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Chapter 1
Forest Friends
 
 
 
Bark crumbled beneath my feet and fingertips as I clambered further into the canopy. Below, a duo of brown-cloaked guards scoured the woodland floor, searching for the disturber of their meal. I peered down through the leaves, biting back laughter as the pilfered bounty weighed heavy in my pack.
It had been worth wasting the last of my flint to see the usurper king’s soldiers scatter like mice. The two fools had left a plentiful banquet for the taking. What more did it need than some sparkling candles? Serves them right. As the people of Evernyl starved, those wretches ate like nobility.
The woods bordering Evernyl had been home for eight long years, and trespassing castle lack-wits, target practice. They had run me into the forest, a beaten, bloody, freckled little thing. So grief-ridden and scared that just spotting a brown cloak sent me into tremors. It’s funny how quickly fear turns to tenacity. As my father lay dying, I’d made a vow to reclaim the throne, and promises to a king are binding.
I’d heard the sounds of clanking armour, followed by raucous complaints, a little way off as I gathered my catches and re-set traps along the forest floor, and I couldn’t resist the urge to cause mischief. For a child unused to the woods, the game of cat and mouse had been a dangerous one. The sights, smells, and simply functioning had been trial enough back then. Even without soldiers patrolling the outskirts and the wood-witches of the Fae Realm attempting to lure me deeper for their gain. I’d grown, though. Thanks to training and time, not much scared me anymore.
Something about the dirt-brown cloaks and tarnished armour bearing the mocking sigil of a dagger through a crown left me wanting to taunt the halfwits. Sniggering, I inched along the branch, grasping into my pack for a filched cake. I sank my teeth into the delicate layers with a sigh. Oh yes, sweet, creamy, with a zing of citrus. One swift flick of the wrist, and what remained of the confection was airborne. The soft sponge landed with a smack into the greasy head of the youngest soldier – a sandy-haired, fresh-faced lad, quite the rare find among the Brown Cloaks. I’d have preferred a rock or a knife. Both had worked well in previous dalliances with the usurper’s men, but I knew such an act would send more than two bothersome guards after me.
“Gah!” Sandy-Hair cried, fingers yanking at the crumbs, icing now sticking to his golden locks. Spinning, he glared in my direction. Grasping the branch, I swung down, giving him a cheeky wink before swiftly scrambling higher once more and spying through the leaves.
“T-There’s someone else out here!” the lad stammered, pointing a shaking finger.
“What are you talking about, muttonhead?” his older, craggy-faced comrade demanded. “Look at the mess you’ve got yourself into.” With a tut and a head-shake, he stalked further into the thicket. “Despite what the prince says, there’s nothing out here but deer, rabbits and the odd winged rat. Wood-witches are extinct.”
“It was no wood-witch! Maybe a small man, or even a woman? It wore a cloak!”
“Oh, really? Could it be a ghost? It’s probably your own shadow,” came the jeering response. “Never thought they’d be partial to cake, but you live and learn.”
“I’m telling you, I saw someone. Look at this,” Sandy-Hair whined, hands covered in sugar-paste. “It didn’t come from nowhere.”
“You’ve gone mad. Maybe some bird dropped it.”
The younger soldier grimaced, wiping away the stickiness with his cloak. “The prince claims more than woodland creatures call this place home. Imagine if we caught one of those rebels, a witch-blooded lord or lady or some creature from the other realms?”
My heart pounded as Craggy-Face paused.
“The king would reward us for sure,” Sandy-Hair mused.
The king. I almost spat at hearing the term. That man was no king. A murderer, more like, not only of my father but of Evernyl itself. Internally raging, I nearly missed the continuing conversation below.
“And imagine if it was the princess,” Craggy-Face said, a grin lighting up his aged features.
“What princess?” Sandy-Hair asked, cake remnants clinging to his face.
“The one King Knox ran into the woods all them years ago.”
“I heard he killed her,” Sandy-Hair dismissed.
