
  
    [image: Age of Magic]
  


  
    
      Age of Magic

    

    
      
        Tim Vee

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Tim Vee

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      This story is 100% human-created.

      This story is provided for free, and reviews and feedback are always welcome.

    

  


  
    
      For Rein, Dylan, and Kalev

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Isle of Boernholm]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Part I

      

      
        1. 370 Years Later

      

      
        2. Selene

      

      
        3. The Second Son

      

      
        4. Mathilde

      

      
        5. Morrigan Ravensong

      

      
        Part II

      

      
        6. 17 Years Later

      

      
        7. No You Fool!

      

      
        8. Barnabus the Black

      

      
        9. The Duke

      

      
        10. A Funeral, a Coronation, and a Wedding

      

      
        11. The Black Bastard

      

      
        Part III

      

      
        12. The Lucky Sailor

      

      
        13. 1 Year Later

      

      
        14. The Queen

      

      
        15. The Crabber’s Daughter

      

      
        16. Penrith

      

      
        17. Cinnamon

      

      
        18. Age Of Magic

      

      
        19. Long Live The Queen

      

      
        20. Witches

      

      
        21. Good Fortune

      

    

    
      
        The Sphinx’s Tear Sneak Peek…

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The moon rose above the horizon, casting a silvery light over the dark water. A twin-masted galleon moved into a cove enclosed by sheer cliffs. The sails were lowered, the anchor splashed into the water, and she came to a rest.

      After lowering a boat into the water, men clambered in and rowed ashore. They reached a small beach and began scaling the towering cliffs.

      At the top of the cliffs, they made their way along craggy goat trails until they reached the edge of a pine forest, where the group paused. One of them stepped from the shadows into a shard of moonlight. The man was dark-skinned and handsome, with a bearded face.

      Before him was a white marble palace with a domed tower perched high on the cliff over the sea, surrounded by a curtain wall. The handsome man smiled, exposing a gold tooth that glinted in the moonlight.

      They moved forward, darting from shadow to shadow, making their way to the base of the curtain wall. They tossed grappling hooks at the battlements and silently climbed the ropes.
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      Deep inside the palace, a lavish feast was underway. A long table ran the length of a pink marble ballroom. Seated were noble guests dressed in fine robes adorned with jewels and baubles.

      Servants moved amongst them, filling goblets with wine as the guests spoke and laughed. To the side, musicians played pulsating music while scantily clad women, their skin oiled and glistening, danced and writhed for the guests’ entertainment.

      Guards stood smartly at attention along the walls, dressed in brass chestplates, holding long spears.

      At the head of the table sat a fat man in flowing turquoise robes. He wore a large turban atop his head, decorated with colourful feathers and a large, canary-yellow diamond centrepiece.

      The man was Sultan Sassadoon the Third, ruler of the Sultanate of Balqarith. He was at his summer palace on the Island of Maashraq, where the cool sea breezes aided his sleep.

      The Sultan sat watching the dancers, twirling his moustache and puffing a pipe, his eyes transfixed on their lewd dancing as his guests made merry.

      Around the Sultan were servants fanning him and regally dressed attendants.

      The doors at the end of the ballroom suddenly flung open with a bang, and there were startled gasps from the noble guests. The musicians halted, and the dancers stopped. The guards hurried forward, their eyes scanning the gloom, their spears readied for an attack.

      A man walked out of the darkness into the brightly lit ballroom. The guests muttered and gawked at his appearance. The man had a neatly groomed beard, a handsome face, and purple eyes.

      A cutlass hung from one hip and a long, gold-bladed dagger from the other. He wore a chain around his neck, with a golden coin hanging from it, and he looked quite debonair…and dangerous.

      There was a tense moment of silence.

      “Who is that man…?” said the Sultan, confusedly, to an attendant beside him.

      The attendant straightened up and looked disdainfully at the man and spoke.

      “His Royal Highness, Sultan Sassadoon the Third, ruler of the Sultanate of Balqarith, demands to know who intrudes upon his majesty’s revelry?”

      “Ho ho!” said the man confidently. “I am Zola, Serpent of the Seas, and captain of Mathilde!” And he bowed flamboyantly and doffed his hat.

      “What does this man want…?” the Sultan demanded.

      “His Royal Highness demands to know why you intrude upon his revelry?” continued the attendant.

      “I am here, Your Majesty, to rob you,” said Zola, grinning, his gold tooth glinting, “For I am a wicked pirate!”

      The fat Sultan's eyes narrowed. “Seize this pirate and hang him in a gibbet by the harbour, where the gulls shall feast on his eyes!” he commanded.

      The guards rushed forward as dozens of screaming pirates, swords drawn, swarmed into the ballroom behind Zola.

      The handsome pirate drew his cutlass, and the battle began. The noble guests gasped and shrieked as the guards and pirates clashed around them, swords smashing against spears and chestplates. The Sultan watched, his face tense and angry. The dancers cowered against the walls while the servants and musicians watched wide-eyed.

      The Sultan’s expression changed from anger to bemusement as the guards fell. As Zola’s cutlass ran through the last guard, he gulped nervously.

