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			To my father, 

			the voice of Aslan;

			


			


			


			To my mother, 

			who taught me to do what is right 

			and not give way to fear;

			


			


			


			And to my brother Pete, 

			who may not believe in faeries, 

			but always believed in me.

		


		
			One

			“I only want to go out for a little, little while,” the faery child pleaded. “Just below the window, on that branch. I won’t fly away and I won’t tell anyone, I promise.”

			“Oh, Bryony, you know you can’t.” Wink’s voice came from the other side of the sewing table, muffled by a mouthful of pins. Her red hair had come free of its knot, falling in bedraggled ringlets, and her cheeks were pink with the room’s oppressive heat. “None of us can. It isn’t safe.”

			“But the Gatherers go out all the time,” said Bryony. “And so does Thorn.”

			“Thorn is the Queen’s Hunter,” Wink told her with unusual sternness, “and without her and the Gatherers we’d all starve. But they only go out when they have to, and they don’t stay out any longer than they have to, and you and I don’t have to, so there.”

			Bryony jumped up and dragged a stool over to the window, hopping up on the seat for a better view. If she looked straight out there was nothing but leaves and branches. But if she craned her neck and peered all the way down, she could just see—

			“Oh, Bryony, do sit down,” said Wink wearily. “You’re blocking all the fresh air.”

			Bryony made a face and plopped back onto her seat, a wobbly construction of twigs and dried grass that felt as though it might come to pieces any minute. “But it’s hot in here,” she muttered. “And so ugly.” Like most of the other rooms inside the Oak, the apartment she shared with Wink was plain-walled, clumsily furnished, and cramped. Not like the garden she had glimpsed through the open window, its velvety stretch of lawn framed by shrubberies and dotted with bright flowers. That was beauty.

			“Why don’t you go down to the kitchen?” said Wink distractedly, eyes fixed on the seam she was pinning. “I hear the Gatherers found a bees’ nest this morning – if you wipe dishes or sweep the floor a bit, they might let you have a piece of honeycomb.”

			“I’m not hungry.” Besides, Mallow was in the kitchen, and no one would dare offer Bryony such a sweet bargain when the Chief Cook was around. Except perhaps Sorrel, who was old and kindly and more than a little absent-minded – but Bryony had not seen Sorrel in days.

			“Polish the looking glass, then,” said Wink.

			Bryony perked up. The full-length mirror on its carved stand was the one lovely object in the room, a relic from the Days of Magic. It had belonged to the previous Seamstress, who was Bryony’s own egg-mother and namesake, and Bryony had spent many hours in front of it, whispering secrets to her own reflection. There were no other children in the Oak, so the white-haired girl in the mirror was the closest thing to a playmate she knew.

			She rose and stepped toward the glass – but even as she moved, the window caught her eye again. Between the branches of the great Oak glowed dazzling gems of blue sky, and the leaves whispered promises of a breeze she longed to feel. A robin alighted on a nearby twig, cocking its head at her, and Bryony felt a sudden urge to dive through the window and leap upon its back. Together they would soar far away from the Oak, to a place where she too could fly free  . . .

			With a flick of its wings, the robin vanished. Another chance missed, thought Bryony, and frustration swelled like a wasps’ nest inside her. “It’s not fair,” she burst out. “Why can’t we go Outside? Just because the Queen says it’s not safe – how does she know? She never leaves the Oak either!”

			Wink snatched the last pin out of her mouth, looking shocked. “Of course she doesn’t leave the Oak! She’s the one who’s kept us all alive since the rest of us lost our magic. If it weren’t for her protection the Oak would sicken and die, and all sorts of horrible creatures would come crawling inside to gobble us up. She doesn’t dare go out, because if anything happens to her, it’d be the end for all of us!” Wink’s voice trembled on the last phrase, as though she could already see the disaster happening.

			Bryony leaned on the windowsill, staring out at the sky. “It’s still not fair,” she muttered.

			Her words were followed by a heavy pause, then a sigh from Wink. “I suppose you’re old enough to know,” she said. “I didn’t like to tell you before, but—”

			“I already know about the Sundering,” interrupted Bryony, who had spent a whole afternoon dusting bookshelves to get the story from Campion, the Oak’s Librarian. “A long time ago someone put a curse on everyone in the Oak, so we couldn’t do magic any more. And everybody got confused and scared and a lot of faeries died. And then Queen Amaryllis came, only she wasn’t called Amaryllis yet and she wasn’t a queen, but I can’t remember that part—”

			“Her name was Alder,” said Wink softly.