“Nah, he let her run, Quain told me. They thought she’d be dead soon enough anyway, being as young as she was. King Knox gave her a good kicking before seeing her off.”
“Now that would be a prize.” Sandy-Hair’s lips turned upward as his gummy hands rubbed together gleefully.
Unable to resist, I reached for my bow and called out, “Looking for me, fellows?”
The two soldiers gaped as I waved the weapon in their direction.
“See, told you. Whatever it is, it’s in the tree!”
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Sending an arrow their way, I leapt from one branch to another. Cursing and blundering followed, but I kept on swinging, feet finding purchase on each tree. Below, the pursuers staggered through bracken and over fallen logs. Profanities echoed upward as they stumbled into bogs and brooks. The chase soon quietened as I outran them. With the oafs’ shouts barely audible and my stomach rumbling, I felt safe enough to slip to the ground. 
Entering a clearing with a large watering hole at its centre, I reached into a hollow stump on the bank, stocking up on arrows and other supplies. There were many of these little stopgaps throughout the forest, each filled with pots, tinctures, the odd eating utensil and weapons, all collected from thankful villagers and our rebel friends. It allowed for anywhere among the trees to be home.
With my packs fully replenished, it was time to fill my belly. Sifting through the abundance of breads, cheeses and pastries, I found a meat pie. Sneering at the usurper’s initials baked into the top, I pried off the decoration, unable to swallow Knox’s name despite my hunger. I wolfed the rest of it down, licking my fingers and brushing aside crumbs. At the shoreline, I filled my water-skin and savoured the sweet refreshing liquid.
Compared to the rough terrain of the trees, the glade held a soft peacefulness. Weeping willows kissed the surface of the crystal-clear pool. Surrounding the shore, bright green foliage swayed beside flowers in every colour of the rainbow.
At the sound of breaking twigs, I stilled. Across the water, within the shadows, a silhouette of strangers appeared. Their voices disturbed the quiet and, gripping the short sword at my belt, I eyed them carefully. As with my previous pursuers, these were not seasoned forest dwellers. Their conversation, though indistinct, carried. 
Thrusting my telltale red curls beneath a hood, I scrambled up a nearby trunk. Reaching the dense coppice of leaves as the trio and their horses hit open space, I waited. Suited in shining armour and the burnished gold cloak of royalty, the first figure stepped into the clearing, holding the reins of a silver stallion. Beside him, two soldiers scanned the perimeter, bay charges at their shoulders – neither were my earlier followers.
“Should we return to the castle, Your Highness?” asked the larger of the two guards.
“Soon,” came the clipped, but not unkind, reply.
Striding around the large pond, they stopped parallel to my tree. The urge to toss another cake was fierce, but I couldn’t waste another. Revulsion stirred my stomach as I took in the young royal. Blond, handsome and not much else – Prince Tavish of House Rainehart had changed little since our last meeting. I didn’t stare too long; the usurper’s son’s presence conjured many unpleasant memories, and I couldn’t afford to lose my head.
“May I ask what we’re looking for, Your Highness?” enquired the second soldier.
“Your Highness,” the prince intoned with sarcasm. “Is taking in the beauty of his surroundings.”
“As you say, my prince.” Chastened, the Brown Cloak halted, bowing low.
With sure steps, the young royal strode to the pool and peered in whilst running his fingers over the long hair falling into his face before moving onward. Pausing at the stump, the prince knelt, armour clanking as he reached out. On his wrist, a shiny, heavy-looking band sparkled in the sunlight.
I clutched at the branch, chest tightening. What had I left behind?
“Your Highness?” the larger soldier hedged, his chestnut hair falling onto a frowning, tanned face. Even with their backs turned, I could see the discarded pastry decoration in the prince’s hand.
Damned, dunderheaded girl! I clenched my teeth against the urge to scream.
“Curious,” he said.
