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      I sat cross-legged in front of a pond. Its depths were clear and calm, with just the slightest ripple. The woods around me rang with birdcalls and the rustle of leaves from various forest creatures. I stared into the pool and concentrated on letting go of all thought.

      As my mind became as calm as the water, my body also relaxed. The mossy ground was cool and slightly damp beneath my linen trousers. A beetle crawled over my bare foot. I inhaled, filling my lungs with the scent of moist earth, cool water and rotting leaves. I watched the water and tried not to let anxiety crowd into my mind. Eventually, I would master control of the Sight. If I waited long enough and kept my mind still enough, the waters would show me something. A voice from behind me disrupted the stillness I concentrated so hard on.

      "Arlen, Oistin asks that you go to him."

      I sighed and pushed my irritation aside. It was not the boy's fault I had managed to achieve the calmness I sought only moments before he spoke.

      "Did he want me urgently, Pilib?" My gaze never left the water, hoping I might yet See something.

      "He asked that you go immediately. He's in his bedchamber."

      I nodded and heard just the faintest rustle of leaves as the boy retreated. I shouldn't have been able to hear him at all, but he was an apprentice just newly arrived. He had much to learn yet. With one last wistful glance into the pond, I climbed to my feet and brushed the dirt from the seat of my trousers.

      As I set off through the woods, I wondered what Oistin wanted. Perhaps he intended to ask me to take a new boy under my wing. Perhaps he merely planned to ask after my studies. I pushed the thoughts from my mind. There was no point in speculating. I would find out soon enough.

      The stone lodge stood in the middle of a large clearing deep within the woods. The remoteness of the location suited us, for those training to be druids spend much time alone. Surrounded by woods as we were, there were plenty of quiet places for a druid to wander off by himself. Many a day had I spent perched in the branches of a tree, or sitting on a flat rock, or roaming the woods, reciting the lore we learned, practising calling the elements, or trying to master the Sight.

      The heavy wooden door of the lodge stood open. It was rarely closed. Inside was cold and dark, for evening approached and the lamps had not yet been lit. The aroma of vegetable soup and fresh bread made my mouth water and reminded me I hadn't eaten yet today. I made my way through the corridors to Oistin's quarters.

      As the master druid, Oistin had a bedchamber that although modest, was far larger than the one I shared with three others. I rapped softly on the open door, waiting until he bade me enter. The room contained a bed, which was neatly made, some shelves, a cupboard, and a large desk. Its window looked out at an elegant rowan tree. Oistin sat behind the desk, examining a piece of parchment which he held close to his face.

      "Arlen." He placed the parchment on the desk and waved me in.

      "You wished to see me?"

      "Yes, yes." For a moment, Oistin looked puzzled, as if he couldn't recall why he had summoned me, then he nodded. I suspected he wasn't as forgetful as he sometimes pretended. He ran our community with tight reins and rarely let an important detail slip. "I have a task for you."

      I waited.

      "I am sending you to Braen Keep to be an advisor to Hearn. You will leave as soon as you pack your belongings."

      "Master?" My carefully cultivated calmness evaporated.

      "It's a new stage of your journey, boy. A grand adventure. Great responsibility."

      "You're sending me to the king?"

      "He needs a trustworthy advisor. Someone honourable. Someone who will guide him with the country's best interests in mind."

      Oistin looked at his desk, at the window, at the rug-covered floor. Anywhere other than at me.

      "Master, I don't understand."

      How could he have forgotten? Oistin knew my greatest failing as a druid. He knew why I was the person least suitable to undertake such a task.

      "I know it might seem intimidating. You'll be surrounded by more people than you're accustomed to. It'll be noisier. You'll need to find a quiet place of your own where you can continue to practise your craft."

      "How will I advise the king?" I asked. "You know I have no ability with the Sight."

      Oistin sighed and finally looked at me.

      "You will do what you must do, Arlen. Now, go gather your belongings so we can send you on your way. Tonight you will dine in the king's hall."

      "Does this mean my training is concluded?"

      He studied me before he responded. He knew there was a personal task I planned to complete as soon as I finished my training. A task I had never kept secret from him and that I had no intention of postponing. I would repay my training and serve as druid wherever he wanted to send me — once my task was complete.

