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				To my husband Horst, 

			a man of peace and integrity.

		


		
			Prologue

			​“Faeries of the Oak,” said Rob, “we are at war.”

			The young rebel leader paced the dais, torchlight glinting in his dark eyes and turning his fox-colored hair to flame. Above him soared the high ceiling of the Queen’s Hall, braced by the roots of the living Oak, while below and before him the great chamber was crowded with faeries. 

			There must have been two hundred of Rob’s followers standing or leaning or even sitting at the back of the room, looking almost human in their modern clothes. After them came the upright but markedly smaller group of the Children of Rhys–Garan and his men from the magical Green Isles of Wales–who could have been extras from a Robin Hood film. But at the front of the crowd stood forty or so females dressed in simple, homespun clothing of a style that had not been popular since Jane Austen. 

			It was to this last group that Rob was speaking, and judging by the tense lines of their bodies and the slight quiver of their wings, the Oakenfolk were listening. Standing in the shadows along the wall, Timothy Sinclair–the lone human in the room–silently marveled. After nearly two centuries of isolation, he hadn’t thought the Oakenfolk would respond well to being addressed by a stranger, but they’d all come to attention the moment Rob opened his mouth.

			“About a hundred and fifty years ago,” Rob continued, “a faery calling herself the Empress rose to power in the world beyond this Oak. With cunning and dark magic, she enticed our forebears into giving her one drop each of their blood. By tasting that blood, the Empress learned all their true names . . . and so bound them, and their children, and their children’s children, to obey her every command, forever.”

			As Rob spoke that last sentence, Timothy watched for the faeries’ reaction. The rebels who had followed Rob here from London looked resigned; they had grown up under the Empress’s rule, after all. Garan and the other Children of Rhys wore expressions of grave pity. But the Oakenfolk, who had never heard this story before, were wide-eyed and trembling with horror.

			“The Empress’s ambition,” Rob told them, “is to control every faery in Great Britain, and ensure that they do only what she believes is best for them. And so, when she learned of the Oak’s existence and found that your people had escaped her power, she swore that she would either conquer you . . . or stamp you out.”

			That last part was a little oversimplified, but Timothy could understand why. If Rob explained the whole truth about the Empress’s origins and her connection to the Oak, the Oakenfolk would be more frightened than ever. And if they knew that what she wanted most was to stop faeries from being friendly with human beings, some of them might even be tempted to side with her. There were more than a few Oakenfolk who disliked humans, even now.

			“But you are not alone,” Rob told the Oakenfolk. “Like your new allies from the Green Isles, who have sacrificed so much to join with you and help you in your struggles”– he nodded to Garan and his men—“we rebels believe in this Wyld’s right to remain free, and are ready to support you in any way we can.” He straightened his shoulders, resolute. “We may be strangers to you, but make no mistake about our loyalties. Every one of us is prepared to fight to the death, rather than allow this Oak to fall.”

			In the hush that followed, Timothy had to resist the urge to applaud. Beside him Linden, the brown-haired girl who was his closest friend among the Oakenfolk, gazed at Rob with shining eyes and lips parted in admiration; and even Thorn, a stocky female who was the most sarcastic faery Timothy had ever met, looked grudgingly impressed. Had Rob succeeded in winning the Oakenfolk over? Timothy hoped so, but he knew better than to count on anything yet.

			“It’s easy for you to talk of fighting,” spoke up a harsh voice, and the faeries in the front row scuttled aside as Mallow–a broad, tough-looking faery who was the Oak’s Chief Cook and troublemaker–pushed her way toward the dais. “But some of us have better things to do than waste time waving swords about. What makes you think we want to get involved in this war of yours?”

			“You are already involved,” said Rob, “whether you wish it or not. Soon the Empress is going to attack the Oak, and when she does you will either have to fight, or become her slave.”

			“And whose fault is that?” Mallow demanded. “None of us Oakenfolk would be in danger at all if those two”–she jabbed a finger at Linden and Timothy—“hadn’t been fool enough to go haring off into the Empress’s territory and make a spectacle of themselves.” She folded her arms dismissively. “So let them fight with her. Leave the rest of us out of it.”

			Timothy had meant to stay out of the discussion, but that was too outrageous to let pass. “So you’d rather Linden had stayed in the Oak and let you all die,” he said, “instead of risking her life to find other faeries and get you back your magic?”