			Bryony ignored the interruption. “And she still had her magic because she wasn’t in the Oak when the Sundering happened, so she had to become Queen because nobody else was clever or strong enough any more. And she made lots of different rules to try and keep people safe from the crows and foxes and things but they kept making silly mistakes and getting killed anyway, and finally she told everyone that it wasn’t safe to leave the Oak, ever.” She finished the last sentence in a single breath, and turned defiantly to look at Wink. “See, I told you I knew.”

			“Oh  . . . yes,” said Wink, flustered. “Well, I suppose—”

			“Except that it’s still a stupid rule,” Bryony went on hotly, “because I’m not silly and I’m not going to be killed, so there!” With a flash of her wings, she hopped onto the windowsill.

			“Bryony!” Wink shrieked. “Get down!”

			But Bryony did not hesitate. Crouching on the window ledge, she studied the distance between herself and the nearest branch. Then, just before Wink’s flailing hands could seize her, she leaped.

			Wings outspread, she landed neatly as a dragonfly. As she straightened up, flushed and proud, she was rewarded with a touch of summer breeze, lifting the sticky hair away from her forehead. It felt wonderful.

			“Bryony, come back! No, wait. Stay right there, and I’ll get help – but no, I can’t leave you – oh, what shall I do?” Wink fluttered back and forth by the open window. But she was clearly too frightened to climb out of it herself, which meant that Bryony could count on at least a few more minutes of freedom.

			Eagerly the faery girl scrambled up the branch to its very tip. She wrapped her arms about a supple twig and hung there, enraptured. Below lay the garden she had always longed to explore: the barely tamed wildness of the rose hedge on the east, a stout line of privet to the west, the flower-stippled lawn, and in the distance the daunting bulk of the House.

			There had been faeries in the Oak for more than four hundred years, Campion had said. That made the House a latecomer, and a rude one at that. No one had invited it to settle here, but its stony face, blank windows and arrogantly peaked roof did not allow question, let alone argument. Rumor said that it was full of monsters, but Bryony had never seen one. Perhaps she would see a monster today?

			“Bryony, oh Bryony, please,” Wink entreated, but her voice was faint now and easy to ignore. Bryony slid down the twig and straddled the end of the branch, kicking her bare heels. How had she borne it so long, shut up in the Oak like a prisoner?

			Her thoughts were distracted by a scuffling noise below. Bryony peered over the edge of the branch to see an enormous creature, with sun-browned limbs and a round, hairless face, standing at the foot of the Oak. As she watched, it leaped up to grasp the lowest branch and began climbing the tree toward her.

			It must have been right underneath me the whole time, she thought with a thrill that was half delight, half terror. And now it’s coming up. Should I run? Should I fly? Or should I stay here, very small and quiet, and hope it doesn’t see me?

			The monster had hair almost as pale as her own, but yellower and cropped close to its head, exposing a pair of oddly rounded ears. Its eyes, when it lifted them upwards in search of the next branch, were as blue as Wink’s. And despite their enormous size, there was something familiar about its features  . . .

			It was a child, Bryony realized, her excitement rising. Just like herself. A real playmate at last!

			Meanwhile, Wink had stopped dithering and begun to lose her temper instead. “Bryony, if you don’t come back in the Oak this very minute—”

			“Shh!” said Bryony. “You’re going to frighten it away!” 

			That stopped Wink short. “Frighten  . . . what?”

			“The monster, of course,” Bryony told her impatiently, without taking her attention from the child. It was only a couple of branches below her now, and although it did not appear to have seen her, it paused and tipped its head to one side as though listening.

			Several heartbeats passed in silence. Then she heard Wink say in a strained whisper, barely audible above the rustling of the leaves, “Bryony. Don’t  . . . oh, please, whatever you do, don’t move.”

			Bryony had lived with Wink all her life, but she had never heard that particular note in her foster mother’s voice before. Wink didn’t just sound nervous, or even worried: she sounded terrified.

			Bryony’s confidence wavered, and she began to wriggle backwards, very cautiously, toward the Oak. She could hear the monster’s labored breathing as it resumed the climb, and her own breath quickened as she realized how close it was now, close enough to seize her in that grubby hand, to tear off her wings, to cram her into that red, half- open mouth  . . .