      "Your training is suspended," Oistin said. "You must continue to learn what you can in the meantime. When Hearn no longer requires you, you will return here to finish your training."

      I left Oistin's bedchamber with my head held high and my shoulders straight. I breathed deeply — in, out, in — as I strode along the corridors to my own bedchamber. A sigh of relief when I arrived to find it empty of my fellow druids. Our accommodations were sparse: four narrow cots, each draped with a grey blanket, one cot against each wall. A well-worn rug covered the wooden floor. Our belongings, such as they were, were stored in boxes beneath our cots. We were permitted two boxes each. Our bedchamber was in the middle of the lodge, so there were no windows. The stone walls were bare with the exception of a small shelf holding a lamp, which I lit with trembling hands.

      I sank onto my cot and dropped my head into my hands. I had grievously offended Oistin. Why else would he punish me in such a way? To send me away, my training incomplete, was a clear indication I had failed.

      I had always expected to leave the community eventually. Other than those few druids who remained here to teach, most stayed only for the ten years of our training. They departed to perform the roles for which we had studied: advisor, confidante, teacher. They interpreted visions and signs, performed ceremonies, led festivities. All except for me.

      Twelve summers had passed since the druids came to take me from Silver Downs. Twelve summers during which I studied hard and learned all I could, yet I showed little sign of ability. Small charms that my fellows performed easily required many long hours of practice for me. I could not call on the elements until several years after all my fellows had mastered the practice, and even now the air elementals still eluded me. I found it difficult to interpret the signs, for it seemed they could be read in several ways, depending on one's motive. But the area in which I had most soundly failed was the Sight. No matter how many hours I practised, I never Saw even the briefest vision in the waters. But despite that, the druids believed I was intended for them.

      I had a secret reason for pursuing my training, despite my lack of ability, and it pained me that Oistin had seemingly chosen to disregard this now. I had confided in him many years ago about my sister, who had been stolen at birth by the fey queen, Titania. He knew I planned to search for her as soon as my training was complete. Once she was located and safely returned home, I would again be at the druids' disposal — for the rest of my life. It seemed to me to be a fair exchange.

      Given my lack of ability, there must be another reason the druids had selected me all those years ago. If Oistin had Seen the path that lay ahead of me, he had never hinted at it. So this assignment was completely unexpected. How would I advise the king with no Sight?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            ARLEN

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no point sitting here feeling sorry for myself. Oistin had made his decision and I would not shame myself by arguing with him. From under my bed, I retrieved the boxes that held all my worldly belongings. Two spare pairs of linen trousers, three tunics. A pair of socks, long overdue for darning. A well-worn pair of boots. A thick cloak. A sack in which to pack my belongings if I travelled from the community.

      The other box contained a comb and a few small mementoes of Silver Downs, for as a boy I had been permitted to take from home only what fit in my pockets. A black raven feather, gathered on some long-forgotten expedition. A stone plucked from one of the twin rivers that crossed our estate, worn perfectly smooth and round from the waters. A small wooden dagger one of my soldier cousins made for me. I remembered him wrapping my fingers around the dagger as he taught me to use it. And the final item: two small, flat blocks of wood bound together with a faded yellow ribbon. It contained a single day's eye bloom, taken from a bush on the very edge of Silver Downs, swiftly plucked as I walked away for the last time. This was everything in the world that belonged to me.

      I pulled on my socks and boots, then quickly packed the rest of my belongings in the sack. I pushed the boxes back under my cot, which would likely belong to someone else by sundown tomorrow. Cots did not stay empty around here for long. Clutching the sack, I left my bedchamber without another glance.

      When I returned to Oistin, he still sat at his desk, although whether he stared at the parchment lying there or at his hands in his lap, I couldn't tell.

      "Aah, Arlen. Are you ready?"

      "I am at your command, Master."

      "Then we shall send you immediately." He went to the door. "Come."

      "May I ask something before I leave?"

      Oistin's step faltered and he paused before turning to face me.

      "Of course, and I will answer if I can."

      "Will you tell me what I have done?"

      "Whatever do you mean? This is a great honour. Some druids spend their whole lives angling for a position at court."

      "But not me. You know this is the last thing I desire. So I would know what it is I have done to cause you to punish me in this way."