      An eerie, tense silence fell over the ballroom as the pirates fanned out, surrounding the guests while the guards lay dead or dying.  Captain Zola wiped his cutlass on a hanging tapestry, dabbed his forehead with a silk handkerchief, straightened up, and adjusted his hat as his wicked eyes turned to the table and the guests.

      He calmly walked to the table where he regarded the feast and the anxious-looking faces of the guests. He leaned forward, taking a lamb chop from a platter. He ripped off a mouthful, then tossed it over his shoulder.

      He chewed as he moved down the table, licking his fingers and looking at the guests’ terrified faces. He stopped opposite an attractive woman wearing a robe with a low-cut front. She wore a sparkling ruby necklace that sat between her ample cleavage. Zola leaned into the table, pouring himself a goblet of wine as he admired the woman.

      “M’lady’s jewels look most marvellous!” he said, smiling wolfishly at her. She looked uncertainly back, blushing, then averted her nervous gaze.

      Zola gulped down the wine, tossed the goblet onto the table, and continued walking.

      He stopped before the Sultan and took a pipe from his coat pocket, which he lit from a candle. The Sultan, now nervously sweating, watched the pirate before him.

      Zola puffed his pipe and lifted his cutlass, placing it under the Sultan’s fat chin. The Sultan’s regal attendants all took a nervous step back.

      “Where is the Sphinx’s Tear?” said Zola.

      “W…what?” said Sultan nervously.

      “I will ask only one more time,” said Zola, smiling grimly. “And after that, my cutlass shall be doing all the talking, Your Majesty.”

      The Sultan gulped and trembled.

      “Where is the Sphinx’s Tear?” repeated Zola.

      “M...my daughter, Princess Aldara, wears the Sphinx’s Tear,” said the Sultan, his head leaking sweat as his twirled moustache wilted.

      “And where is your daughter?” continued Zola, pressing the tip of his cutlass a little deeper into the Sultan’s fat chin.

      “Locked in her bedchamber, in the tower…” squeaked the Sultan.

      Zola raised an eyebrow.

      “And why is your daughter locked in her bedchamber, in the tower?”

      The Sultan gulped, “She defies me and will not bend to my will!”

      Zola shrugged and retracted his sword. He turned to the guests, smiling disarmingly.

      “Noble guests of Sultan Sassadoon the Third, I beg your pardon for this intrusion, but the Sultan has something that my heart desires something awful.”

      He puffed his pipe as he walked back down the table, all the nervous, scared eyes in the room following him.

      “Now, my lads will be amongst you shortly, to relieve you of your gold and riches, and I recommend that you hand over whatever they want, or else you might find yourself with an extra hole in your body where you don’t need one!”

      The watching pirates chuckled and leered, and Zola addressed them.

      “Lads, get the gold and jewels, and I'll see you back aboard Mathilde. I have a date with Princess Aldara!”

      The pirates began shouting at the guests, who shrieked and cowered as the robbing began. Captain Zola dashed from the hall, cutlass in hand.
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      Princess Aldara lay asleep in her bedchamber in the palace’s tower. She was beautiful, aged about twenty, with olive skin and dark curly hair. Around her neck, she wore a large, pear-shaped sapphire attached to a golden rope chain.

      Her room was lit by oil lamps and shards of moonlight that cut through smoke rising lazily from incense burners. The room opened to a large terrace overlooking the sea below, where the sounds of waves crashing onto the cliffs far below could be heard.

      Suddenly, there was the sound of shouting, a struggle, and the clash of swords from outside the chamber door. Aldara’s eyes snapped open. She leapt from the bed wearing a linen shift, tucked the jewel around her neck inside her nightwear, and waited, staring nervously at the door, waiting for whatever danger lurked behind it.

      She heard the sound of the lock turning, then suddenly, the chamber doors were kicked open. Aldara gasped, steeling herself for what was to come. Zola stepped confidently into the room, his cutlass in hand. He stared at the princess and smiled.

      “Your Royal Highness…” he said, bowing.

      “What is the meaning of this...this intrusion…?” demanded Aldara.

      Zola regarded her, the room filled with uneasy silence. He moved toward her, placing the tip of his cutlass over her chest. Aldara gulped; her throat was dry, her hands trembled, her unwavering eyes locked with the intruder.

      “Be that cutlass for me…Pirate?” she demanded, her body tense.

      Using the tip of his sword, Zola hooked the rope chain around her neck and delicately lifted it upward until the sparkling Sphinx’s Tear was exposed. Aldara silently gasped.

      As Zola admired the princess and the blue jewel she wore around her neck, a faint, soft smile crossed his face.

      He retracted and sheathed his blade, turned, and walked to the dresser, where he poured a cup of wine. He lit his pipe, puffing on it as he gazed at the princess.

      “I came here tonight, Your Royal Highness,” he said pleasantly enough, “because you have something I desire most dearly.”

      “You come to steal the Sphinx’s Tear!” she accused, sneering.

      “Aye, Your Royal Highness, I came to steal the Sphinx’s Tear,” he said as he sipped his wine, puffed his pipe, and continued to admire the princess.

      “And you will be raping me, and stealing my jewel, and slitting my throat…Pirate?” she replied sharply, her voice finding strength and dripping with disdain.