			Then the child looked up, and its gaze met hers.

			The fear within Bryony burst like a soap bubble. She saw astonishment on the creature’s face, but no hint of malice or hunger. In fact, if she had not been assured all her life that faeries were the only real people in the world, she might have taken the alertness in those eyes for intelligence.

			Impulsively Bryony stretched out her hand. The other child’s teeth gleamed as it pulled itself level with her branch, and its huge fingers reached out toward hers  . . .

			All at once Bryony felt herself seized from behind and wrenched into the air. Throat tight with terror, she could not even squeak as her captor dragged her down the length of the branch and tossed her through the window into the Oak. Bryony tumbled to the dusty floor, flinging up an arm to protect herself – only to realize that it was Thorn standing over her, panting and furious.

			She had been rescued by the Queen’s Hunter.

			Thorn’s dark hair was wind-blown, her tunic and leggings streaked with dirt. Her face a scowl of concentration, she slammed the window shut and leaned against it, listening intently. Then she spun about and snapped at Bryony, “You ignorant, selfish little gnat. And you, Periwinkle—” She stopped, the anger fading from her face. “Wink?”

			There was no reply. Bryony turned, to see Wink lying on the rug an arm’s length away. Her eyes were closed, her face colorless.

			“Oh, blight,” said Thorn wearily. Reaching down, she hauled Bryony to her feet and shoved her into a nearby chair. “Sit there, and don’t move. I’ll ring for the Healer.”

			•••

			“She has merely fainted,” said Valerian, straightening up from the sofa where Wink lay. “I will give her some chamomile tea when she wakes, but she will need rest and quiet to recover.”

			“Well, she won’t get much of that with this one underfoot,” said Thorn with a glance at Bryony. “All right, girl, come with me. You can explain yourself to the Queen—”

			“That will not be necessary,” said a lofty voice, and they all turned to see Bluebell, the Queen’s attendant, standing in the doorway. “Her Majesty has sent me to investigate. Am I to understand that this child actually,”–she paused, and gave a little shudder–“crawled out of the Oak?”

			“Yes, and in another two heartbeats she’d have been down that human boy’s gullet,” said Thorn. “If there weren’t so few of us already, I’d say it was no more than the silly chit deserved.”

			“Human?” said Bryony, testing out the strange word.

			“But this cannot be,” said Bluebell, looking alarmed. “Every morning the Queen renews her spells of protection about the Oak for this very purpose – to keep the humans at bay.”

			“It works on grown humans, no doubt,” said Thorn. “But children are chancy little weasels. And speaking of which, this one,” – she pointed at Bryony – “has obviously grown too wild for Wink to manage. Someone else will have to take the brat.”

			“I shall consult Her Majesty,” said Bluebell, and Bryony’s stomach squirmed. What if the Queen sent her to live with someone like Thorn? Or even worse, Mallow?

			“I’m sorry,” she burst out. “Let me stay with Wink, I’ll be good from now on—”

			“You,” said Thorn, whipping around to glare at her, “shut up. The trouble you’re in right now, you’ll be lucky if the Queen doesn’t clip your wings and make you scrub the chamber pots until you’re fifty.”

			Bryony’s eyes grew huge. She sat back in the chair, hands clasped meekly in her lap.

			“Well,” said Bluebell, “that seems a little extreme – the Queen is merciful. But clearly the child needs to be educated.”

			“Leave her to me,” said Thorn. She strode forward, seizing Bryony by the elbow and yanking her to her feet. “I’ll put some fear into her.”

			“If you plan to beat her,” began Bluebell, but Thorn cut her off.

			“I’ve something better than a willow switch,” she said, “believe me,” and with that she pushed Bryony toward the door.

			Panicking, Bryony dug in her heels, but Thorn merely grabbed the back of her tunic and lifted her into the air. The fabric bunched beneath her wings, and Bryony kicked and twisted, but Thorn marched out of the room with her undaunted. When they reached the landing she dropped Bryony back onto her feet and said, “Six winters ago your egg-mother wandered Outside in the middle of an ice storm and froze herself to death. By the time I found her, she’d already given up the last of her magic and vanished: there was nothing left but a pile of old clothes – and you. The first intact egg we’d found in Gardener knows how many years, and we all held our breath for fear you wouldn’t hatch. D’you think the Queen a fool, making rules on a whim? You could have died out there today.”