The boy, for I loathed to call him prince, rose, sniffing at it primly. His profile showed a delicate, almost feminine, upturned nose. Poking through his long tousled hair were pale ears, pointed at the tips, betraying his Fae ancestry. 
“This was castle-made. It spells out my father’s initials,” he murmured, blowing off the dirt and biting into it, chewing with gusto. “It is also quite fresh.”
The soldier reached his ward, watching with careful eyes. Did the fop use a food taster before every meal? Rumours were his father did, in fear of assassins. Good, let them worry, they’d have more concerns soon enough.
“What do you think it means, Your Highness?” the tanned soldier asked.
“I believe someone within these trees is taking care of themselves, and rather well,” replied the prince. “As much as an animal could make off with a pie, why leave an edible symbol? Someone is living out here, someone unsympathetic to the king, but who? And how did they access castle-made food?”
“Being so far in, they must hold some blue blood,” the soldier mused. “No one could fend off the Fae so long without it.”
Only those who held blue blood – also known as draíochta-wielders – could resist the lure of the Fae Realm, which was found deep within the forest. Those without it were struck dumb, seduced or drawn in by the songs, scents and attractive people who made up the species.
Even those of us who were blue-blooded felt the call. Though the Fae could use us entirely differently if the histories were true. We could become soldiers in their army, or hostages to reclaim lands from those who encroached on Fae borders. I did my best to avoid the wood-witches, despite the protective enchantments my companions conjured to ward off unwanted visitors. None outside my circle knew about those.
Before the prince and his men could say more, eager cries and horses’ hooves sounded. My old ‘friends’ had caught up at last.
“Your Highness, Sir Cawethorne, we... we...” Sandy-Hair wheezed.
“Dismount and bow before your future king. We don’t yell at him from horseback, fool!” barked Cawethorne, the tanned officer.
“Forgive us, Your Highness,” Craggy-Face begged.
Both men dismounted, kneeling before the usurper’s son.
“Up, up, both of you,” dismissed the prince. “What caused you to race here all flustered?”
“We stopped for a bite, Your Highness, and, well, someone stole our meat and mead...”
“You’re worrying the Crown Prince about your stomach, boy?” raged Cawethorne at Sandy-Hair.
I forced aside a smirk that didn’t want to die.
“Hush, Cawethorne,” the prince admonished. “Didn’t we just say someone was surviving on castle rations out here? Now we know how. Carry on, tell me more.”
“Well, it was a small person, someone wielding a bow, who could climb trees and throw cakes!”
“A small person?” the prince repeated, ignoring the other men’s sniggers. “The size of a child? A pixie? A widdlesprout?”
“Yes, more like a small woman or boy, Your Highness. They shot arrows!”
“Did you get a look at them?” he asked in an eager, direct tone.
“Bright green eyes and small, that’s all I can tell, Your Highness.”
Craggy-Face nodded. “I thought it was animals at first, my prince, but then the arrow flew.”
“Do you believe it could be something, Your Highness?” Cawethorne asked.
“Maybe.” He sighed. “Could it be the girl?”
Cawethorne shook his head. “Perhaps the boy may live, even the shifter, but her? The girl’s likely dead, my prince. Injured and distressed as she was.”
I strained to hear more, but the words hung in the air. The prince’s shoulders sagged.
“My father was foolhardy to think she would perish here. She was not precious or delicate.”
“What should we do if we find her?”
Even from the canopy, the malevolent glint in the man’s eyes was chilling. My fists clenched, thorn-like pricks dotting over my palms. Let the foolish lout try.
The prince’s face hardened as he rounded on the guards. “You bring her directly to me or the duke, do you understand? There will be no messing with her. Whatever my father says, she’s still a princess.” He paused, eyeing each man. “A queen. Respect that.”
The once cocksure guard wilted at the sharpness in the prince’s voice. Though his lips did twist at the word ‘queen’.
“Yes, Your Highness.”
The prince returned to the pool of water. “This information is promising,” he muttered with a nod, before looking back at the lack-wits who’d chased me.