      Oistin sighed and for the first time I noticed how old he looked. His face was lined and his eyes shadowed.

      "Arlen, this is not a punishment."

      "Then why do you send me? Why not Niall or Donat? They would be better suited to such a position than I."

      "Give yourself time to settle in. It won't be that bad. You've been here a long time and I suppose you think of this as your home. There is always a sense of grief at leaving one's home behind."

      "You know I despise politics. I have little patience for it. I am entirely unsuited to advise the king."

      "I think Hearn will find you refreshing. He has enough sycophants surrounding him. An impartial advisor will be welcome."

      "You know the other reason I am unsuitable. That hasn't changed. I will be useless to him."

      "I haven't forgotten. The visions will come with time. Patience. Practice."

      "I've had patience. I've spent hundreds of hours practising. And still I See nothing. How can I advise the king if I cannot See?"

      "He doesn’t need to know that you See nothing. You have common sense and wisdom and enough knowledge of politics, history and geography. Your Sight will come eventually, but in the meantime, you can still guide Hearn to make the right decisions."

      "You want me to lie to the king?"

      "I'm not suggesting you lie to him. Merely that you don't tell him what he doesn't need to know."

      "Master, is there no one else who can do this?"

      Oistin's mouth twisted and he laid his hand on my shoulder.

      “Arlen, I regret that I have to ask this of you. But it must be you who goes. I have Seen it."

      "Tell me. Please."

      "There is little to tell. I Saw you at the king's side with a shadowy woman behind you. That is all."

      "That doesn't mean I am intended as his advisor, only that for some reason, at some time, I might meet the king."

      "I feel this deep in my bones, Arlen. A sure certainty. You are meant to be at Hearn's side. You will be instrumental in something he must achieve. It has to be you."

      "And what of my sister? When will I be able to search for her?"

      Oistin looked at me steadily and at first I thought he would not reply. When eventually he spoke, I felt like I had been punched in the stomach.

      "Your sister will be important to the kingdom's peace," he said. "It is crucial that you find her, but not yet. Certain events must occur first. If you search for her too soon, everything will be ruined."

      "You have Seen her?" I whispered. "She is alive?"

      He nodded. "But I must caution you, Arlen. Do not search for her until I tell you. Peace is fragile and tenuous. Your sister will either make peace or irrevocably destroy it."

      I sucked in a deep breath and bowed my head.

      "I understand. If you wish me to go, I will go."

      "I will send someone to visit occasionally, so you can return any news. Ronan, perhaps. He itches to be out in the world and away from here. Don't send a messenger unless the matter is dire. Wait until I send someone we can trust."

      I nodded.

      "Let's send you on your way, then."

      As I followed Oistin out to the stone circle that stood not far from our lodge, druid after druid came to pay their respects, for already word had gone around that I was leaving. About two dozen druids lived in our community and I knew them all. Most were youngsters, arrived only in the last couple of years. A few were master druids who stayed to guide the younger ones. And then there was me. I stayed because I had not managed to complete my training. Yet I was about to step into one of the most highly coveted positions.

      I said my farewells quickly. There were none here I was close to. There had been good friends over the years — boys who came to the community around the same time as I had — but they all moved on eventually. They mastered their studies and left for whatever role Oistin chose for them after their ten years were concluded.

      By the time we reached the stones, only Oistin remained. The stone circle was ancient and we had no knowledge of those who set it in place, or why they would select such a site deep in the woods. I rested my palm against one of the stones, seeking a connection with it, and received a faint sensation of peacefulness and endurance.

      "Farewell, Arlen," Oistin said. "You have studied long and hard and your journey is not over. Keep up your practice. Find a place where you can study and meditate in quiet. That which you seek will come when the time is right."

      "Of course, Master. Thank you for everything."

      "Step into the centre of the stones, then. Keep your eyes closed until you stop moving. Someone should be there to meet you. Hearn is expecting you."

      Dead leaves crunched under my boots as I followed his instructions. I closed my eyes and waited. There was nothing left to say.

      Oistin murmured an invocation to the air elementals, asking them to take me to my destination. I had never before travelled in this manner, although I knew what to expect and, in theory, I knew how to summon the elementals to send me through the stones. I resisted the urge to open my eyes and check what happened.

