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The night his parents died, Rook didn’t cry, he didn’t scream. He couldn’t. There was enough screaming in the halls, The King and Queen are dead!” it drowned out the sound of his own heartbeat as he was ushered down the hall by the castle guards. 

Fifteen years later, it wasn’t the screams that stuck with him however, it was the blood. Rook still woke from nightmares, checking his sheets for red stains he knew wouldn’t be there. The nightmares were one of the only things he still had from his parents, and they always showed the same thing. The night they died, the night that he, a scared five-year-old crawled into their bed looking for comfort. 

He was sent away from the castle soon after, before even their funeral. When Rook was ten, he asked the staff why he lived in a house on the outskirts of Faerie. He was told it was for his protection but knew better. He was no longer welcome in Elphame, the capital city of Faerie. And so, he was exiled to a remote estate in the Summer Kingdom to grow up away from court.

Despite being orphaned, Rook still lived a privileged life—one befitting his royal status. He wanted for nothing and there was a small staff of servants and tutors who rotated in and out every few years. He was taught swordplay, horseback riding, and history. He learned all eighteen languages of the Fae—both ancient and common—and studied magic. Yet, despite the luxury, Rook was lonely. There were no other children on the estate, the servants barely spoke to him, and his tutors were distant.

The only excitement that ever came to the estate was when Queen Gloriana visited. Once the ruler of the Summer Kingdom, she was now the sole monarch of all Faerie, ruling from Elphame.

Every few years, the head housekeeper, Isolde—the only member of staff who had been at the house for as long as Rook—would burst into his room, ushering him into his finest clothing before presenting him to the queen in the sitting room. He never spoke to her; she would only observe him silently, then turn to his tutors for an update on his progress.

Queen Gloriana was a striking woman: beautiful and commanding. Rook always found her gaze unnerving—sharp, like she could see straight through him. But he only saw her once every couple of years, so the discomfort never lasted long.

She always took a particular interest in his development in magic. Every time his tutors reported on his progress with languages and history, she would nod politely. But when they spoke of his affinity for snow, his control over the wind, or the first time he shifted, her eyes would brighten with a fervent eagerness.

Rook didn’t mind, magic was his favourite lesson anyway. From a young age, he had shown an innate aptitude for the magic of his parents’ realms. He remembered his first bit of magic clearly—it was shortly after moving to the estate, during a particularly dull tutoring session. Almost absentmindedly, he had conjured a blanket of snow that covered the entire estate. It had been mid-summer, and the cold had been exhilarating. He had run out of this lesson and went sledding in the snow until his lips turned blue. 

Then, there was the wind.

When Rook was around twelve, he had been riding through the nearby forest, when a gust brushed past his ear, and with it, a soft voice whispered to him. Surprised, he nearly fell of his horse but then leaned into the sound hoping to hear more. The voice wasn’t threatening nor harsh—it was calm, even comforting. It told him about all the things he couldn’t see: a herd of deer nearby, a hawk perched high in a tree, the mice rustling in the underbrush. Soon the wind had become the closest thing he had to a friend.

And so, the years passed in Rook’s exile, until his twentieth birthday when he finally got his chance at life. The day began as usual: he woke early, went for a morning ride, and then returned to the estate for breakfast. He spent most of the morning in the small herb garden outside the kitchens. He watered the plants and pulled weeds. It helped the castle cook, and Rook liked it, the work was methodical, and far more rewarding than most of his lessons.  

When all the weeds were pulled and his hands caked in dirt, he headed back inside.

He bumped into one of his tutors on the way to clean up. He glanced down taking notice of the paper in Orwen’s hand.

Rook shook his head, “It’s my birthday,” he stated matter-of-factly, walking past.

Orwen hurried after him. “I know that.”

“So—I don't have class today." Rook continued.

Orwen caught up to him. "That's not why I'm here. You've gotten a letter—from the queen."

Rook spun around to face his tutor, eyes wide. "The queen has sent me a letter?"

Orwen blinked. “Yes.”

“Why?” Rook doubted it was a birthday card.

“Wash up, and we’ll discuss it in the library.”

Curiosity piqued, Rook hurried off to clean the dirt from his hands. A few minutes later, he was seated in the library, the letter in his hands.

He stared at it, uncertain. "What does it say?" The letter was sealed, but Rook had no doubt that Orwen had received a letter as well.

The tutor sighed. "It's a summons. The queen wants you at court."

Rook's jaw dropped. In the fifteen years he had been away from Elphame, he had never once been invited to court. In fact, until this moment, he had been certain the queen wanted nothing to do with him. Eagerly he tore open the envelope and read the contents.

"She says she's throwing a party in my honour to celebrate my coming of age. She wants me at court within the week."

Orwen nodded, though his expression remained unreadable. "Well, you’re of age now. It will be expected that you make an appearance. A great number of Fae lords and ladies will be there."

"But why now? She’s never shown any inclination that she wants me anywhere near court."

Orwen wiped his brow. "To be honest, I’m not sure this is her idea. You're the crown prince of Faerie, and you haven’t been seen in court or in any Fae city for over a decade. The queen's probably feeling the pressure from other noble families— I am sure that there are many who want to meet you."

"So, she doesn't want me there, but she has to prove that I'm still alive?"

Orwen winced. "I suppose that would be one way to put it. It’s a predicament, I'm sure the queen isn’t thrilled about. However, she did state in her letter to me, that if all goes well, and you behave yourself, there is a chance that she might let you stay at court."

"Stay in Elphame?" The idea was both tempting and intimidating. Rook wasn’t sure how he felt about a life at court, but the prospect of leaving the isolation of the estate was appealing. He tightened his grip on the letter, the reality of the summons settling in. Elphame was a place full of power, of people. It was far from the empty solitude of this house.

"Yes.” Orwen nodded, “So, I suggest you pack today and head out tomorrow. You should have plenty of time to make it to Elphame in time for the celebration."

Rook sighed. "A party. Gods, do I even have anything to wear?" It seemed like such a trivial concern, but it first thing that came to mind. Isolde his measurements to each year, for new clothes. Most of his wardrobe was simple—suitable for daily wear and riding, but nothing he would consider fitting for court. 

"Isolde's going through your wardrobe now, pulling out your best clothes," Orwen said. "Granted, they’re quite plain for court, but they’ll have to do. You could always pick up something in the city if you want.” 

Orwen stood, dusting himself off. “I suggest you head up to pack before dinner. I hear the cook has prepared a cake for your birthday."

Rook ran from the library and ascended the stairs two at a time. In his room, he found Isolde had already laid out several outfits on his bed. He surveyed the choices, sighing that they indeed appeared plain. There was nothing to be done about it now, so he pulled a leather saddle bag from the back of his closet. 

As he packed his clothes, he thought about what else he might need.

He didn’t own much. No jewels or crown. He did, however, grab a brush for his hair, which now
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