			“He wasn’t going to hurt me,” Bryony protested. “He only wanted to play—”

			“So do cats,” said Thorn. “And they eat you afterwards. Now, you can walk, or I can carry you over my shoulder like a dead shrew, but either way you’re going down that Stair.”

			“What are you going to do to me?”

			“You’ll see,” said Thorn. “Now move.”

			With dry mouth and leaden feet, Bryony obeyed. Thorn prodded her down two full turns of the Spiral Stair to the next landing, then across the walkway and around the curve of the hall to an unfamiliar door. There Thorn rapped with her knuckles and waited, fingers drumming on the hilt of her bone dagger. When it became clear that no one would answer, she put her shoulder to the door and shoved it open.

			Inside the room smelled stale, and the air was cloudy with dust. Thorn lit a lamp and carried it over to a narrow cot heaped with blankets, where a faery lay on her back, open-eyed and still.

			“Look,” said Thorn. “Do you recognize her?”

			Of course Bryony knew who it must be. But the figure in the bed looked so wizened and frail, so unlike her former apple-cheeked self, that it would have been easier to believe her a stranger. Her once ageless skin had turned white as ash-flakes, showing the veins beneath. Her arms and legs were gaunt, and her scalp bore only a few clumps of greyish hair. She smelled of comfrey ointment, but even more strongly of decay, and Bryony stumbled back from the bed, clapping her hands to her mouth.

			“That’s right,” said Thorn. “It’s Sorrel. She used to slip you treats from the kitchen, didn’t she, when Mallow wasn’t looking? She wasn’t even that old, you know. Only a hundred and ninety.”

			“What  . . . happened to her?”

			“We call it the Silence.” Thorn drew the blankets back up over Sorrel again. “First you become short-tempered–sometimes even violent. Then you get confused, and babble nonsense. Soon you’re too weak to move, too cold for any fire to warm. Finally you end up like this.” She gestured to the figure in the bed. “Not moving, ​not responding. You lose your hearing, your sight, every sense and feeling. Eventually you just  . . . fade  . . . away.”

			Bryony swallowed. “But I thought  . . . we didn’t get sick.”

			“So did the rest of us,” said Thorn, “until this started happening. Did you never wonder why there are so few of us? I suppose not, as an empty Oak is all you’ve ever known. But when I was your age, there were twice as many of us – and that was even after things got so bad the Queen had to order everyone to stay inside.”

			Bryony’s head swam. She closed her eyes, trying to shut out the image of Sorrel’s wasted body. “You mean they all died like this?”

			“Great Gardener, no,” said Thorn. “But even a few is too many. It was bad enough when we only had to worry about faeries doing foolish things out-of-doors and getting themselves killed; more often than not their eggs got smashed or eaten by the crows before we could find them. But when the Silence takes a faery it’s even worse, because then there’s no egg at all.”

			Nausea overwhelmed Bryony. “I didn’t – I never knew—”

			“Of course you didn’t,” said Thorn flatly, “because Wink didn’t want to give you nightmares. I always did say that woman was too soft-hearted.”

			“But—” Bryony was still struggling to understand. “Where does the Silence come from?”

			“Ah, that’s the question,” said Thorn. “Nobody knows, not even the Queen. But I’ve seen this happen a few times now, and you know what I think?” She beckoned Bryony closer, bent and hissed in her ear, “It’s the humans.”

			Shocked, Bryony jerked away. “Got your attention now, haven’t I?” Thorn said. “Think about it. The House was built just over a hundred years ago  . . . and the Silence came not long after. Do you really think that’s just coincidence?”

			She was right, Bryony realized, looking down at her own hands in horror. She had reached out to the human child–the boy. What would have happened if she had touched him?

			“There are only forty-six of us left now,” Thorn pressed on, “and with those humans right on our doorstep, staying in the Oak’s our best hope of staying alive. So if you don’t want to end up in the same nutshell as Sorrel—”

			Bryony could bear it no longer. She whirled, stumbling on the rug, and rushed from the room as fast as her legs would carry her. As she dashed back up the Spiral Stair, she tried to think of her toys, her books, Wink’s mirror, anything but the terrible thing Thorn had shown her—

			She flung herself through Wink’s door and collided with someone tall. Staggering back, she looked up into the austere face and grave grey eyes of Valerian – and with that, Bryony burst into tears.