      Zola contemplated this as he admired the princess, sipping wine and smoking.

      “Aye, I came here as a man capable of doing all that and more. But, no, princess. After gazing upon your beauty and seeing the Sphinx’s Tear worn between your most lovely bosom, I am thinking that it belongs exactly where it is, and there will be no raping or robbing, and your throat will not be slit by my hand.”

      There was a tense moment of silence.

      “Why are you locked in your chamber and not at the feast, princess?” asked Zola gently.

      “I shall not be interrogated by a…a pirate!” she exclaimed, her voice disgusted.

      Zola shrugged and finished his wine.

      “I am sure that the world of princesses and Sultans is too complicated for a simple man, such as I am, to understand, so I shall leave you and your jewel in peace, my most beautiful princess.”

      He bowed and turned to go.

      “Who are you?” Aldara demanded.

      Zola stopped, turning back to the princess.

      He grinned, his gold tooth glinting in the light. “I am Zola, Serpent of the Seas, captain of Mathilde, and aye, I am a pirate.”

      And he bowed flamboyantly, doffing his hat.

      There was a moment of silence as Aldara studied his handsome, bearded face.

      “I have heard of you, pirate,” she said coolly.

      “And what have you heard of me, Your Royal Highness?” said Zola, his expression curious.

      “I have heard Captain Zola is a murderous, treacherous, black-hearted bastard. I have heard that Captain Zola is a filthy degenerate who rapes and steals, and is a man with no honour. I have heard he is of low birth and character, who drinks too much rum and lays with women of equally low birth and character,” she said bluntly.

      There was a moment of silence as Zola looked back. His expression was now one of surprise. He appeared taken aback by the princess’s frankness.

      “Guilty as charged, my princess,” he replied, smiling wickedly and doffing his hat.

      More silence followed as the princess continued to study him.

      “But I had not heard…” Aldara continued, and she paused, smiling coyly, as if she were genuinely intrigued. “Of such a handsome man or a man who would treat a lady with such grace when she was most vulnerable.”

      “I am a complicated man, Your Royal Highness, but also a man who needs to be on his way, as your royal father's guard will soon be upon me.”

      He turned, fleeing out of the open doors to the terrace.

      Zola hurried to the balustrade, where he climbed over. He cut a rope from a flagpole and peered out into the darkness of the night and the sea below.

      “Wait!” came a shout from over his shoulder, and he turned, seeing Princess Aldara hurrying toward him, now dressed in silk robes and slippers.

      “Take me with you!” she said, embracing him.

      Zola stared at her, his face confused.

      “My father celebrates my engagement tonight to a man he chose for me to marry.”

      “And you do not wish to marry this man…?”

      “No, I do not!” the princess snapped back. “That is why I am locked in my chamber.”

      She embraced him tighter, pulling him close.

      “Take me with you…pirate,” she said breathlessly, leaning forward and kissing him.

      When she pulled back, Zola looked at her in stunned silence. He lifted her over the balustrade. She wrapped her arms around him, clinging tightly, and they swung off the terrace and into the night.
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            370 Years Later

          

        

      

    

    
      A man sat beneath the covered porch of the whitewashed stone cottage, waving away a fly that buzzed around his head. He sat eating a simple meal. The red-tiled-roof cottage was surrounded by fields of golden barley, gently swaying in the wind.

      Around the cottage were a barn, a chicken coop, and a paddock, where goats and mules chewed hay in the shade as chickens scurried around, looking for something to peck. Behind the cottage was a small cemetery with four graves, each marked by a whitewashed stone.

      The man was a sharecropper who leased a tract of land from the Duke in the Duchy of Southreach on the Isle of Boernholm. He paid the duchy fifty per cent of the harvest and ground rent for living on duchy lands.

      The farmer sipped some milk, looking out across the fields before him. He saw the figure of a man walking toward him.

      He watched the figure move closer toward him and picked up the dagger, cut a slice of sausage, popped it in his mouth, and chewed. His eyes remained fixed on the man moving toward him.

      A young man approached, dressed in peasant garb. He had flaxen hair, a handsome face, and bright blue eyes. He was carrying a pack, slung over one shoulder, with two dead rabbits hanging from the bottom.

      The farmer finished chewing and sipped more milk, the dagger still in his hand.

      “Good morn, sir!” called out the young man.

      The farmer remained seated and did not reply. The fly buzzed around his head again as he stared at the man. His expression was uncertain; he felt like he was looking at a ghost.

      He looks like Luke, he thought. My sweet boy!

      And then he snapped out of his thoughts. “What be yer wanting?” he said gruffly.

      “Mayhaps, sir, you might be kind enough to spare a cup of water?” said the young man as he shielded his eyes from the sun and looked hopefully back at the farmer.

      It had been three years since he had buried Luke, his sweet son, and the rest of his family. Robbers had murdered them, so the sheriff said, their throats cut. The sheriff sent men to look for the robbers, but no one was found.

      Luke was supposed to grow big and strong and help on the farm, ploughing the fields, sowing the seeds, bringing in the harvest, and paying the duchy its dues.