			“What business is it of yours, human?” retorted Mallow. “You don’t know what it’s like to be a faery, with magic or without. Who brought you in here anyway?”

			“I did.” Queen Valerian rose from her throne at the back of the dais, regal despite her plain robes and mild appearance. “I gave Timothy a charm that would make him small enough to visit us. And I asked him to be present at this meeting, so that he might report the outcome to the rest of our human allies.”

			Which made it sound as though there were a whole horde of humans ready to defend the Oak, so it was no wonder the newcomers in the audience looked impressed. But the truth was, all they had was Timothy, his cousin Paul, and Paul’s wife Peri, also known as Knife–who had once been a faery herself.

			“Is that so?” said Mallow. “Well, if Knife’s so interested in what we’re up to, why isn’t she here? I think we all know where her loyalties really lie.”

			“How dare you?” Linden rounded on her, small fists clenched. “Knife’s done more for our people than anyone. For years she’s protected us, hunted food for us, brought us knowledge and ideas from the outside world. Without her, we’d have died out a long time ago.” Her voice quavered with emotion. “She’s given up so much to help us, and it makes me so angry that nobody seems to care!”

			Linden was one of the shortest faeries in the Oak, and at fifteen she was certainly the youngest. But at that moment she looked as fierce as Knife herself, and everyone around her took a hasty step back, even Mallow.

			“Knife’s loyalties are not in question,” said Queen Valerian. “She has her own plans for how to protect the Oakenwyld against attack, and has already begun training her fellow humans to fight with her. Is that not so, Timothy?”

			Timothy nodded gingerly. He still had a pulled muscle in his neck from sparring with Peri that morning.

			“Mallow, you have every right to ask questions. But if you cannot be civil, then you will be asked to leave.” Valerian turned to Rob. “Please continue. How can we Oakenfolk, few as we are, defend ourselves against such a powerful enemy?”

			“My people are skilled in magical combat and the use of weapons,” said Rob. “We are willing to train anyone who wishes to fight.”

			A hand crept up from the midst of the crowd, and everyone turned to look at the tiny red-haired faery who had raised it. “But what if some of us aren’t good at fighting? Or just . . . can’t bear to hurt anyone?”

			“Coward,” muttered a male voice behind Timothy, and Timothy had to resist the urge to whip around and punch the rebel flat. Wink–short for Periwinkle–might be fluttery and timid-seeming at times, but no one who knew her would ever accuse her of cowardice.

			“It takes more than swords to win a battle,” said Rob. “We will need faeries to set protective wards about the Oakenwyld, to craft arrows and supply provisions, and to treat the injured. Even the least warlike among you can make a difference, if you are willing.” He inclined his head to Wink, and she beamed back.

			“That’s nice,” Mallow said dryly. “But if this Empress controls all the other faeries, then she’s got us far outnumbered already. There’s no way we can win.”

			“If I believed that,” Rob replied, “I would never have brought my people here. This Oak is an excellent stronghold, with room for twice as many faeries as we have with us today. I believe that once the news of our stand against the Empress begins to spread, it will not be long before this Wyld is full of our allies.”

			“Full of fools wishing for a quick death, you mean,” said Mallow. “Who’d get involved in a war unless they have to? And how are your so-called allies–or even you and your rebels, for that matter–supposed to stand up against the Empress, when she could call your names and tell you to go stick your heads in the privy at any minute?”

			“I can think of someone’s head I’d like to stick in the privy,” muttered Thorn, and Timothy had to pretend he was coughing to hide a laugh. Trust Thorn to be unimpressed by Mallow, even when the rest of the Oakenfolk were intimidated.

			“The Empress may call all she likes,” said Rob, “but we will no longer answer. The Stone of Naming, which Linden and Timothy brought back with them from the Green Isles, gives a new name to any faery who holds it–a name which the Empress does not know.”

			He gestured to Garan, who held up the ordinary-looking white pebble for the Oakenfolk to see. “My followers and I have already touched the Stone, and can vouch for its power. And I am confident that once the faeries in the surrounding Wylds learn of the Stone’s existence, they will be eager to join us, if only we can set them free.”

			Mallow looked skeptical, but made no further protest. The faeries in the audience began to whisper to each other, and the buzz in the chamber grew until Queen Valerian motioned them all to silence.

			“I have set three faeries in charge of defending the Oak,” she said. “Rob will lead the rebels, and Garan the Children of Rhys; and as for the Oakenfolk, your commander will be Thorn.”