“Good job, men,” he said, clapping the nearest one on the shoulder with a clang. “Let us return to the castle. I am sure there is a hearty feast waiting.”
The group mounted their horses and left the clearing, voices quietening as they drifted away.
I returned to the ground cautiously. It was reckless to expect only two soldiers in the forest. The game had grown more daring if Prince Tavish Rainehart was now in play. The heir was in search of the one remaining threat to the throne his father stole.
I glanced into the darkening glade and lifted my bow. Aiming for where his head once was, I loosened the arrow. A useless act, but satisfying all the same. The accompanying thunk felt like a line being drawn under the sorry business. The prince had no right to claim another place I called home.
Imagine the look on Knox’s face if I presented his precious heir’s eyeball on a trencher. With a garnish, of course. A dark part of me thrilled at the thought. But I was no Knox. Killing beyond self-preservation wasn’t in my repertoire. I’d still get what was mine, however. Tavish and Knox would suffer – they’d both wish for death once I was through with them.
 
 
 
Chapter 2 
The Shifter’s Request
 
 
 
During my childhood, Papa’s companion, Aeolus, forever warned me, “Arrogance and impulse are jesters’ tools, Ruadh!” Whenever I’d grown too bold at some lesson or charmed a maid for extra sweets, those words were muttered through clenched teeth. Even out in the woods, Orren would take up the mantle and repeat the adage. This time, it would be more than a scolding I’d receive. The prince and his men would return to the forest with a greater purpose now they had someone to hunt.
With one hand on a dagger, I headed north into the bog, beyond which the Fae Realm lit up the darkening forest like starlight. Its entrance was a lush arch of trees and flowers, which glittered in the half-light. A waterfall cascaded into a stream that flowed alongside, sparkling in pastel shades. Melodic voices beckoned like sirens – compelling and haunting all at once.
The pointy-eared species known as the Fae were remarkable to look at, though beneath their veined skin and odd eyes lingered an enigmatic nature no one could truly capture. Papa always advised vigilance regarding these people – trust was tenuous.
We held a familial link. Many generations before, the Forest Fae, believing a Prince of Evernyl had kidnapped their religious ruler, had waged war against four of the six United Realms. When the battles subsided, the prince and the priestess revealed they were, in fact, in love. To prevent future misunderstandings, the Fae and the humans mixed their blood to create a new nobility for Evernyl, Waeve, and Chane. The people of Glancing, previously classified as a Fae race, devolved into simple draíochta-wielders like the rest of us because of an anomaly involving dragons. This meant that four out of the six United Realms held the power and blue blood of the Fae.
Although the Fae Realm’s current high priestess, Florian, visited us blue-bloods, we didn’t have a close relationship. Papa had often commented on how repulsed he was by her. Whilst in her presence, as others grew attracted and awed, he’d become nauseous. She was dazzling on the surface, but, as with other Fae, upon closer inspection, she appeared unworldly and dangerous.
Despite sharing a boundary and a bloodline with them, I wasn’t too eager to mix in Fae circles. They’d tortured Papa’s companion, Aeolus, in such a way that he’d become a shifter, his life’s essence leeching with every transformation. No pilferer deserved such a half-life. It was clear that the Fae’s methods went against everything I stood for, and so I did my best to steer clear.
Jumping the stream, I headed towards the far edge of the forest. Along the way, I emptied and reset our traps, belting any catches with the other loot. Prone furry bodies swung against my thighs in a pendulous rhythm as I journeyed onward.
The next snare I found stood empty, the knot re-tied in such a way that it could only be Cousin Orren’s. Raised as siblings, we’d always had each other’s backs. Without his tough love and harsh training, I wouldn’t have survived. Every scar, hurt and ill, Orren made, tended to or healed. With night soon approaching he’d come find me, bearing news of the kingdom and something for supper.