      His daughters were supposed to tend to the animals, grow vegetables, cook, and clean, and when they came of age, he would take them to the sheriff and ask him to find husbands for them.

      When he became too old and weary to tend the fields, Luke was supposed to look after him and his wife, and when he died, Luke would take over the farm with his strong sons.

      But Luke had died three years ago and was buried behind the cottage with his mother and sisters. And all he had now was a useless daughter and no sons.

      The farmer scratched his beard as he studied the young man.

      “Selene!” he shouted finally.

      A scruffily dressed girl, aged in her late teens, pushed open the cottage’s front door. She was filthy, with a sullen face, and had dirty flaxen hair and blue eyes. She stared at the young man as a fly buzzed around her.

      “Bring water, daughter,” the farmer instructed. The sullen-faced girl, Selene, turned, returning inside the cottage.

      The farmer studied the man standing before him in silence. He was of a similar age to Luke, and the resemblance was strange. He remembered Luke as younger, but had he lived, this is what he might have looked like: handsome, tall, strapping.

      Selene reappeared with a wooden cup filled with water. She stood, unsure of what to do.

      “Give the lad water, daughter!” said the farmer impatiently, and Selene stepped from the shade of the porch into the sunlight and walked toward the young man.

      “My thanks,” said the young man, smiling pleasantly. He took the water that he gulped down.

      Selene watched the young man drink, her eyes sad and tired. When he returned the cup, she turned and walked back to the porch, where she stood glumly beside her seated father.

      “Where are yer heading?” called out the farmer.

      “Nowhere, sir. I am looking for work,” replied the young man.

      “What sorta work?” said the farmer.

      “I can work the plough, sir, and look after the animals and all sorts of other jobs, sir,” said the young man, his voice eager, his face hopeful.

      The farmer studied him.

      “Where be yer kin?” said the farmer.

      “Fever got my family, and the bailiff ran me off father’s share when he died,” said the young man.

      “Where was this?” said the farmer.

      “Past Worsley. Near the mill at the bend in the sandy river,” said the young man.

      The farmer scratched his chin, the dagger still in his other hand. He had never been to Worsley and didn’t know anyone from out that way, but he knew where it was, somewhere out to the west.

      “And where did yer get a brace o’ coneys?” called out the farmer.

      “Snares, sir, when I was sleeping over yonder. Would you share a meal, sir?” said the young man as he unhooked the pair of rabbits and held them out. “Mayhaps, sir, your daughter might cook them for a stew?”

      The farmer looked out at him from the shade of the porch. He picked up his cup of milk, sipping as the fly buzzed around his head. He looked at the young man as if he were looking at his dead son standing before him.

      This stranger looked like Luke, but Luke was dead. This stranger even seemed to sound like his dead son, polite and obedient.

      “Yer says yer can work?” the farmer finally said.

      “Yes, sir,” the young man replied.

      “Field back o’ my cottage is full of stones. I want to plant winter wheat, but the plough cannot get through the rocks,” said the farmer.

      “I can get the rocks out for you, sir,” said the young man eagerly. “And work the plough, sir.”

      The farmer considered this for a moment.

      “Selene, gut and clean the coneys and prepare a stew,” he said.

      She obediently stepped from the porch shade and walked to the young man, who smiled.

      “Thanks, m’lady,” said the young man in a quiet, soft voice.

      He handed her the brace of rabbits. Their hands touched for a brief moment. Selene’s sad blue eyes suddenly met the young man's bright blue eyes, and for that brief moment, a faint, weak smile flashed across her face.

      She snatched the rabbits away, turned, and hurried back into the house, her face once again sad and sullen.

      The farmer sipped more milk. “Tools are in the barn. We eat an hour before sundown.”

      “Yes, sir,” replied the young man, and he turned, walking to the barn.

      The farmer sliced a chunk of cheese, put it in his mouth, and chewed, watching the young man walk away.
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      Selene stood in the kitchen at the counter and sliced open the stomach of a rabbit. She pushed her fingers inside the cut, pulling out the guts and organs that slithered between her fingers. She cut off the head and the feet, then ripped the fur from the flesh.

      She did the same for the other animal, then chopped up the carcasses. She placed the meat in a cauldron, wiping her bloody hands on her wool smock.

      She moved to the fire where she added some wood, blowing on the embers until smoke rose, the wood crackled, and flames suddenly jumped.

      She returned to the counter and cut some carrots and turnips, which she added to the meat. She added an onion and some dried garlic, filled the pot with water, and heaved it to the fire, where she hung it above the flames.

      She stared at the ragged chunks of flesh floating amongst the vegetables, slowly moving around, and she thought of her mother.

      Her mother had taught her how to make a stew. She remembered standing in the same spot years before, with her mother standing beside her, explaining that the bones are boiled with the meat to release the marrow, which will flavour and thicken the stew, but not to forget to remove the smaller bones for her sisters, as they might choke on them. Her mother would smile and kiss her cheek, and she remembered being happy…once.

      She didn’t know anything about her parents, where they had come from, how they met, or anything. She imagined that her parents had grown up on dull farms, just like she had, and then they had met somehow and got married.