      Soon enough a gentle breeze flowed around me. It circled my legs and moved up my body, bringing with it the fragrant scent of honeysuckle. I clutched my sack of belongings as the breeze grew stronger, whipping around me, faster and faster. There was no other sensation of movement, only of wind swirling around me, as if I was in the eye of a storm.

      Eventually the wind died down. It became once more a gentle breeze that wafted around my legs. Then that, too, withdrew and I was alone.
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      When I opened my eyes, I stood in the centre of a much larger circle, the stones of which were taller and wider than any man. Despite Oistin's promise that someone would meet me, I was alone. Grassy fields and a few ash trees surrounded the stone circle, but nothing that might be a commoner's lodge, let alone a king's. The sky held no trace of smoke that might signal a home, only a few clouds and the golden blush of sunset. Not the most auspicious of beginnings.

      I dropped my pack in the middle of the circle and sat on the grass. I had no idea which direction Braen Keep lay in. As the sun sank, the air grew cool. I shivered in my linen trousers and my stomach growled. I had not thought to bring any supplies. I could probably make enough of a meal if I left the stones. There would be mushrooms or nuts or any number of things I might eat, but I might miss whoever was meant to meet me. So I waited. I would not let Oistin down by disobeying him on my first assignment.

      Darkness fell and stars appeared. I should have used this time to meditate, perhaps on my failure with the Sight, but instead I leaned back on my hands and stared up at the sky. It had always fascinated me. The sun. The moon. The stars. The beauty of it all. Had anyone ever persuaded the air elementals to let them travel the skies? Could I touch the sun if they were willing? Stand on a star?

      My thoughts wandered to my lost sister. I had heard the tale of our birth more times than I could count. How Eithne struggled in labour for almost a day before the first babe was born. It was a girl child, as she had known it would be, and she had already determined the babe would be named Agata for her own mother. No sooner was the child born than Titania revealed herself.

      Nobody knew how long the queen of the fey had watched. Perhaps she had only just arrived, in which case the timing was fortuitous for her. Or maybe she had looked on all through that long day. Before anyone could move, Titania snatched up the babe, still coated with birth fluids and not yet even wrapped in a blanket.

      "The child is born of a fey," Titania said. "She should be with her own kind. If you want her to live, you will not follow."

      Then she disappeared and the child with her. Before Eithne could make sense of what had happened, her womb contracted and it was only then she realised there was a second babe. I was born and Eithne named me Arlen.

      "The child has been unSeen this far," said Brigit, who was wife to Eithne's brother and midwife for the births. "Even my own Sight didn't show him. If you acknowledge him as your son, she will steal him, too."

      Eithne was distraught at the loss of one child and unwilling to give up another, but she knew the wisdom of Brigit's words. So I was given to Cryda, a servant who had recently borne a child, and she nursed me with her own babe. But I grew up knowing that Eithne had given birth to me, although Cryda was the one I called Mother. We had neither seen nor heard of Agata since then. I was a young boy when I first vowed to search for my sister and bring her home if she still lived. I reasoned that since I had been unSeen, Titania's instruction not to follow Agata did not apply to me, only to those who had been present for our births.

      As night deepened and moonlight shone on the ancient circle surrounding me, I took my woollen cloak from the sack and wrapped it tightly around my shoulders. It kept out the night breeze, but still the chill crept underneath and I began to shiver. I knew techniques that would keep me warm, if I could attain the right level of focus. Settling into a meditation pose, with my legs crossed and my back straight, I closed my eyes and tried to let go of my thoughts.

      It was difficult at first, for I was distracted by my bodily need for warmth, but eventually I stopped feeling the cold. I passed the night in the peacefulness of deep meditation, not even noticing when the sun rose, and only opening my eyes when someone spoke.

      "Are you going to sit there all day?"

      Standing over me was a man perhaps a couple of summers younger than I. He wore dark blue trousers and a shirt of the same colour. He gave me a friendly grin and reached out to help me up.

      "Bram," he offered. "You the druid? From Oistin?"

      "That would be me," I said. "My name is Arlen."

      "Come on, then. I'll take you to the keep."

      We bore west, walking through ankle-deep grass that still held the lushness of late summer, although that season was past. The ground sloped upward gently. We walked in silence for several minutes.