			“You needn’t worry about the child now,” said Thorn’s voice from behind her, as Bluebell clucked reproachfully and Valerian stroked Bryony’s hair. “She won’t do it again.”

		


		
			two

			Bryony sat back on her haunches, wiping her brow with her forearm. All morning she’d been scrubbing the floor of the Dining Hall, polishing each cobble until it shone, but she was still nowhere near finished. As usual, Mallow had given Bryony the most grueling chore she could find.

			But the window behind her stood open, the sound of gentle rainfall mingling with the fragrance of wet grass and new-turned soil, and Bryony inhaled deeply as she worked. Nearly seven years had passed since she stepped out of the Oak and met the human boy, but she had never forgotten that bittersweet taste of freedom. And though dread of the Silence had kept her from venturing Outside again, she still often found herself thinking about it.

			Everything had changed after that day, much of it for the worse: she had been taken away from Wink and given to Valerian, who filled Bryony’s days with work and study and left her no chance to be idle. When she had learned how to read, write and do her duty to the Queen’s satisfaction, she had been moved into a small room of her own near the foot of the Spiral Stair, and told that she must carry out whatever tasks the older faeries gave her, until she was old enough to be given an occupation of her own.

			Since then Bryony had done everything from carding rabbit-wool to digging out new privies, but all the while she knew what she really longed for – to be a Gatherer. It was hard work, she knew, with no time for exploration or flight; it was also dangerous, for a faery with a basket on her back was an easy mark for predators if she did not remain alert. But neither of those things would trouble Bryony, she felt sure, if only she could go Outside again.

			Gatherers were chosen for their strength and endurance rather than their wits, but Bryony felt confident she had enough of both to be a good candidate. The only question was, would the Queen feel the same? Or would her magical Sight tell her to place Bryony in some other position, and she would simply have to make the best of it?

			Until recently Bryony had not troubled herself with such questions, since she was still too young to do a grown faery’s work. But over the winter she had shot up like a sapling, her spindly child’s frame filling out, and now she was a fly’s length taller than anyone else in the Oak. She had also worked hard to prove herself dutiful at all her tasks, no matter how unpleasant. At any time the Queen might summon her to an audience, and Bryony was determined to be ready.

			She bent again to her work, wielding the brush with renewed vigor. One more hour, she told herself, and she’d be finished. Then she could have a bath and pick out a book from the library, to reward herself after yet another of Mallow’s miserable chores well done.

			“Bryony! Where are you?”

			The voice came faintly down the corridor, muffled by echoes. But it sounded like Bluebell, and Bryony snapped her head up to listen. If the Queen’s attendant was looking for her  . . .

			“There you are!” exclaimed Bluebell, bustling into the Dining Hall. “What are you doing here? The kitchens are empty and we’ve all been waiting for you this age! Mallow said she gave you my message an hour ago.”

			Of course she did, thought Bryony with a spark of anger. No doubt it had pleased the Chief Cook to leave her scrubbing the floor when she should be getting ready for the most important moment of her life. She flung the brush into the bucket and stood up.

			“Oh, dear Gardener,” said Bluebell, “you can’t go before the Queen looking like that!” She whisked Bryony around and gave her a little push toward the door. “To the bath, and then off to Wink – hurry!”

			There was no time for argument. Bryony took off at a sprint, vaulting tables as she went, and raced down the corridor to the bath-chamber. The water in the great tub was cold, but Bryony gritted her teeth and plunged in, scrubbing at the dirt beneath her fingernails. She soaped and rinsed her hair, then leaped out of the bath again, snatching up a towel to cover herself as she fled. Rushing back along the empty tunnel, she took the Spiral Stair two steps at a time, arriving breathless and dripping at Wink’s door.

			She had barely knocked before it flew open, and a pair of fluttering hands tugged her inside. “I thought you’d never get here!” Wink said. “Quick – put these on!” And she thrust a white shift and a length of silky, thistle-colored stuff into Bryony’s arms.

			Bryony wormed her way into the petticoat, then the gown. It smelled of dust and rose petals, and the fabric was so fine that it seemed to weigh nothing at all. The sleeves were mere puffs, the neckline low and square, and the skirt fell in soft folds from the bodice to brush against her ankles.