      Her father was a stern and simple man, but her mother seemed different. Her mother was pretty, whereas her father was plain. Her mother laughed, told interesting and fantastic tales, and sang gay songs. Selene couldn’t remember her father ever so much as chuckling. Her mother was elegant and kind, whereas her father seemed crude and gruff. Selene shared her flaxen hair and blue eyes with her mother, just as her dead brother and sisters had.

      She didn't even know her mother's name. Her father had only ever addressed her as “wife,” and Selene had always called her mother.

      As she stood staring at the flames and the cauldron, a long-forgotten memory appeared from somewhere inside of her unbidden. She remembered a night, long ago, when she was little, with a wild storm: lightning and thunder, howling winds, and rain beating against the shutters. Selene was scared, sure that there were monsters outside trying to get in and take her away. Her mother held her and soothed and kissed her. And then, with a voice that seemed to sing in her ears, her mother had recited a poem.

      
        
        
        Where monsters lurk and shadows creep, And winds do howl and rains do beat, Remember, love, these words to say: "I do not like it here, I be gone away."

      

      

      

      Selene turned away from the fire. She made a loaf of bread in a pan with the lid and hung it over the embers, just as her mother had taught her. Later, she would slice the bread and butter it with fresh butter, just as Father liked.

      Selene was fourteen when her mother was killed. Her mother had travelled with Luke, her older brother, and Yvette and Geraldine, her younger sisters, to Malden, the county town, eight miles from their cottage. Her mother had taken the wagon and mules to buy some supplies. They would be back by supper time.

      A day after they should have been back, men on horses had come to the cottage, with the bodies wrapped up in blood-stained burlap. One of the men had told her father that robbers had slit their throats.

      In total silence, her father had dug four graves out the back of the cottage. Her mother's body had been placed in one, and her brother and sisters in the others. Her father covered the bodies in dirt and whitewashed rocks as Selene watched in total silence, with tears running down her cheeks.

      Her father never spoke about the tragedy that had befallen them or of the mother, brother, or sisters she had once had. It was like they had never existed, and her father became bitter, brooding, and silent. He never spoke other than to issue a short, gruff order to his only daughter, whom he seemed to dislike more with every moon that turned.

      And so she cooked, cleaned, looked after the animals and helped as much as she could in the fields, which was never enough for her silent father. But now this handsome man had turned up.

      She added more wood to the fire, wiped her hands on her smock, and moved to the window, looking out over the graves to the fallow field beyond.

      She could see him working with a pickaxe on a rock. He was shirtless, and his muscular torso flexed as he swung the pick, hacking at the dirt.

      He reminded her of her brother, who worked with her father in the fields. When they ate, he would sit beside her, kiss her forehead, and muss her hair.

      She watched the man working and wondered if he would stay with them and help with the crops. Her father had to harvest all the barley before the rains in the autumn, and he had to get the winter wheat in so they would have more to sell. At last autumn's tallying with the sheriff, her father had been warned about his bushel count. The sheriff had said that it was the third year in a row that he had missed the count, and if he missed the count one more time, the bailiff would run him off the land.

      With a strong extra set of hands, we might have a chance at getting the crops in before the rains and making the count, and maybe Father would be happy again, she thought.

      The man was heaving a rock to the side of the field, his biceps bulging and straining, and she wondered what it would be like to be held by those arms. She wondered if he had come to take her away from the drudgery and solitude of her father’s sharecropping.

      She imagined that he might come to her in the night, kiss her, and take her away. They would travel far and have adventures together, and she would sing gay songs, as her mother did, and be happy.
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      An hour before sunset, the young man washed himself from the animals' drinking trough in the paddock. He had worked all day without a break, stopping only for water and a cup of goat's milk that Selene had brought him.

      He had politely thanked the girl for the milk and then gulped it back, his chest glistening with perspiration, his face handsome and smiling under a layer of grime.

      He pulled his dirty smock over his head and walked toward the cottage, where the farmer watched him with curious eyes.

      “Come, we shall eat,” said the farmer, who turned and entered the cottage.

      “Yes, sir,” said the young man, following the farmer inside.

      In the kitchen, the cauldron of rabbit stew sat in the middle of the table, its pleasant aroma filling the room. A loaf of bread sat on a wooden cutting board, with each slice buttered. There were three wooden bowls, three wooden cups, and a flagon of goat’s milk.

      Selene stood beside the fire, her grimy and sullen-looking face fixed on the stone floor.

      The farmer sat, picking up a spoon, and Selene stepped forward to serve him a bowl of stew. He began slurping back immediately, paying his daughter no courtesy. The young man stood, watched, and waited.

      “Sit,” instructed the farmer, and the young man sat. “Serve him supper,” he said as he took a slice of bread and dipped it in the stew, then bit off a chunk.

      Selene ladled a bowl of stew for the young man, and she felt her hand trembling in anticipation of his voice as she placed the bowl in front of him.

      “Thank you,” said the young man and Selene’s eyes were suddenly locked with his. She felt a twitch in her stomach, and a weak, nervous smile flashed across her face.

      No sooner had the smile appeared, it was gone, and Selene averted her gaze, continuing to pour her father and the visitor a cup of milk.