			There was a general murmur at this, most of it approving. The Queen went on: “At all times my three generals will work together, along with myself and my council and also with the humans in the House, to ensure that the Oakenwyld is protected.”

			She spread out her hands to the crowd, taking them all in with a single gesture. “The Empress could come upon us at any moment. We must be prepared, but above all we must be united, if we are to survive. And so I ask you all to set aside your prejudices and fears, and trust each other. For if we do not have that trust, then even the Stone of Naming will not be enough to keep us from falling to the Empress’s power.”

			All the faeries were silent. At last Queen Valerian said, “You may go,” and they scattered like blown feathers, out the double doors and into the corridor beyond.

			•••

			A few minutes later, Timothy sat at the table in Queen Valerian’s study with Linden on one side and Campion on the other, feeling slightly ridiculous. What sort of wisdom did he have to contribute to a faery council of war? Only a few weeks ago he’d been just another teenage boy at boarding school, with no idea that faeries even existed. When he’d come to stay at his cousin Paul’s house in the Kentish countryside, he’d known that the huge old oak at the bottom of the garden was hollow, but never guessed that there was a colony of six-inch-tall magical people living inside. And when Linden had popped up out of his rucksack and dragged him into the wildest and most dangerous adventure of his life, he’d had no clever strategy to save her, or the Oakenfolk, or even himself. All they could do was keep running until they found help, and hope the Empress didn’t catch them first.

			But Knife–more and more Timothy found himself thinking of her by that name, even though he’d grown up calling her Peri–was counting on him to give her a full report of this meeting when he came back to the house. So here he was, shrunk down to a tenth of his usual size, trying not to make a face as Wink poured them all cups of hot chicory. Sitting uncomfortably in his low-backed chair, because unlike the female faeries for whom all the furniture had been built, he didn’t have wings. And telling himself to stop thinking about the e-mail he’d got from Miriam that morning, because finding out that a girl he’d liked only thought of him as a brother was really not that important. Not compared to what was happening here.

			“. . . except for Mallow poking the bees’ nest,” said Thorn, and Timothy realized he’d missed part of the conversation. He took a sip of chicory to punish himself, and resolved to listen more carefully.

			“Mallow’s attitude is the least of our concerns,” Queen Valerian said. “What we need now is to determine our next course of action. Once we have finished arming and preparing the Oak against attack, what then? Garan, your thoughts?”

			“As long as the Empress is still mustering her forces,” Garan said, “the Stone of Naming is our best weapon against her. I believe we should send emissaries to all the Wylds within flying distance, and free as many of the Empress’s subjects as we can.”

			“I agree, but we will have to move carefully,” said Rob. “I can tell you where most of the Wylds are in this part of England, but I also know that the Empress has spies and lieutenants in every one of them. Our emissaries will have to be not only persuasive, but also discreet. And they will need to be skilled in self-defense, or the Stone may be taken from us before we can use it.”

			“Any of my people would be capable,” replied Garan. “But give me a little time, and I will find you the best. There is only one thing I ask: that when we offer the Stone to those enslaved by the Empress, we do so without condition. The gift of Rhys the Deep cannot be bought or bargained for, and it was his teaching that faeries should be generous with one another.”

			“Maybe that works in those Green Isles of yours,” Thorn said. “But here, we bargain. And there’s nothing dishonorable about that. Every faery knows that if you want something valuable, you have to be prepared to give something equally valuable in return. Otherwise, what’s to keep us from being cheated?”

			“Besides,” Rob added, “you gave up the right to control the Stone of Naming when you gave it away to Linden. We owe you a great debt, but—”

			“I gave Linden the Stone,” Garan said, “because I knew that she had been raised among humans as well as faeries, and so would appreciate the nature of a gift. And I think that Timothy knows that some things are too precious not to be given away.”

			Timothy did, but he could also see why Rob and Thorn were concerned. He was just about to say so when Valerian spoke:

			“This is too deep a matter to be settled by debate. As your Queen, and the only one here who is gifted with the Sight, the final decision about how to use the Stone, and the consequences of that decision, should be mine.” Her searching grey eyes moved from Thorn to Rob, and finally to Garan. “Will you allow me to bear this burden?”

			It was hard to argue when she put it like that. After a brief hesitation, all the commanders nodded.