			“It’s too short,” fretted Wink, bustling around her and twitching various bits of the dress into place. “I knew it would be, even after I let it out – you can breathe, though, can’t you? Only don’t breathe too much,” she added in haste as Bryony began to inhale, “you’ll split the seams, and Campion will never let me hear the end of it. Whatever took you so long?”

			“I didn’t know,” said Bryony.

			Wink picked up a comb and set to work on her hair. “You mean Mallow didn’t tell you? Of all the spiteful things to do! Well, she’ll be sorry when—”

			“Is she ready yet?” asked Bluebell from behind them, and Bryony turned to see the Queen’s attendant standing in the doorway, one foot tapping with impatience.

			“Oh, I wanted to put her hair up,” said Wink. “Well, never mind  . . .” And she handed Bryony a pair of slippers.

			Bryony bent to put on the shoes. Like the dress, they were too small, but she would have to manage. Already Wink was tugging her toward Bluebell, who looked her up and down and sighed, “I suppose it can’t be helped. Here.” She held out a long, downy-plumed feather.

			“What’s this for?” Bryony asked.

			“You’re to give it to Her Majesty,” said Bluebell. “It’s part of the ceremony. Now hurry!”

			•••

			Bryony stopped short at the entrance to the Queen’s Hall, gazing up at the festive tapestries hanging from the rafters. Though worn with age, their colors were a wonder, as were the intricate patterns of birds and flowers they depicted. No faery alive knew how to dye such tints any more, much less make pictures from them, and the sight of them brought a lump to Bryony’s throat. It seemed so wrong that this marvelous craft, like so many other creative things her people had done in the past, was now lost to the Oak forever.

			Bluebell cleared her throat loudly in Bryony’s ear, then announced, “Her gracious Majesty, Queen Amaryllis, invites her subject to approach.”

			The far end of the high-vaulted chamber was taken up by a semicircular dais. Atop this stood a chair carved all about with twining vines, and in it sat the Queen of the Oakenfolk. Her silken gown flowed about her feet, and her hair was the color of honey wine, crowned by a circlet set with emeralds. Her features were lovely, but her eyes held no warmth, and her expression gave nothing away.

			“Go on,” whispered Bluebell, poking Bryony in the back.

			Until now Bryony had felt strangely calm. After she had kept the Queen waiting for Gardener-only-knew how long and then shown up with damp hair and an ill-fitting gown, there had seemed no way that her situation could be any worse. But then she remembered why she was here, and how badly she wanted to be a Gatherer, and as she took her first step, she stumbled.

			Whispers ran up and down the hall, and Bryony’s cheeks glowed with humiliation. Deliberately she squared her shoulders and walked forward, holding the feather before her. Just not the scullery, she prayed silently, anything but the scullery  . . . because no matter how disappointed she might be at not being a Gatherer, it would be far worse to end up apprenticed to Mallow.

			She had just reached the end of the carpet when the Queen spoke, her voice chill and remote:

			“Kneel.”

			Bryony dropped to both knees, wincing as the seam beneath her armpit ripped. She could sense the Queen’s searching gaze upon her; it was not a comfortable feeling.

			“Faery,” said Queen Amaryllis. “Do you this day give me your service?”

			“I do,” said Bryony.

			“Give her the feather,” hissed Bluebell, and awkwardly Bryony rose and walked forwards to offer her plume to the Queen.

			“I accept your service,” said Amaryllis. “And do you give me your honor?”

			Bryony wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but it sounded harmless enough. “I do,” she said.

			“I accept your honor,” said the Queen. Then in a lower voice, “And do you give me  . . . your name?”

			Bryony froze. In addition to the common name inherited from her egg-mother, each faery was born with a secret name that belonged only to her – and whoever knew that name could command her absolutely. Was this really how the Queen made sure of her subjects’ loyalty? Would it be considered treason to refuse?

			In the end she could think of only one answer that was not an outright denial, and her voice shook as she replied: “My name is Bryony, Your Majesty.”

			A sigh rippled through the hall, and Amaryllis sat back with an enigmatic smile. “I accept your name. And now I call upon the wisdom of the Sight, that I might declare to you the nature of your service  . . .”

			There was a long pause, while the Queen’s hyacinth-blue eyes slid out of focus and then sharpened again. “Bryony,” she said, “you are apprenticed to Thorn.”