      Her father continued to eat and slurp his food as Selene served herself a meagre portion of stew and sat down.

      The three of them ate without conversation; the only sounds were the farmer's slurps and birds chirping coming in through the open window.

      After a while, the farmer said, “We have no salt, so the stew is bland.”

      “’Tis a fine hunter's stew and not bland, sir. And more than any man could wish for after a day of work,” said the young man, looking at Selene, their eyes briefly locked again for a moment.

      She looked at him, stunned.

      Her eyes shot back to her bowl, her face expressionless again as she took a small mouthful. However, inside, her heart sang at hearing the handsome visitor’s compliment. She wanted to thank him for his kind words, but stayed silent.

      Her father grunted, his eyes looking disdainfully at his daughter, then at the young man. “Eat yer fill, yer have earned it. But keep yer looks and words for my daughter bland, like her stew. Do yer understand?”

      “Yes, sir,” the young man said, looking abashed. “I am sorry, sir.”

      The farmer eyed his daughter suspiciously, whose expression was as bland as the stew.

      They ate in silence again.

      “Serve us more, girl,” demanded the farmer once his bowl was empty, and Selene silently obeyed.

      The farmer sipped his milk as he eyed the young man while his bowl was filled.

      “Yer have a name?” said the farmer.

      “Yes, sir, my father named me Lawrence,” the young man replied.

      The farmer chewed on a mouthful of buttered bread as he looked at the young man.

      He is strong and healthy, and he reminds me so much of Luke, he thought.

      I will take him on, he decided. And I will put him to work, and then, if he proves trustworthy and obedient, he can marry Selene. They will have sons who can work in the fields. He and Selene will look after me when I get old and frail, and my grandsons will take over the sharecropping long after I am dead, and I will be buried out back with Luke and Leanore.

      “I have work for yer,” said the farmer. “Yer will stay in the barn and will be fed.”

      “Thank you, sir,” said the young man eagerly.

      “My daughter will have eggs, bread, and milk for yer morning meal, and together we will continue to clear the rocks from the field.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I will set more snares before I sleep, and mayhaps I will catch another brace of rabbits, sir.”

      “Meat on the table is always welcome,” said the farmer plainly, returning to his stew as silence fell upon the table again. The only sounds were the farmer’s slurping and the birds chirping.
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      Selene awoke suddenly in the gloom of the dusty attic in the cottage rafters. The attic was above her father's room and was accessible only by a steep wooden ladder. She could hear her father snoring, but there was another sound. She crawled from under her thin blanket to the shutters and listened. She heard the sound of music and a faint voice singing. She had never heard music before, and the sound of it seemed magical to her. Her face pressed against the shutters and was bathed in stripes of creamy moonlight shining through the slats.

      The music, the strumming of a lute, sounded so sweet, and the voice, even though distant, sounded so pure and delicate.

      Selene crouched and listened, her face concentrating. As a gust of wind blew, the words suddenly became clearer…

      
        
        
        In barley fields, gold and fair,

        Where Midnight's light shone down,

        A maiden fair with eyes so blue,

        Met a traveller ‘neath the moon.

      

      

      

      Selene's heart raced, and butterflies fluttered in her stomach. It was handsome Lawrence, singing a song about lovers.

      She crawled to the hatch and looked down into her father's bedchamber. Moonlight spilled through the open window that framed her father, lying asleep on the bed. The only sound was his rhythmic snoring.

      She silently crept down the ladder, her eyes fixed on her father's sleeping face the whole time. When she got to the bottom, she moved to the door and slipped through it into the kitchen.

      Outside, the bright white moon washed the landscape in a milky glow, and bats fluttered across the sky. She heard the music drifting across the fields and began heading towards the source of the sounds. As she walked through the barley behind the barn, she heard the singer's words again…

      
        
        
        Oh, fair maid with golden hair,

        Met a traveller, strong and fair,

        In barley fields, 'neath moon's bright shine,

        Their love grew sweet as summer wine,

      

      

      

      Lawrence sat cross-legged on a rock in a clearing behind the barn. He was playing a lute and singing. Selene stood silently at the edge of the clearing, dressed in her drab smock, listening to the sweet serenade.

      
        
        
        So here's to love that's pure and true,

        Like the maiden's heart and lips,

        Alone they stood, ’neath the moon,

        And the traveller stole a kiss…

      

      

      

      Lawrence stopped playing and looked up, smiling pleasantly as if expecting to see her there. He stood.

      “I apologise if my singing has disturbed you, sweet Selene,” he said, placing the lute on the rock and stepping toward her. His face was smiling and handsome, and his pale hair seemed silver in the moonlight. She didn't know what to say.

      “’Tis a beautiful night, sweet Selene,” said Lawrence, taking another step closer.

      Selene's eyes watched him. Her heart was racing, and a shiver rippled across her skin in the coolness of the night.

      “But nothing compares to your beauty…sweet Selene,” he said, stepping closer still, taking her by the shoulders.

      She looked up into his blue eyes, her throat dry. He leaned forward, her eyes closed, and he kissed her.

      She felt as though the ground had given way, and she was falling. She fell head over heels, spinning and tumbling through black nothingness over and over again. And then she landed with a THUD.