Of course, when he arrived, I’d have to admit I’d seen the prince; Orren would berate me, and we’d pretend I’d not goaded the soldiers again. Orren and I had played the same old game since the beginning. I’d defy the unspoken rule of not messing with Knox’s guards, and he’d imagine I obeyed. 
The thrill from the hunt diminished my boredom. Being stuck within the trees, though safer than wandering the kingdom itself, didn’t fulfil my destiny. Hiding had become a burden. I chafed at the metaphorical chains, wishing for something to do, to help those in need. Instead, I shot arrows and stole food from hapless soldiers of the usurper king and his whelp.
Well, that was a half-truth. Much of the spoils went to the needy. Furs for warmth and meat for meals, but Orren handed out the parcels – just in case. Thanks to Orren’s forays into Evernyl, we knew the low-folk were starving whilst the castle thrived. It only fueled my eagerness to do more.
Most of our news came via the rebel alliance, which had rallied after Papa’s death. Lady Orlaith, a knight from Chane and my father’s bodyguard, spearheaded it. She’d survived the Battle at Nature’s Field before leading the quiet charge to rile up the enemy and gain a following. We’d often hear the Brown Cloaks complain of pelmets bearing Papa’s sigil being hung, the odd unexplained proof of draíochta, even former courtiers being captured and escaping with ease. Reward money for Orlaith’s capture almost rivalled my own.
Bottles clanked in my satchel as I walked amongst the briar; it cheered me to know good ale was in my near future. Darkness drew in, and I wished Orren was around to light a torch. I’d used the last flint on taunting the soldiers; hopefully Orren had scavenged more.
Following a well-trodden path, I aimed for the clearing at the woodland edge. There, inconspicuous to most, lay a felled log, stoppered at one end by a large rock. Moving aside the bracken and brambles, I unhitched the belted rabbits and a good part of the soldiers’ bounty, refilling the empty log. Replacing the leaves at the opening, I stepped back and gave a wolfish howl. At the responding dove’s coo, I replied in kind and hunkered behind a nearby tree. Not being glamoured, I couldn’t risk being seen.
“Come, children, sounds like Orrys has left us something,” said a youthful male voice with a rough timbre.
Orrys was the name Orren used on his travels. Close enough to cover any slip-ups, but different enough to not breed suspicion. Orren’s face held a familiarity that could endanger us if discovered. With the lingering fear of our capture, the slight change in moniker ensured a suitable cover. Then there was the glamour, which was crafted with help from our rebel friends – Orren’s features remained hidden when he ventured into the kingdom. A straighter nose, heavier brow, different coloured hair. It all helped.
A tall, stocky, dark-haired young man stepped into view, leading a group of hollow-cheeked children. It was Roibin. Orren often spoke of the lad he’d befriended in the villages, and I’d seen him from afar many times. He aided in feeding the younger ones and did his best to avoid conscription into Knox’s army.
“Go ahead,” Roibin urged, raising a torch over the cache.
The children pushed aside the leaves, exclaiming at their treasure. Roibin gathered the game whilst they bagged up the rest.
“What’s this?” asked a dainty, mud-streaked girl holding an iced bun.
“Let me see,” Roibin said, crouching before her. A grin spread across his face, revealing dimples.
“Take a bite,” he said. “You’ll like it.”
Throwing a sceptical look at Roibin, the little girl nibbled on a corner. Wide-eyed, she beckoned her friends over. My heart squeezed. Hadn’t these children tasted sweetness?
Orren and I had only been in the woods for a few days when the rains stopped at the border. In the months after Knox took Evernyl’s crown, the rivers dried, and crops suffered blight. Livestock grew frail, their meat too contaminated to eat. The boys enlisted, and the girls scrambled for castle positions to guarantee a warm meal. Their elders took scraps where they could. Orren and I were more equipped than most to survive the devastation, thanks to Papa’s insistence on teaching us to hunt. Whatever curse beleaguered Evernyl, it ended at the forest border. Beyond the trees saw a good amount of rain and plentiful game. We’d also planted gardens of fruits and vegetables as Mother once did, harvesting the crops for the poor. Orren had found the log and liaised with the low folk and, thus, we provided the best we could. We might not have fixed the problem in our years of hiding, but we sure did more than the usurper king and his rabble. This was just the beginning.