			“But if we do not send out the Stone quickly,” said Rob, “we may not have the chance to use it at all. It is not in the Empress’s nature to be indecisive, or over-cautious. As soon as she is able, she will strike.”

			Garan looked grim. “Then we must be sure the Oakenwyld is warded on every side, and watched by night and day. Our resistance may be feeble, but at least the Empress will not catch us unawares.”

			“Well, aren’t you two cheerful,” said Thorn. “Nice to know my fellow commanders take such a positive view of our chances. Wither and gall!” She shoved her chair back from the table and stood, glowering. “Even without her magic–even human–Knife is worth ten of you. She’d take on the Empress single-handed if she had to, and not waste a moment complaining about it.” Then she stomped out.

			“It appears,” said Valerian, “that our discussion has come to an end.” But she did not seem distressed by Thorn’s reaction. Timothy suspected that the Queen also regretted that Peri could not lead the faeries into battle, but they all knew that would never work. The Oakenfolk were still uneasy with the choice Peri had made by becoming human to marry Paul, and few of them would be willing to follow her orders.

			The Queen dismissed the council, and they all headed off to their various duties. But as Rob passed by Linden, he whispered something in her ear that made her blush and smile. And when Timothy glanced at Garan, the blonde faery’s brow was furrowed, as though something troubled him.

			“What is it?” Timothy asked, when the others had gone.

			“It may be folly even to say it,” replied Garan, “for it is no business of mine. Yet I cannot help wondering why Rob takes such an interest in Linden. Not that she is unworthy of his notice,” he added hastily, “but they are so different.”

			“I asked him that myself, only a couple of days ago. He says that he finds her lack of cynicism refreshing. But if you’re worried about his intentions, I wouldn’t worry too much.”

			“Why is that?” asked Garan.

			“Because,” said Timothy, “Linden is Knife’s foster-daughter, and if Rob so much as hurts her feelings, then Knife will skin him and leave him for the crows.”

			Garan’s mouth curled in a reluctant smile, and too late Timothy remembered that the Children of Rhys had a hard time seeing humor in violence. He was about to apologize when Garan said, “It is not merely concern for Linden that moves me, I admit. It is that when I look at her and Rob, I am reminded of some things I left behind, when I came here from the Green Isles. Things I did not even realize I would miss, until they were gone.”

			Timothy was about to say I know what you mean, but he swallowed the words. Yes, he missed his home in Uganda, where his parents still lived as missionaries–but at least there was a chance that he could go back there some day. Garan and his fellow exiles didn’t have that option. By helping the Oakenfolk against their Elders’ will, they had cut themselves off from their homeland and people forever.

			It was probably better just to change the subject. “That reminds me,” Timothy said. “We’ve all been talking about using the Stone of Naming to free the Empress’s slaves, but your people weren’t exactly happy when they found out you’d taken it. What are we going to do if they decide they want it back?”

			“The Children of Rhys will not come after the Stone,” said Garan. “To journey so far onto the mainland would expose them to all the violence and corruption they have pledged themselves to avoid. Besides, my people are sworn to peace, and pursuing the Stone would bring them into conflict with us, if not with the Empress as well. Naturally they grieve the loss of such a precious artifact, but to fight us for it . . .” He shook his head.

			Timothy knew he ought to be relieved. But with an evil faery Empress plotting his death and the deaths of all his friends, it was hard to be happy about anything. And if they ever lost the Stone of Naming . . . well, all of them might as well just give up, because there was no way they could win this war without it.

			I hope you’re right,” he said.

		


		
			one

			“Rhosmari! Look what we found!”

			Rhosmari, daughter of Celyn, stood on the front steps of the House of Learning, smiling as the faery children pelted over the grass toward her. The sea wind blew loose spirals of hair about her face, and automatically she undid the clasp at the nape of her neck and twisted the clove-colored strands back into submission again.

			She had only just finished when her students came panting up the steps and crowded around her, pressing shells and bits of sea-glass into her hands for her inspection. Fioled trailed after them, disheveled and looking exhausted. “Your turn,” she said.

			“Come inside,” Rhosmari told the children. “It’s time for a story.”

			Soon they were all settled in the Teaching Room, the students wriggling like seal pups on the carpet by her feet while Fioled arranged their newly gathered treasures on the shelves behind them. “I have exciting news to tell you,” she whispered to Rhosmari, “but it can wait.”