			“What?” yelped a familiar voice from the back of the hall, but it was quickly hushed into silence by the other Oakenfolk. Up on the dais Bryony’s knees buckled, and her head spun like a dropped acorn. “I  . . . beg your pardon?” she said weakly.

			“So the Sight has told me,” said Queen Amaryllis, “and so it shall be. You will be trained as my new Hunter.” She spoke with confidence, but an ember of uncertainty flickered behind her eyes. “May the Gardener protect you and give you success, Bryony of the Oak.”

			In her wildest imaginings, Bryony had never anticipated this. The most dangerous task in the Oak – and yet it was also the most free. Gatherers were forced to plod and dig, and hide in burrows for safety; but the Queen’s Hunter flew, protecting herself by speed and skill alone. The task required not only a strong body and a steady hand, but sharp eyes and quick wits as well – and best of all, it meant leaving the Oak on a regular basis, not just during the growing season but all year round. Thorn would be a hard mentor, Bryony knew, but right now not even that thought could diminish her joy.

			“Your Majesty,” she stammered, bowing deeply to the Queen. “I can hardly tell you—” But Amaryllis only shook her head, averting her gaze to the crowd below.

			“You are dismissed,” she told them in a clear voice. “Thorn, come and claim your apprentice.” Then without another word she rose, beckoned Bluebell after her, and swept out of the hall.

			Bryony wandered back down the aisle, still dazed. As she neared her fellow Oakenfolk she heard whispers, many of them scornful or pitying; few seemed to think she would succeed in her new position, and some even doubted she would survive. Mallow especially looked smug, as though she thought Bryony’s new occupation a fitting punishment – but her smirk faded as Thorn shoved past her and planted herself by Bryony’s side.

			“Well?” she said to the other faeries. “She’s my apprentice, not yours, so off with you.”

			Grumbling, the others filed away. Only Wink paused, dabbing at one eye as though she had something in it, before hurrying out after the rest.

			“Gardener’s mercy,” muttered Thorn. “What a cuckoo’s egg this day’s turned out to be. All right, girl–” she turned to Bryony. “Get out of that frippery you’re wearing, and put on some proper clothes. We’re going Outside.”

      •••

			Wink wrung her hands when she saw the damage to the gown, but she also lost no time in finding a tunic, waistcoat and breeches for Bryony to wear. Bryony could only suppose that it must be the privilege of Hunters to have their wardrobe provided without cost, for not only did Wink refuse to bargain with her, she apologized for the ill-fitting clothes and promised to make her better ones soon. This was pleasant. However, Wink also kept sighing and giving her mournful glances, which was not nearly so pleasant, and Bryony was glad to finally get away.

			She found Thorn by the Queen’s Gate, near the foot of the Spiral Stair. Together they hauled the heavy door open, climbed the ladder of roots and emerged from the Oak into a misty grey afternoon. The sunlight filtered dimly through the veil of cloud, and the air smelled of earth and green things. Thorn stalked straight out across the lawn, her bow and quiver dangling at her side; but Bryony lingered, gazing up at the colossal bulk of the tree. She had never viewed it from this angle before, and the sight of it filled her with awe.

			The Oak was at least five centuries old, and in happier days it had sheltered more than two hundred faeries within its hollow heart. Even by human standards it was huge, and Bryony supposed that only Queen Amaryllis’s spells had kept the humans from trying to live there as well. Carriers of the Silence or not, it was almost enough to make her pity them, for how could their House of dead stone compare to the majesty of the living Oak?

			“Stop dawdling and move,” snapped Thorn. “We’ve work to do.”

			Bryony hurried to catch up with her. Picking their way through the damp earth of the flowerbeds, they ducked beneath the privet hedge and skidded down the dew-slick incline into the field beyond. The grass grew long here, mingled with weeds and wild flowers, and nearby she could hear the gurgling of the brook from which the Oakenfolk drew their water.

			“Right,” said Thorn. “Lesson number one: how not to get killed.” She shielded her eyes with one hand and squinted upwards. “The first thing to do when you leave the Oak, always, is to look out for predators. Most birds and animals ignore us, but foxes will eat us if they get the chance, as will cats, owls and especially crows.” She lowered her hand and turned slowly, scanning the field in all directions as she went on. “There’s one big, ugly crow in particular – Old Wormwood, we call him – that you’ll need to watch out for. He killed Foxglove, the Hunter before me, and he’s been hungering for another taste of faery ever since.”