The children’s voices, lifted in song, drifted through the trees as I took off in the opposite direction. The bustling sounds of locals making their way home kept me company as I set up camp, plucking bedding, a dented kettle and a sack of supplies from a tree knot before building a fire. A gruff but feminine voice sang a lament of love, courage and glory, the sound echoing from the village just beyond the borderline.
 
And into power, there shall be wonder
And into trials, we shall cross
And live in love when all is lost...
 
It gave me hope, for I recalled the tune from childhood. At least others remembered it too.
Unravelling a bedroll and staring up through the gaps in the canopy, I willed the soldiers to return. I needed something to take on the rage boiling in my stomach. How dare Knox deprive those children of the smallest luxuries! Sugar was never in short supply before, even for the lower folk of Evernyl. Belfour, the true king, saw to that.
My hands prickled, the sensation darting down from both wrists, as though I were gripping the thorns of a rose. Draíochta – the magic of the Fae – ran in my veins too. All blue-bloods held the power. I hadn’t used mine in eight years, but any spike in emotion caused the tingle. Small stabs dug into my skin as I listened for the brown-cloaked fiends. Despite my bloodlust, I’d never killed a soldier, though I might have wounded a few. Anger and grief-filled I may be, but I wasn’t Knox. As I clenched and unclenched my fists, I noted the breeze had lifted. Leaves danced around me, rustling like papers in libraries I yearned to see. When I lay my hands still, the noise stopped and the air settled.
Knox’s troops presented themselves so differently from my father’s. The soldiers of my childhood stood proud, bearing Belfour’s coat of arms like a shield. Presentable, even in battle, their green cloaks denoting the magical origins of the rightful king’s people. I’d not seen that crown with leaves and sparks in far too long.
Knox’s army used his sigil as a weapon to breed fear. The message was clear: their king had murdered draíochta, they could kill you too! Unpolished armour, unshaven faces and worn boots, along with grubby hands gripping their swords. Threatening instead of protecting. Drawing weapons and out for blood at any unjust cause. Even a usurper such as Knox deserved more respect from those representing him.
Some claimed Knox dragged these men from the Bandals slums and prison camps. Though most probably came from Scourchford, the false king’s actual seat. Fae-Dia knows how those far north kingdoms felt about us southern draíochta-wielders now. Knox had spread unrest to every corner of the United Realms, or so the rebels told us.
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As sleep lured me from wayward thoughts, an owl hooted, and the bells of the castle tolled, signalling the kingdom’s curfew. A rule decreed by Knox to ensure no one left their homes during the hours of darkness. The man was paranoid about rebellion. Anyone who disobeyed faced higher taxes, a thorough beating, a week in the stocks, or even the noose. My heart ached for those who missed the ridiculous deadline.
Cousin Orren would slip through the villages at moonrise, bringing news of horrors tormenting the realm I once called home. He used draíochta to lurk in the shadows and keep hidden. There were times I couldn’t contain my jealousy at his ease in using the power. But this exile wasn’t forever. One day I’d return and walk through the streets of Evernyl, a free woman ready to reclaim my place. This vow I was determined not to break.
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Smoke rose from the lone fire I’d built, casting odd shapes amongst the trees. The chill didn’t abate despite wrapping myself in double furs and refilling the kettle for nettle tea. As night drew in, owls disturbed the silence and berries I’d gathered earlier turned bitter on my tongue. Thoughts of Prince Tavish remained constant. Why was he looking for me? Why now?
Perhaps, like his father, he desired all traces of draíochta banished, and with it any link to the rightful king. How would he inherit Evernyl, if Belfour’s heir ran amuck? Of course he’d want any potential contender gone. That thought made me shiver deeper than the cold.