			Rhosmari folded her hands together, assuming her most scholarly posture. “Today,” she told her students, “we are going to learn about the Rhysian Games, and how they came to be. None of you are old enough to compete in them yet, but—” A small hand went up, surprising her; it was not like any of the children to interrupt. “Yes, Bleddyn?”

			“Did Garan really steal the Stone of Naming and give it away to strangers?”

			For a moment she was speechless at the question. She glanced back at Fioled, but the other girl was absorbed in picking seaweed off a piece of driftwood and did not meet her gaze.

			“Yes,” said Rhosmari at last. “But we aren’t here to talk about that right now—”

			“My father said he and the others left to join a war,” said another boy. But before Rhosmari could intervene, the girl next to him demanded, “What’s war?”

			It was the wrong time to be discussing this, thought Rhosmari helplessly. They were too young for such dark subjects. But how could she blame them for being curious about what Garan had done, when half the population of the Green Isles was talking about it?

			“It’s when faeries disagree so strongly, they take up weapons against each other,” she said.

			“Like in the Games?” asked the smallest of the girls, her nose wrinkled in confusion.

			“No, Merywen, not for sport.” Rhosmari could hear the strain in her own voice now; it was an effort to keep it level. “To hurt, and to – to kill.”

			“Are Garan and the others going to be killed?”

			Very likely, thought Rhosmari, but she could not bring herself to say it. “I hope not.”

			“Will we ever see them again?”

			The soft voice belonged to Cudyll, the youngest of Garan’s cousins. She wanted to change the subject, but this child at least deserved an answer. “If Garan repents and brings back the Stone before anyone is hurt,” she told him, “then the Elders may give him another chance.”

			What she did not add was that if Garan or any of his men had shed blood, no penance would be enough: they would be barred from the Green Isles forever. And that after the harsh things he had said to the Elders, he might as well have committed murder in their eyes.

			“But what if we don’t get back the Stone? Will other faeries be able to see our islands? Will they come here and try to fight us too?” The questions flew at her from every side, so quickly that she could not tell which of the children had spoken. Had they been plaguing Fioled like this all morning? No wonder she looked tired.

			“No,” said Rhosmari with all the firmness she could muster, “the Gwerdonnau Llion is still safe. The Stone’s power is only to give new names to faeries who have had theirs taken away, and no one is going to do that to us. The Elders keep watch over our people, and maintain the wards that protect us. And you all know about the herb we call Rhys’s Blessing, which keeps our islands invisible to strangers. The Stone is very precious and we are sorry to lose it, but no enemy can hurt us here.” She regarded them levelly. “Now, are you ready to get back to our lesson?”

			The children nodded, but they did not look satisfied. And though they stayed quiet after that, Rhosmari could tell that they were not really paying attention to her stories about the Rhysian Games. At last she gave up and sent them outside to play.

			As their chattering voices faded, the House of Learning settled back into its usual tranquility. Even Fioled had disappeared for the moment, and Rhosmari was alone in her favorite place: a low-ceilinged rectangle of weathered beams and plastered stone, open windows brimming with sunlight, curtains rippling in the ocean breeze. All around her, on shelves and pedestals, were the marvelous objects that the Children of Rhys had brought back from their visits to the human world: a jellyfish sculpted from iridescent glass, a slim book of poetry bound in tooled leather, a silken scarf dyed all the colors of flame. And on the far wall, just beside the doorway to the Archive, hung a harp, light and elegant as a gull’s wing.

			Her father had brought back that harp from Milford Haven when Rhosmari was a small child, and for a few glorious hours he had remembered how to play it. She had sat beside him all the while, entranced by the notes rippling like magic from her father’s fingertips–and when the music ended, she had wept. It seemed so cruel to her then that faeries had no creativity of their own, and that the talents they absorbed from their visits to the human world could not last once they returned to the Green Isles. But her father had cupped her chin in his hand and brushed away her tears, and told her that he had put all those songs into a loreseed for her, so she could listen to them again as often as she liked . . .

			The floorboards creaked behind her, and Rhosmari turned. Fioled had come back, in fresh clothes and with hair still damp from her bath. “Are you all right?” the other girl asked. “That can’t have been easy for you.”

			“I’m fine,” said Rhosmari. “But if the children are talking like this, then their parents must be as well. Have our people become so ignorant about what the Stone of Naming is? Do they really think we’re in danger without it?”