			Bryony glanced apprehensively at her weaponless hands. “So what do we do, if we see him?”

			Thorn snorted. “You have to ask? We hide, of course. In the Oak, if we can get there quick enough, or down the nearest burrow we can find.”

			“Oh,” said Bryony, feeling oddly disappointed.

			“Sky’s clear,” said Thorn. “Right then, follow me.” And with that she spread her wings and took off.

			Inexperienced as she was, Bryony did not falter. She leaped blindly after Thorn, trusting her instincts to take over – and they did. A heart-stopping dip, a few wobbles, and she was airborne. This is it, she thought, terrified and exhilarated at once. I’m flying!

			At first they glided in a straight line, skimming low over the grass toward the nearby wood. Then Thorn banked away from the trees, and Bryony carefully followed her example. When her teacher angled upwards, she did likewise, tentative at first but gaining confidence with every wing stroke.

			As Thorn led her through a series of simple maneuvers, Bryony’s nervousness melted away as she realized how quickly she could move through the air, how the mere flick of a wing tip could send her veering off in another direction. She could dive, she could roll, she could even hover in place, like the dragonfly her wings made her resemble. All her life she had yearned to fly, but she had never expected it to be so easy.

			No longer content to follow Thorn’s example, Bryony began to zigzag across the field. Distantly she heard Thorn shout, and reminded herself to watch for crows; but when a quick glance showed none in sight, she launched herself skywards again.

			Soaring on an updraft, she noticed for the first time a line of tall poles at the southern edge of the field. They were linked by dark ropes – a barrier of some sort? The topmost strand was dotted with sparrows. Curious, she glided closer  . . .

			“Stop!” came a cry, and Bryony glanced back to see Thorn speeding through the air toward her. “Never touch those!” she snapped, grabbing Bryony by the arm and wrenching her around. Startled, Bryony dropped like a stone, dragging Thorn down with her. They tumbled into the grass, perilously close to a patch of nettles, and for a few moments they were both too winded to speak.

			“Don’t ever go off like that without me again,” panted Thorn. She clambered to her feet and began brushing herself off. Still winded, Bryony stared up at the poles towering above her.

			“What are they?” she asked.

			“I don’t know what they’re called, or what they do. They’re human things. All I know is that there’s magic in them, and if you touch them you’ll be dead before you hit the ground.”

			“But the birds—”

			“Is your head made of solid wood?” exploded Thorn. “You’re not a bird! And neither was Henbane. One of those ropes came down in a storm. She went to look – one touch, and zap! There was nothing left of her. Not even an egg.”

			“You saw it happen?”

			“No, but Foxglove did – my old mentor. What, did you think I was making it all up in my head?”

			Thorn’s tone was sardonic, and Bryony felt her face burn. “No,” she said. “I just wondered how you knew.”

			“Valerian keeps a book,” said Thorn. “Every time one of our people dies, it’s written down: the name, and the way she died. And if you don’t want your name to be next, you’d better listen to me when I call you. The first time, d’you hear?”

			“I hear you,” said Bryony, wincing as she rose. Her whole body ached, especially the wing muscles.

			Thorn glanced up at the sky again. “We’ve been out here long enough,” she said. “Best to head back, before the crows start getting interested.” She stomped off through the grass.

			“Have you ever fought one?” asked Bryony, hurrying to keep up with her. “A crow, I mean.”

			“If I had,” said Thorn, “I wouldn’t be talking to you now.” 

			“And what about humans? How do you deal with them?” 

			“I don’t,” said Thorn flatly. “And neither will you, if you’ve half as much wit as a rabbit. When they’re mucking about in the garden, or cutting the grass with that noisy wagon of theirs, we lie low and wait until they’re gone.” She gave Bryony a sharp look. “Unless you have some other idea?”

			Bryony shook her head.

			“I didn’t think so. Now if you’re ready to use your wings properly instead of playing the fool with them, it’s time we were flying home.”

      •••

			From that point on the weeks blurred together, as Bryony spent day after day with Thorn, learning the Hunter’s craft. At her mentor’s command she ran, climbed and flew about the Oakenwyld, ever more aware of its dangers, but growing bolder nonetheless. Flying was still her greatest pleasure, but soon she began to enjoy her lessons for other reasons as well: her pride in her growing strength and agility, the excitement of hunting prey and the bargaining power her new skills gave her. Now at last she could barter with her fellow faeries
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