      "Did you not expect me yesterday?" I asked eventually, thinking I should try to make conversation.

      Bram shrugged and his ears turned pink.

      "We was busy yesterday. Hearn couldn't spare anyone to come get you until this morning."

      Perhaps Hearn wasn't enamoured of Oistin's belief that he needed a druid advisor. We walked in silence and eventually we came to the top of a long slope. In the distance, still a couple of hours' walk away, stood a town.

      "You walked all this way to fetch me?" I asked.

      "Set out at first light," Bram said.

      I wondered why he didn't ride a horse or perhaps bring a cart, but I didn't ask. It seemed politics were at play even before I arrived. I would need to learn fast. The sun was past its zenith before we reached Braen Town. I had never been to a town before, so I had no sense of its size compared to others. The streets were dusty and poorly paved, and the air stank of rotting refuse. Skinny children crouched in the dirt, watching forlornly as people rushed past. The adults looked downtrodden and surly. I made eye contact with a woman and she raised her lip in a snarl. I was careful not to look directly at anyone else after that.

      It took at least another hour to wind our way through the streets. Eventually we reached a tall stone wall set with heavy wooden gates which stood open. Bram greeted the two guards stationed there as we passed through. Inside were fewer people, although this side of the wall seemed no better maintained than the other. I saw bare earth, stunted trees, and paths in need of repair. My spirits sank. I was used to greenery and solitude and the peacefulness of the woods. Here was all dirt and dust and people rushing. Surely Oistin didn't expect me to stay here for long.

      Braen Keep was far larger than the druids' lodge. My memories of Silver Downs were faded, but I had always thought it to be a large lodge. However, even it paled in comparison to the king's keep. Like the town around it, though, Braen Keep was poorly maintained. Weather and mould darkened the grey stones, window shutters hung crookedly, and the roughness of the thatching suggested it leaked. A raven perched on the roof cawed and I had the uncanny sense that he warned me away. We entered through a small side door, guarded only by a single man who nodded at Bram.

      Inside, the keep was dim and dusty. There were no lamps or candles lit, despite how little sunlight reached through the shuttered windows. Bram led me up several flights of stairs and along twisting passages before we reached a small bedchamber with an ill-fitting door.

      "This is where you'll sleep," he muttered as he put his shoulder to the door to force it open.

      The bedchamber was no larger than the one I had shared at the druid community, but it contained only one bed rather than four. The rest of the furniture consisted of a wooden chair, a small chest of drawers, and a single shelf. Wooden shutters covered the window, but there were no curtains. There was no rug on the floor or blanket on the bed. Nevertheless, it was reasonably clean, although it needed a good airing, and would be quiet.

      "This will be ample," I said.

      Despite its plainness, a bedchamber of my own was a luxury. I had never slept alone, even during my boyhood days at Silver Downs.

      "You'll need a blanket." Bram's ears were pink again. "I'll get someone to send one up. And a candle."

      "Thank you.” I should try to make an ally of the young man. After all, he was the only person I knew here. "You've been very kind to walk all that way to fetch me."

      Bram stared at the ground. "Just doing my job."

      "What exactly is that?"

      "I fetch things. Run messages. Things like that."

      "Then you will be a useful man to know should I need to send an urgent message." I tried to give the impression he might someday be privy to secret information, but Bram looked unimpressed. I swallowed a sigh. I knew nothing about politics.

      "Would you show me to the kitchen?" I asked. "I've not eaten since the evening before last. Or do you think Hearn would want to see me immediately?"

      "He'll call for you when he wants you."

      "Wise advice," I said, feeling like a fool.

      I left my sack on the bed and followed Bram along the twisty hallways and down three flights of stone steps. I paid careful attention to our path, for fear I would not find my bedchamber again.

      The kitchen seemed to have no order and nobody in charge, which was a far cry from the community's kitchen. The heat from the wood stoves and two hearths was stifling, and the aroma of beef stew filled the air.

      Bram showed me where I could obtain some bread and a mug of ale, and a spot where I could eat without being in anyone's way. I sat beside two guards who looked up at me blearily, then returned their attention to their meals. They had probably just come off a night shift and I thought better than to try to make conversation with them. I would not win any allies by pestering people.