			“I don’t know.” Fioled wrung out the end of one pale braid and tossed it back over her shoulder. “But everyone’s been shaken up by what Garan did. Taking the Stone was bad enough, but flying off to the mainland and taking half the single males in the Gwerdonnau Llion with him? It’s the biggest shock we’ve had since . . .”

			She stopped before she could say the words, but to Rhosmari she might as well have shouted them. Since your father died.

			“So of course people are upset,” Fioled continued, reddening a little, “and afraid that something even worse is going to happen next. That’s only natural. What I don’t understand”–she gave Rhosmari a sidelong look—“is how you can be so calm about it. Especially after what Garan did to you.”

			Rhosmari pressed her lips together in annoyance. Why did everyone want to talk about that? He was gone, and there was nothing she could do about it. “You said you have exciting news?” she asked.

			“Oh, yes!” Fioled was instantly transfigured. “Lady Arianllys told me this morning that I’ve been chosen!”

			There was no need to ask what the other girl meant. Every month the Children of Rhys cast lots for the privilege of going to the Welsh mainland, to buy goods from the humans and witness their amazing powers of creativity. Only five or six Rhysians were sent each time, and they never stayed longer than a day, but even a brief visit to the human world was said to be an unforgettable experience.

			“I’m happy for you,” Rhosmari said, and meant it, because if someone had to take her place she would rather it be Fioled than anyone else. But it was hard to hide the bitter knowledge that her name had been drawn first, and then for some reason the Elders had forbidden her to go.

			Or at least, her mother had.

			“Oh, Rhosmari.” Fioled’s face softened with pity. “I’m sorry. But your turn will come soon, I’m sure of it. And I promise I’ll tell you all about it when I get back.”

			Rhosmari nodded. “Did Lady Arianllys say anything else, when you talked?” she asked. “I haven’t seen her today, and she didn’t leave any instructions.”

			“She was called away to a meeting with the Elders,” Fioled told her. “But she did ask if we would recopy a few of the older loreseeds, because they’re beginning to wear out. Here.” She led Rhosmari into the Archive and pulled out a tray of sleek oval pods, worn smooth and dark by the touch of many hands. “These top ones were cast by your father. Maybe you should do those, so the quality will be better.”

			From a scholarly viewpoint, Fioled was right. Loreseeds were magical recordings of important events, but they tended to weaken with repeated viewings and had to be renewed. Rhosmari’s father had been a great lorecaster, saving many of their people’s most ancient records from destruction–but his specialty had been the history of the Children of Rhys before the Green Isles, and the loreseeds he had spent his life preserving were records of battle and war. Once as a young child Rhosmari had sneaked into his workshop and touched one of those seeds, and the images that exploded in her mind had given her nightmares for weeks.

			She had witnessed death already. She did not care to see it again.

			“I can’t,” she said. “Not those ones. Give them to someone else. Maybe Broch—” She caught Fioled’s eye and stopped, embarrassment flooding her as she remembered that Broch had left with Garan and would not be coming back. “Well, one of the others anyway. I’ll take these.”

			She pulled out another tray, this one full of proceedings from the Hall of Judgment, and sat down at the table with it. Watching the Elders settle disputes between neighboring farmers or announce the winners of the two hundred and forty-eighth Rhysian Games might be dull, but at least she would sleep tonight.

			•••

			Long after Fioled had left for the day, Rhosmari remained in the Archive with her tray of loreseeds, copying one after another. But when the last of the sunlight on the waters of Cardigan Bay flickered and went out, she realized that she could not avoid her mother any longer. The evening meal would be served at any moment, and it was her duty to be there.

			Reluctantly she slid the tray back onto its shelf, closed up the building, and walked out into the night. Waves surged and hissed against the nearby shore, while the lonely cry of a seabird echoed from the other side of the strait. Rhosmari closed her eyes and inhaled, drawing deep of the salt-spiced air. Then she Leaped.

			In an eye-blink the meadow vanished and her ancestral home rose up before her, an airy-looking cottage with sandstone walls and generous windows overlooking the sea. She went in, to find Lady Celyn waiting for her in the dining room.

			At first glance this room could have been part of the House of Learning, with its age-darkened timbers and creamy walls. But in other ways the two places could not have been more different. The brass and pottery artifacts displayed upon the shelves had been in the family for centuries, but all were surrounded by spells that rendered them untouchable, so that not even a fingerprint or a speck of dust could mar their appearance. The dishes and cutlery were arranged at precise intervals, and even the fireplace glowed more steadily than any natural flame ought to burn. It was a place of order, and even beauty–but not of comfort.