      She lay naked on the gloomy floor of a dead forest. The trees were petrified and ghostly, their barren branches reaching into the air like dead, twisted fingers. She was winded and disoriented. A damp, clinging mist hung in the air, illuminated by shards of moonlight breaking through the dead canopy above.

      A blood-curdling howl from some terrible beast hidden amongst the trees and fog echoed around her, and she panicked. She pulled herself to her feet and began to run, stumbling through the darkness. Brambles scraped across her body, tearing her skin, with blood dripping from the wounds.

      Something was behind her, running and growling. She screamed as she stumbled on a rock, falling forward but regaining her footing, continuing onward through the swirling mist and gloom. Something crashed into her, sending her sprawling forward, where she landed on a muddy patch of ground. She tried to crawl away, her fingers digging into the soft earth, crying and sobbing as the growling behind her grew louder.

      And then the thing was on her, its snout beside her head, its jowls dripping saliva. She screamed as the beast flipped her over and loomed above her.

      Black, rotting arms pushed from the earth and gripped her, restraining her.

      The beast slashed her stomach with a clawed paw, and she watched wide-eyed as her abdomen split open, blood spilling from the wound, and her entrails flopped down into the mud. She screamed and begged, fighting against the cold hands that restrained her. The beast began retching and gagging, bile and slime dripping from its mouth and snout as it forced something up its throat.

      She watched in horror as the beast vomited up a wet and greasy foetus that was ejected from its mouth and plopped down into the open wound, where it burrowed itself into her. The black hands gripped her tighter, pulling the flaps of flesh together, and began stitching her stomach up with a long needle and black thread.

      Her head fell back into the mud, looking up at the beast's snarling face as she lay sobbing and… She awoke panting and sweating in the gloomy attic above her father's room.

      She lay motionless for a while, trying to work out what had happened. She was still dressed, but soaked with sweat. She checked her stomach, and there were no cuts or stitches. There were no cuts on her face or arms. She could hear the dull sound of her father snoring below her. She moved to the shutter and peered through. The sky was brightening to the east, and soon it would be morning. She had dreamed the whole thing.

      A vivid and beautiful dream one moment and a terrifying nightmare the next. She remembered hearing Lawrence play his lute and the sweet sound of his voice, singing of a traveller stealing a kiss from a maiden. And of Lawrence kissing her, and then…she couldn't bring herself to think of the other thing, the beast in the wood.

      She shuddered, cold from the dampness of her clothing. She moved to the opening, climbed down the ladder, and silently headed to the kitchen. She built and lit a fire and hung a pan full of water above it.

      In the predawn gloom, she went to the paddock with a flagon and a basket. She opened the door to the barn, and the goats wandered out, bleating and hungry. She distractedly milked the goats and then collected eggs from the coop, all the while thinking of Lawrence inside the barn.

      Did I dream the whole thing? She thought, shaken and puzzled. Was the whole thing a dream, and there is no handsome man named Lawrence sleeping inside the barn?

      She hurried back to the cottage, confused and scared. She tried to distract herself by adding the eggs to the boiling water, but as she did, she dropped one, which cracked on the floor. She crouched down, panicked, and scooped up the shell and mess, flinging it into the fire and covering the wet patch on the floor with ash and soot before her father came and saw it, getting angry.

      She mixed the bread dough and placed it in a lidded pot, hanging it above the fire. She added more wood, all the time trying not to think of the man in the barn or the beast in the woods. She skimmed the fat off the milk and churned it until she had a large pat of fresh butter.  She placed the butter in a dish, checked the bread, removed the eggs from the boiling water, and turned. Her father was standing at the door to his bedchamber. She jumped and gasped in shock.

      The sun was creeping above the horizon, and soon her father would want his morning meal before he started work.

      “Where is the boy?” demanded the farmer, buttoning his tunic.

      She stared at him, scared to say a word.

      Handsome Lawrence is real, she thought, a knot tightening in her chest.

      The farmer left the kitchen and strode across the yard to the barn. Selene moved to the door, watching her father from the interior. Her father stepped into the barn and then emerged a few moments later. He looked around, then walked back, his head bent over. Selene hurried from the door and back to the fireplace. He walked back into the kitchen and sat down.

      “Where’s my food?” he demanded.

      Selene placed a bowl of boiled eggs on the table, then lifted the pot with the bread inside from the hook and turned the loaf out onto the counter. She cut two slices and placed them on the table. Her father was peeling an egg, bitter, brooding, and silent again.

      She wanted to ask about Lawrence, but she dared not. She poured her father a cup of milk, her hands trembling, and stood with her head bowed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter Two


          

          
            Selene

          

        

      

    

    
      Three months had passed since the handsome young man had visited the cottage, and no mention had ever been made of Lawrence by her father. During these three months, her father continued to brood and look at her scornfully.

      But Selene had thought of him, of Lawrence, often. She thought of watching him work in the field, of his charming smile and manners. She thought about how she had wondered what it would feel like to be held by him, to run away with him, and to be kissed by him. She thought of the compliment he had paid her and his sweet voice and music.