      Bram had disappeared, so I ate my meal, then managed to find my bedchamber with only one wrong turn. A neatly folded blanket and two candles sat next to my sack of belongings on the cot. I placed my spare clothes and my cloak in the dresser. They barely took up one of the three drawers. What else was I supposed to put in there? Surely nobody expected me to have enough clothes to fill three drawers.

      I managed to force the window shutters open. The wood was swollen and they probably wouldn't close properly again, but at least I could air out the room. Winter nights would be cold with shutters that didn't close, though. I pulled off my boots and stretched out on the cot. Might as well sleep while I could. Who knew what sort of schedule Hearn might expect me to keep once I commenced in my new role as his advisor?

      Hearn kept me waiting for four days. The time spent alone didn't bother me, for I was used to solitary days. When I was hungry, I made my way down to the kitchen and helped myself to bread and ale. Nobody ever commented on my regular presence, although one of the guards who was often there for a meal at the same time soon began to offer a friendly nod.

      I secured the loan of a small bronze bowl, which I filled with water and carried carefully back to my bedchamber. I spent hours peering into the bowl's shallow depths, hoping to catch a glimpse of something. Past. Present. Future. Maybe. But the Sight remained as intangible as ever, and all I saw was the smooth interior of the bowl and the reflection of candlelight on the water's surface. This was what I was doing when Bram finally came to say Hearn had sent for me.

      I followed Bram along the keep's twisty hallways. He paused outside a thick wooden door flanked by two guards on each side.

      "In there." Bram indicated the doors with his thumb.

      "Thank you," I said.

      "Don't thank me till you know what he wants."

      Bram left. I hesitated, wondering whether the guards were supposed to open the door, but they kept their gaze fixed straight ahead. It seemed their duties extended only to keeping people out, not helping them go in. I pushed open the door and entered the king's audience hall.

      There were only five people in the room, and although I had never seen Hearn before, the stout man lounging on a massive chair padded with rich purple cushions had to be him. He appeared to be deep in conversation with a man standing in front of him. Behind Hearn stood two guards and to his left was a much smaller chair on which a woman sat.

      I wondered how it had taken me so long to see her. Even seated as she was, I could tell she was tall and skinny to the point of ungainliness. She held her arms awkwardly, as if she didn't know whether to fold them in her lap or across her chest or rest them on the arms of the chair. Her face was long and horsey, with a large nose and protruding ears. She wore a deep purple gown that looked like it was intended for a woman with a much larger frame.

      As I met her eyes, a jolt passed through my body and it seemed that somebody said pay attention for she will be important. Was this a glimpse of the Sight or merely my own brain being overly dramatic? The woman broke our eye contact to look down at her hands and the moment passed. Trying to cover my discomfort, I strode forward. I stopped a few paces away from Hearn and bowed.

      Hearn paused his conversation to look me up and down. He was a large man in his middle years, with a physique that was turning to fat. His hair hung almost to his shoulders and his eyes were unintelligent.

      "So Oistin has sent his plaything to me.” Hearn’s voice boomed, far too loud for the distance at which I stood.

      "Your Majesty, I understand that I am to advise you," I said.

      "Have you not sufficient advisors, my lord?" asked the man he had been conversing with, eyeing me with clear displeasure. He wore a frilly shirt which he kept straightening and a moustache which he probably thought was more impressive than it really was.

      "I have more advisors than any man should have to suffer," Hearn said. "But it seems the druid master thinks I need one more. Well, let's see what kind of advice you give, druid. You'll stay for as long as your advice pleases me, despite what Oistin says. Go now. I'll call for you when I want you."

      I hesitated. Was he not going to introduce me to the others? I desperately wanted to know who the woman was.

      "Are you deaf, druid?" asked the other man.

      I bowed and left. The heavy door closed behind me with a thud.
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      "Agata, my dear, you look like you have been rolling around on the ground. Whatever were you doing?" Titania reached over and plucked a leaf from my hair. She waved it in front of my face, her eyebrows raised. "Hmmm?"

      I held her gaze and willed myself not to blush.

      "Looking for birds' nests."

      Titania's face said clearly that she didn't believe me, but she wouldn't question me further. That wasn't her way. As long as I looked suitably meek, she would let it go.