			“You look tired,” her mother remarked as she gathered her silken robes and sat down. “Was it a teaching day?”

			“Yes,” said Rhosmari, taking her own seat at the other end of the table. She waited as the servant girl dished out the first course, a creamy fish soup delicately threaded with saffron, then joined her mother in spreading out her hands in gratitude to Rhys and the Great Gardener before picking up her spoon and beginning to eat.

			As always, they dined in silence, for it was Lady Celyn’s belief that each dish should be savored without distraction, to show respect for the hands that had prepared it. Which was why Rhosmari’s mother had no difficulty keeping servants, despite her exacting standards; they all knew she took notice of good work, and rewarded it accordingly.

			If only Rhosmari could find her so easy to please.

			What did I do wrong? she wanted to ask. How did I fail you, that you would punish me this way? But her courage failed when she looked up and met Lady Celyn’s eyes, cool as jet in the smooth chestnut mask of her face. Rhosmari and her mother resembled each other closely, with the same warm skin, full lips and rippling abundance of hair. But at this moment they might as well have been strangers.

			“Now,” said her mother when the last crumb of berry tart had been consumed and the golden plates whisked away. “I have been considering what we are to do now that Garan is gone.”

			“Do?” asked Rhosmari.

			“I believe it would be hasty to try and arrange another betrothal for you straightaway,” her mother said, “but perhaps in a few months . . .”

			Rhosmari’s hand closed hard around her napkin, crumpling it. “That is what you want to talk about?” she said. “Another marriage contract? You think I am old enough to be betrothed, but not old enough to go to the mainland when my name is drawn?”

			“It is not a matter of age,” Lady Celyn told her. “It is simply not the right time for you to go. The next time you are chosen, perhaps.”

			Which sounded reasonable on the surface, but they both knew that it might be years, or even decades, before her name was drawn again. “I don’t understand,” said Rhosmari. “Why is it the right time for Fioled, but not for me?”

			“Because Fioled is not my daughter.” Celyn spoke mildly, but her tone was edged with warning. “There are evils in the human world that you know nothing about.”

			“I am sixteen years old,” said Rhosmari, “and I am being trained as a scholar. I am not ignorant of—”

			“Of some things,” Lady Celyn cut in, “you are indeed ignorant, and I hope you always will be. But this matter is not under debate. I am your Elder as well as your mother, and it is your duty to accept my judgment.”

			Rhosmari knew better than to press the matter further. She lowered her gaze.

			“Besides,” her mother continued, “the situation here is unstable, and we Elders have many decisions to make. It may be that we must delay our visits to the human world for a time, in order to concentrate on more urgent matters.”

			“Such as?” Rhosmari asked, not really expecting an answer.

			“Such as how to recover the Stone of Naming,” replied Lady Celyn.

			Rhosmari’s surprise overcame her resentment. “You think we can?”

			“I think we must. The loss of the Stone has thrown our people into chaos. There are all kinds of superstitions about its powers, and many consider its disappearance to be a bad sign. It has even been claimed that Rhys is angry with us and that we are under a curse.” Lady Celyn leaned back in her chair, the amber pendant at her throat glowing in the firelight. “The Elders have been blamed for not guarding the Stone more closely, and for allowing Garan and his followers to escape. There has been talk of a conspiracy to protect Garan, and suspicion has fallen on everyone who was close to him . . . including you.”

			A cold stone dropped into Rhosmari’s stomach. “Me? Why?”

			“You were seen speaking privately with Garan, only a short time before he declared his treachery to the Council and disappeared.”

			“He was asking me to release him from our vows of betrothal! Everyone knows that!”

			“Perhaps, but they also think you must have known why he was asking. To break his pledge to you so soon after Timothy and Linden came to us for help in their war against the Empress? Surely you suspected something was wrong?”

			She had, but not in the way her fellow faeries seemed to think. I cannot love you as a husband should, Garan had told her, and it would be wrong to pledge myself to you when my heart lies elsewhere. What could Rhosmari make of that, except that he had been enchanted by Linden’s wide-eyed prettiness, and wanted to be with her instead?

			But when Garan admitted to stealing the Stone of Naming and flew off to help the Oakenfolk, Rhosmari realized she had been mistaken. Being attracted to someone you’d just met, even strongly, was not enough to make you betray your own people, disgrace your family, and leave the only homeland you’d ever known. And it certainly wouldn’t be enough to talk thirty-seven other faeries into coming with you.