A wolf’s howl echoed through the darkness, shaking me from my musings. Responding with a dove’s coo, I waited.
“Ruadh?”
“Over here,” I replied.
With much stumbling and a cussed oath, Orren arrived, pushing an overflowing, rough-hewn hand cart – an old gift from a village merchant no longer able to sell his wares. Time had been both cruel and kind to my dear cohort. He was Papa incarnate, albeit rough, wiry, and without the freckles I’d inherited. His mossy green eyes held wisdom, and despite his propensity to joke, he rarely smiled. Not even twenty, Orren’s handsome face showed lines of strain. Although usually braided in the traditional Waeve style, with rings and shells, his long hair currently tumbled over his shoulders in copper waves, darker strands clinging to his face and neck.
“You do pick some rat holes,” he grumbled, dropping the cart’s handles; a stag, pheasants and rabbits bounced atop it. Orren tugged off his belt, holding daggers, potions and an ever-trusty axe, which had belonged to his father, and tossed it alongside his catches.
“What else is there?” I countered, pulling a knife and getting to work.
Butchering barely fazed me anymore. Papa had instructed us, and although I’d protested then, out in the woods, if you didn’t partake, you didn’t eat. As I saved the beast’s hide, the roughness of the pelt almost left me gagging. I’d never shaken the feeling of Knox’s scratchy beard against my arm.
“Here, let me finish.”
I blinked through the bitterness as Orren eased the blade out of my grip and cerulean-tinged blood seeped into our dinner, staining it purple. Another scar to add to the collection, I thought, sucking on the small cut, the pain sharp.
“I need a walk,” I muttered, cleaning up using a nearby patch of leaves.
“Mind you don’t go too far, soldiers are patrolling again.”
“Damn those bastards, haven’t they gone home yet?” I growled, grasping into my quiver for an arrow.
“Ruadh,” Orren cajoled, though there was steel behind his tone.
“I refuse to bow to them,” I said, flipping the shaft over my knuckles.
“I refuse to see you killed. Then all of this would be for nothing.”  
A long silence fell before I said, “The false prince was out here today.”
Orren’s eyes flashed with alarm before he turned back to his task with a sigh.
“Ruadh,” he repeated, with resignation this time.
“He didn’t see me.”
“We should move on, lodge somewhere safer,” Orren muttered, his cuts less smooth. “Maybe Chane or Waeve would have us?”
“There’s nowhere else to go, Cousin.” I reminded him, tapping the fletching against my chin. “We’d be a risk to those willing to give us sanctuary. If only Lady O would tell us where she’s hiding.”
“You need to be more cautious!”
I spun away, ignoring his irritation. “I will.”
 Orren snorted at the obvious lie. The snatches of information we received from the rebels did little to calm my impatience, so I would continue to bother the Brown Cloaks for the scraps of news they held, among other things.
With one last cut, Orren’s work was done. The knife, a weapon stolen from a guard years ago, lay soiled in his palm. Ragged and with a broken handle, it did the job, but it wasn’t pretty. Orren pursed his lips and my heart squeezed. He’d matured so fast in the woods; would things change once we were home? Before I could think on it more the dagger shot past my ear, lodging into a tree across camp.
“Nice try.” I smirked, bounding over to wrench it from the trunk, the idea of a walk forgotten.
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After a hearty meal of venison and forest greens, I laid back gazing up at the stars. The gaps in the trees framed them like paintings. Each twig snap sent my stomach into knots, perceiving soldiers at every turn. I clung to my blade as to a lifeline, both willing the Brown Cloaks to come but also praying they wouldn’t.
What if the prince found me? He’d wanted me alive. Was it to torture me himself? What of Knox? Didn’t the murderer wish for a chance? The once thrilling game of hide-and-seek had grown darker with nightfall.
“You know, if you used your draíochta you’d do more damage than that blade.” Orren swiped a hand through the air, the proceeding breeze scattering a flurry of leaves around us like snow.