      "Well, straighten your clothes and sit down. And Agata," she said as I moved to take my place at her feet. "Do fasten your gown properly."

      She looked pointedly at my chest and I realised my gown was only partially laced up. This time I couldn't hold back my blush. I had taken it off earlier in order to climb a tree more swiftly and hadn't realised I had failed to tie my laces again. I could only guess what she thought I had been doing. I fixed my gown and sat on the edge of the dais, where I could see Titania from the corner of my eye, and ensured my gown covered my legs.

      The dais stood at the edge of a circular clearing in the woods. This was fey territory — Titania's realm — and we were deep in the heart of it. The fey realm sat side by side with the mortal realm, not that I had ever visited that fey-forsaken place. I had no interest in mortals and no reason to visit their realm.

      Oak and elm shaded the clearing, but lush grass covered the ground despite the thick canopy. Titania's magic gave her realm whatever appearance she wished, and the seasons changed only at her desire. Guards stood behind the dais, a full dozen of them. Not that she needed their protection. This was her place and her people. Nobody would dare attack her here and even if they did, Titania could protect herself with her magic. More guards ringed the clearing and in the centre stood a group of fey. Men and women and a few children. They waited silently and without moving, even the children. Appearing impatient was a certain way to bring Titania's wrath down on oneself.

      Titania sat on her throne. Her gown pooled around her feet, shimmering like blood, and her dark hair was artfully arranged to flow over her shoulders in a cascade of curls. Her fingernails — half as long as her fingers themselves and the shade of congealed blood — tapped against the arm of her throne.

      "Where is he?" she hissed, barely moving her mouth. This was why she liked me to sit so close, so she could speak to me without anybody else hearing. I was the only one she could confide in.

      "I haven't seen him all day," I answered quietly.

      She waited for Oberon, king of the fey and her husband, although not my father. She had never told me who my father was and I had never asked. He obviously meant nothing to her, so there was no reason for me to care either. He was probably just some fey she had a brief affair with.

      "He knows I hate waiting for him." Her fingernails drummed against the curved arm of her throne.

      "He'll be here soon."

      It was a lie and we both knew it. Oberon did his own thing. He might turn up, but then again he might not.

      "I'm not waiting any longer," she said, then raised her voice for the guards. "I will hear the first petitioner."

      The guards communicated silently with hand signals, and within moments a fey woman crossed the grassy court and sank to her knees. She bowed her head and waited for Titania to address her. I shifted slightly to get more comfortable and prepared for a tedious day. I had long ago perfected the art of looking attentive while retreating into my own mind.

      My legs had gone numb and I had long since stopped listening when a soft whistle caught my attention. I turned my head slowly, trying to seem as if I just happened to look in a different direction. If Titania thought I was restless, I'd earn a sharp kick in the ribs. That was another reason she liked me to sit so close.

      Sumerled waited in the shadowy depths of the woods. He tipped his head as my gaze met his, beckoning me to come to him. Irritation flared within me. He knew I couldn't leave until Titania allowed it. I gave him the tiniest shake of my head, although even that was more than he deserved.

      "Are we boring you, my dear?" Titania's voice was dry and I knew even without turning that her words were directed at me.

      "Of course not, my lady," I said. "But he is little more than a child and doesn’t understand restraint. I don't control him."

      "You should learn to," she said.

      I swallowed the retort that came to mind, about how she was unable to control Oberon, who hadn't yet showed his face today.

      "Yes, my lady."

      She sighed and with a wave of her hand silenced the current petitioner. He stopped as suddenly as if she had slit his throat.

      "Enough," she said. "Leave."

      The clearing emptied, the fey departing swiftly and silently, even the one whose petition had been cut off. I didn't move. The instruction to leave was unlikely to apply to me, and Titania would only be crosser if I presumed to depart.

      "Agata, come to me," Titania said.

      I stood, my movements graceful, just as she had taught me. I would never move with the sinuousness that Titania did, however much I tried, but I could be graceful and elegant when I remembered. My skirts drifted down over my legs and I gave them a tiny shake to ensure they lay properly. Of course Titania noticed with a frown and I mentally admonished myself. Had I moved correctly, there would be no need to adjust my skirts. She didn't comment, though, and her usually observant gaze was somewhat distant. Perhaps she still wondered about Oberon's absence. Eventually, Titania looked me in the eyes. She had a way of staring that made me feel as if she peered inside my brain.