			“I did not help Garan ap Gwylan or support him in any way,” said Rhosmari, willing her voice not to shake. “I will swear that in the Hall of Judgment, if you like.”

			Celyn dismissed this with a gesture. “There is no need. Whatever foolish talk may arise, the other Elders are satisfied that no daughter of mine could have taken any part in Garan’s crimes. And we have already taken steps to assure our people that we do not tolerate thieves and traitors, or those who sympathize with them.” She sipped her wine slowly, as though savoring some private triumph. “All we need now is to find the Stone and bring it back.”

			“How can we do that?”

			“I cannot say for certain until I have the support of the other Elders,” replied her mother. “But I know what I mean to recommend. We must send out an armed party to find Garan and his fellow rebels, and make them give us back the Stone . . . if necessary, by force.”

			“Force!” Rhosmari’s mouth went dry with shock. She pushed back her chair from the table, trying to put as much distance between herself and Lady Celyn as possible. “No! How could we do such a thing, without breaking every law Rhys and our ancestors laid down for us?”

			“We have sworn not to shed blood in violence,” said her mother. “But nothing prevents us from restraining other faeries, or even taking them captive if need be. Why do our people train for the Rhysian Games each year, if not to ensure that we never lose our ability to defend ourselves? Even you have—”

			“The Games were meant to be an alternative to fighting, not preparation for it! I know the Stone is precious, but nothing can be worth taking up arms against our own people!”

			“If Garan is prepared to be reasonable, then neither he nor any of his allies will have anything to fear.” Lady Celyn’s fingers coiled about the stem of her goblet, turning it slowly on the table. “All they need to do is hand over the Stone, and we will depart as peacefully as we came.”

			“But what about the Empress?” asked Rhosmari, pleading now. “Linden and Timothy told us that she controls nearly all the faeries on the mainland. How can you send a band of armed warriors into her territory and expect her not to notice?”

			“She may,” said her mother. “But if we are challenged, we will explain that we have no plan to interfere in her conflict with the rebels, and that this is a private matter. If she is sensible, she will let us pass without further hindrance. And even if she chooses to oppose us, I think three hundred Children of Rhys should be enough to withstand any attack.”

			Three hundred. Rhosmari felt faint. “But . . . if there is fighting, some of them will die.” She closed her eyes, seeing in memory the image of her father’s broken body. “Mother, you cannot do this.”

			“It is not for you to tell me, daughter, what I should do.” Celyn rose from the table, a pillar of topaz and obsidian in the firelight. “I chose to tell you of my plan because I believed you were mature enough to appreciate its wisdom. Clearly I was mistaken, but that is of no account. My fellow Elders will decide what is best for our people, and I am confident that they will agree with me.”

			And without waiting for a reply, she swept out, leaving Rhosmari staring blindly into the flames.

			•••

			The cottage was dark, darker even than the cloud-veiled sky outside. The servants had left, and Lady Celyn had retired for the night. But Rhosmari paced the floor of her bedroom, unable to sleep.

			Would the council of Elders agree to Lady Celyn’s proposal? Would they really endanger the lives of so many Children of Rhys, just to get back the Stone? To Rhosmari it was unthinkable, but if they believed that there was no other way to restore peace and win back their people’s confidence, they might be willing to take the risk. Lady Celyn was not only eloquent and persuasive, but she was one of the strongest leaders the Green Isles had. If she wanted an army, she would very likely get one.

			But an army was not just a collection of individuals: it was made up of fathers and brothers, mothers and sisters, daughters and sons. Every loss, every death, would leave a terrible emptiness behind. How could Rhosmari face her young students, knowing what was coming to them? Could she really stand by and allow it to happen?

			The thought was intolerable. Somehow, she had to find a way to stop her mother’s scheme. But how? She had no authority or special influence that would make the Elders listen to her. She had no power to hold back an army.

			But she might know someone who did.

			Pulse quickening, she hurried to the window and peered out across the strait at the neighboring islands. Most of their coves and inlets were lost in shadow, but here and there gleamed a distant star of light. And if she was not mistaken, one of those lights belonged to Lord Gwylan and Lady Arianllys. Determined to act before she lost her nerve, Rhosmari tugged on her shoes, wrapped a shawl about herself, and Leaped.
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