any girls available to work in my kitchen. I hate having to train new girls. They never know what they’re doing and look at me like scared rabbits.”

“You can sound harsh.” Selene leaned back to avoid Taffy’s swipe, laughing as she did so. “I’d be scared if I didn’t know you.”

“Hush, you,” scolded Taffy, a twinkle in her eyes. “I’ve no idea what you’re on about. Gentle as a lamb, I am.”

“Of course, you are, Taffy dearest.” Cheeky innocence dripped from every word. Selene’s voice turned serious. “If you need help though, I’m more than happy to. So long as I do my duties to the swans in the morning and evening, I’m sure they wouldn’t mind me helping out.”

“Bless you, child. That’s a kindly offer, but I can’t take you up on it. Those swans of yours will be breeding soon, and I don’t want to think what would happen to you if any of their eggs or cygnets were taken because you were in my kitchen. Wouldn’t be good for either of us.” Taffy patted Selene’s hand. “Thank you, but no. The girls from the village will be okay.”

“Remember the offer is there if you need me.” Selene pushed her bowl away. “Thanks for the dinner. That was delicious.”

Taffy smiled, pleased with the compliment. “Only a simple meal for the likes of us. I don’t have time to do anything fancy once I’ve finished doing the meals for upstairs.”

“Simple suits us fine. I’m sure none of the others complained.” Selene poured herself a cup of steaming hot lavender tea and sniffed it appreciatively. “Do you need me for anything tonight?”

Taffy shook her head. “No, I’m just going to read in the corner of the common room for a while. Aeron and some of the others are playing games again. You do your own thing.”

“I want to finish my painting,” explained Selene. “I got the placements right last night, and the outlines, so now I want to paint it”

“Don’t stay up too late, girlie. I’ll see you in the morning for breakfast.” Taffy heaved herself up and tidied up her kitchen before heading to the common room.

Selene washed her bowl and cutlery so Aeron wouldn’t have to do it in the morning and made her way to the bedroom. Once she had lit the sconces, she pulled the canvas out of the drawer, together with her paints. She stared up at the ceiling for inspiration and paced around her room. She looked at the paints she had and a smile crossed her face as she sat down, a frown of concentration on her face.

First, she painted the canvas a rich, dark blue. She added a few highlights with a lighter shade but kept the focus on it being dark. She wanted the silver and white to shine against the background. As she waited for the blue paint to dry, she mixed black and white together, adding more white until it reached the light grey she wanted for silver. She carefully painted the images she wanted, using the finest brush she had for the smaller details. 

After she had completed it, she leaned to stretch out her back, hands on her hips. Selene grimaced when her back cracked and swung her arms about to loosen her shoulders. Leaving the canvas on her desk overnight to finish drying, Selene readied herself for bed.

The following morning, she checked her painting before she did anything else. It was all dry and ready to be hung. A smile crossed her face and she bounced on her toes. She gathered what she needed for her swans, and lifted her shawl from the back of the wooden chair as she passed it, closing her door securely behind her. 

In the kitchen, she quickly ate her breakfast, and put some dried fruit in her pouch, along with an apple, which would stave off the hunger pangs until dinner.

“Here, take this with you.” Taffy held out a small muslin-wrapped package. “It’s an experiment and you’re the lucky one who tests it. I’ve been thinking about you being out by the lake until all hours, so I’ve made a bar for you that should help fill you up. It’s full of grains and fruit, held together with honey. Let me know what you think. Here, take it.” She pushed the package into Selene’s hands and bustled away before Selene could say anything.

Selene’s heart felt light at this show of caring. “Thanks, Taffy.” Selene left the kitchen with a wave of her hand. “See you later.”

A chorus of goodbyes followed her out of the door, where the wind whipped her hair in front of her eyes. “Urgh.” Selene tried to catch the strands before they blinded her. She stayed still as she fought with her hair, eventually catching it and putting it into her usual braid, tied off with a small piece of string she had in her pouch. 

She headed towards the lake by way of the pigsties, but as she neared them, a prickling feeling on her neck made her turn around toward the castle once more. With the morning light reflected on the windows, she couldn’t see anything or anyone, but Selene knew someone had watched her leave. “I’m not doing anything wrong.” Selene huffed to herself, turning around with her nose in the air, to head to her swans.

When she returned later that day, she was feeling happy. It seemed as though most of her flock would soon be nesting and getting ready to breed. Selene always loved seeing the cygnets crack open their shells, their little beaks already so impatient for food. Starlight had also gifted her with a feather of his own, to go with the one from Moondust she kept in her drawer.

As she neared the kitchen, Selene’s eyes flickered from side to side as a wary feeling grew in her stomach. She slowed her pace and peered into the shadows, trying to see if anyone was there.

“Good to see you’re following Crown Prince Brenin’s request.” Gerallt sneered at her, as he pushed himself away from the wall he had been leaning against.

“Your Highness.” Selene’s heart pounded inside her chest, as she dropped into a curtsey. 

“Oh, get up.” Gerallt pushed past her. “Don’t let me see you again.”

Selene bit her tongue so she wouldn’t say he had been the one waiting for her. Instead, she kept her head bowed and stayed in her curtsey until the slamming door told her he had gone inside. She straightened and huffed out a breath of air, thankful she had gotten away with only harsh words instead of anything else. She slipped in through the kitchen door and eagerly ate the meal Taffy had put aside. 

The kitchen was unusually quiet but from the raucous sounds Selene could hear in the common room, everyone was in good spirits. She finished her meal and washed up after herself. Selene smiled at the cheering and laughter as she made her way to her room. She pushed open the door and gasped in horror, hand covering her mouth as her eyes opened wide and filled with tears. 

“Oh no!” Selene rushed over to her desk. She held up the broken frame with
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