      "What is our role?" she asked.

      "To rule the fey," I said automatically.

      "And how do we do that?"

      "By being regal and authoritative at all times."

      "Were you regal and authoritative today?"

      I hesitated and her gaze sharpened.

      "No, my lady," I said quickly before she could admonish me. "I was distracted."

      "And it showed."

      "It won't happen again."

      "Make sure it doesn't. Now go. See what that boy wants. I've had enough of listening to whining fey for today anyway."

      I turned to leave but stopped as she said my name.

      "Don't ever turn up for court looking like that again."

      My fingers twitched, but I held them at my sides and didn't let them stray to check my gown was fastened properly or that no more leaves were caught in my hair.

      "Yes, my lady."

      I fled before she could change her mind.
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      Sumerled had at least enough sense not to stand right on the edge of the clearing, where he would have been visible to everyone. He waited further back amongst the trees. Oak and ash and beech grew thickly here, leaving little space for the sunlight to penetrate.

      "What took you so long?" His voice held a whiny tone that made my fingers itch to slap him.

      "Shut up," I hissed. "Just move. Before she changes her mind."

      I held my gown up to my knees and ran through the woods with Sumerled at my heels. We fey know how to move swiftly and silently, although it had taken me somewhat longer to master than is usual for a fey child. Titania had often bemoaned my slowness to learn.

      I inhaled deeply as we ran, savouring the aroma of moss and trees and damp leaves. The fey woods were home. I couldn't imagine ever living anywhere else. Some fey did, of course. Some chose to live in the mortal realm. Titania's opinion of such fey was scathing.

      Although I had no desire to venture into the mortal realm, I was just the tiniest bit curious about it. Could it really be as bad as folk said? I pictured it as a wasteland, all brown and grey and dead. How did mortals survive in such a place. Where did they live? What did they eat? Did they wear clothes like ours? Did they live alone or in groups? What kinds of creatures inhabited their world? A sprite flew past my nose, near enough to brush my skin with its wings.

      "Shoo," I muttered, adding a small burst of speed to get away from it.

      The sprite laughed and flew away. Or at least I thought it laughed. I heard the sprites only as the faintest tittering. Sumerled claimed he could hear them clearly. I was never quite sure whether he lied, although it was true my senses didn't seem quite as sharp as those of most fey.

      "Where shall we go?" I called over my shoulder once we were far enough away from court.

      "Anywhere you like," he called back.

      If it was my choice, I knew exactly where I wanted to go. My favourite place in all the fey realm was a pretty pond shrouded by elegant weeping willows. Their branches draped right down to the ground, forming a green curtain all the way around the pond. The water was warm and came from somewhere deep underground. In the morning, soft white mist hung over the water. Emerald-green moss surrounded the pond and a nearby patch of bluebells scented the air perfectly.

      It would take us some time to get there, even running as fast as we were. I had never seen another living being there — not even a sprite, and they tended to be anywhere one didn't want them. There, I could pretend I was far away from the politics of court and from Titania, whose expectations I never quite managed to live up to. Somewhere where nobody watched to see when I would disgrace myself next and where nobody tried to befriend me just to get closer to Titania.

      There was no point wishing for what I didn't have. Things could be much worse. If I lived in the mortal realm, I'd be far enough away from court, but I would be surrounded by stupid, uninspired, insipid mortals. The worst day amongst the fey was surely a hundred times better than any day in the mortal realm. I stopped thinking and pushed my legs faster as I hurtled over rocks and ducked under branches. If I ran fast enough, maybe I could outrun my morose thoughts.

      "Slow down," Sumerled called from behind me. He might be able to move more quietly than me, but I had always been swifter.

      I ignored him and ran even faster. He would know where to find me. This place was where I always went when I truly wanted to get away from fey intrigue. My legs were tired by the time I reached the pond. I had long left Sumerled behind, although he ran so silently that I never knew exactly where he was. I should have a few minutes to myself before he arrived, though.

      I was hot and sweating from the run as I stripped off my gown and dived into the pond wearing just my underthings. The water was clear and blissfully warm. I took a deep breath and ducked
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