      She thought of the words he had sung, “A maiden fair with eyes so blue, met a traveller beneath the moon.” She thought of seeing him perched on the rock and how enchanting and magical it had all seemed. And how he had kissed her and how her nightmare had begun.

      It had all seemed so real, like it was actually happening, but she had awoken in her bed, under her blanket, and she couldn’t work out which parts were real and which were a dream. The terrible beast seemed so real and horrible, but it had to be a dream!

      But a month after the dream, she noticed that her breasts had started to become more sensitive and seemed larger. And she could feel that something was different inside of her. And as the miserable, silent weeks passed with her miserable, silent father, her stomach began to grow.

      She lay on the boards of the dusty attic each night, silently sobbing, wishing, and hoping that she was still dreaming—that this was all part of the horrible nightmare and that when she awoke, she had never met the handsome traveller or heard his music and singing.

      But now, three months after the traveller had visited, she stood, filled with dread and something growing inside her. With her back to her father, she pretended to be cleaning something as he ate a paltry supper of dandelion soup.

      The farmer slurped the thin soup while curiously studying his daughter from the rear. He wiped his mouth with the back of a tanned arm and sipped a cup of milk.

      “Turn around,” he commanded.

      She did not move. She trembled as a single tear rolled from her scared, closed eyes.

      The farmer’s eyes narrowed. A flush of pink anger appeared on his neck. “Turn around, or yer will feel my hand on yer face!”

      Selene straightened, trying to suck in her stomach as much as possible, and she turned in a slow, awkward movement. Her eyes stared at the wall, just above her father’s head, so she wouldn’t have to look him in the eyes.

      The farmer studied her.

      “Pull up yer smock,” he said as he stood, causing the chair to fall over behind him.

      The clatter of the falling chair made Selene jump as another tear rolled from her eye. Her father was standing before her now, his eyes full of fury. He grabbed her smock at her collar with both hands, ripping it open, tearing it downwards until her naked, pregnant body was exposed.

      She broke down, sobbing and crying, as her father looked at her pregnant stomach with a mixture of hate and disgust.

      “Yer filthy, dirty whore!” he said, stepping back, looking shocked and reviled, his face twisted in a hideous, appalled expression.

      Selene tried to cover herself and say something, but her father struck her, sending her crashing to the floor. She lay stunned, her eyes dazed, as blood dripped from a split in her lip. Her father grabbed her by the hair, dragging her screaming to the door. He pulled her out into the yard in the dimness of dusk.

      He grabbed her by the throat with a rough, calloused hand. “A compliment is all this whore charges for the wet patch between her legs!” he spat, punching her again.

      Selene’s head jerked backwards, and when her father released her, she flopped to the ground.

      “Take yer bastard and leave, whore! If I find yer here on the morrow, I will kill yer with my own hands.”

      These were the last words her father said to her before he stormed back into the cottage, slamming the door behind him.
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      Selene staggered through the darkness. She wandered in a daze, her bare feet stumbling on rocks and the roots of trees. Her right eye was bruised and closed up, her lip was split, and her face was smeared with blood and dirt. Her ragged smock was ripped open, exposing her nakedness to the cold night air. She walked all night, scared and desperate. She had no idea where she was going or what she would do.

      She had lost everything. She had lost her family and home, and now she had lost her dignity. No one would help a peasant girl, especially a peasant girl with a bastard in her belly. But what scared her the most was that she had convinced herself it was not real. And she didn’t know how she ended up with a babe in her belly, like her mother had with her sisters.

      And so she cried and wailed as she staggered out across the fields, hoping that something would come for her and kill her. She hoped and wished that something would kill her quickly. She thought about going back to her father and begging him to kill her, to strangle her and end the suffering. She knew he would do it, so ashamed was he at the thought of her rutting with Lawrence and another mouth to feed.

      “But I haven’t done anything!” she screamed to the night, tears running from her swollen eye. “It was a dream, it wasn’t real!”

      At dawn, she walked listlessly along a dirt track, surrounded by fields and wooded outcrops. As the sun rose above the horizon ahead of her, she saw something moving. A colourful and rickety-looking caravan drawn by a pair of horses was trundling along the trail, coming toward her. She froze, watching the caravan in the distance, as wisps of dust flew up from behind it as it made slow progress toward her. There was nowhere to hide, so she ducked into the wheat growing alongside the track.

      She crouched down, hearing the horses’ hooves, the creaking and rattling of the caravan, and the jingling of bells, growing closer. As the caravan pulled alongside where she was hiding, she heard a voice call out, “Whoa!” It was a woman’s voice.

      Selene was terrified anew, shaking and trembling, desperately trying to stifle her sobs with a hand over her stricken mouth. She hoped and wished that whoever was on the cart would be gone, so she could wander off somewhere and fling herself in a river to drown to end this living nightmare.

      She heard the noise and creaking of someone climbing from the cart and the sounds of the horses chewing the bit and scraping their hooves.

      “Hello, my little sweetling!” said the voice of someone moving in amongst the wheat.

      She didn’t know what to do, so she stayed hunched over, sobbing, knowing she had been found, and hoping whomever it was would slit her throat and kill her quickly, just like her mother.
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