Orren didn’t understand. With every bile-inducing try, pain paralysed my hands. I knew what draíochta could do. My last proper attempt at using it had saved my life, but it had also sent us into hiding. That single blast seemed to have used up a full quota. I couldn’t explain that to Orren, though. He’d only laugh.
“You, Cousin, are the one who suggested I stay inconspicuous,” I said, raising a brow at him. “They’d know me as soon as I lifted a hand.”
Rumours were that Knox had some ability to sense draíochta. That he or someone in his court could sniff it out and ensnare the wielder. I didn’t want to attempt some frivolous parlour trick only to be captured by the enemy.
Orren sniggered. “There’s plenty of draíochta throughout the kingdom. It’s well hidden, mind, and a fair bit weakened for some. Whoever can find it isn’t looking very hard.”
He sat up and as moonbeams lit the clearing, then swiped a palm between them and the failing fire. The result was instantaneous. Flames flickered, and the blaze roared again.
I reached out to the warmth, pretending the cold was the cause of my shaky hands. Papa used to say draíochta was costly – not in riches, but in personal wealth. According to the stories, war created it, and thus war was within us, too. It was our responsibility as draíochta-wielders to protect those without it. The ideal had grown muddy with Knox’s takeover.
The last person I used draíochta on still bore scars, or so I’d heard. I did not regret it; the bastard deserved the brand and worse.
A crash sounded beyond the camp. Orren and I leapt up, weapons raised.
“Well, isn’t that a fine way to greet an old friend?”
“Aeolus?” I murmured, recognising the voice.
Papa’s companion stepped into the clearing, arms wide. After stowing my blade away, I hurried to embrace the older man. Months had passed since I’d last seen him. As someone who could transform into cats, birds and other inconspicuous creatures, the rebels kept him busy with reconnaissance work. My arms encircled the shifter only to pause. Bones, which once were covered in muscle, now poked through the loose-fitting rags he wore. When I took his hands, they were ice cold.
“Come now, you wouldn’t want us to sit here unprotected?” I said, drawing us closer to the fire.
 
￼[image: 3. Aeolus skin changing.jpg]
 
In the glow, his long face held an ashen pallor, with cheekbones that stuck out beneath sunken, purple-rimmed eyes. Silvery hair hung stringy and lifeless on his shoulders. My heart sank. This wasn’t the healthy shifter I’d tormented as a child. The next time Lord Blanchard appeared, I’d have more than a few words for him and his mistress.
Aeolus blamed himself for what happened to Papa, but Orren and I defied orders that day. It was our burden to bear, not his. Papa’s last request to him was to keep me safe, and Aeolus couldn’t have known what I’d do – I’d crept out and doomed us to the usurper’s wrath, only because I wanted to fight alongside my father like Lady O. Regret stung as I settled him on a bedroll. Aeolus took on life-draining work to appease his guilt, and I didn’t like it one bit.
“Let’s brew tea while Orren finds you nourishment,” I said, brushing hair off his face before setting out another cup from the sack I’d found in the tree knot, tossing dried herbs into all three vessels.
“There is no need to fuss,” he replied, slumping beside the flames, nothing but bones and fabric.
“What brings you to us?” I asked, pouring boiling water and leaving the tea to brew. I wrapped an oversized cloak I’d been using for bedding around his slight frame.
Silence reigned for a stretch, and I sat beside him, fearing the worst. Orren piled leftovers onto a trencher, adding berries and leaves before handing them over. I set them beside the shifter.
“The kingdom isn’t what it was.” Aeolus’ voice, blighted by the clicks and pops of the fire, cracked as he picked at a morsel. “Draíochta is a target nailed to the back of anyone who uses it.”
“Ah, a target painted by our dear Knox,” I said, throwing a knowing look at Orren. 
“Have you spoken with Lady Orlaith and her rebels?” Orren asked, pushing a cup of tea into Aeolus’ hands as he joined us on the ground.
“Yes, I sent news of weakening magic from the castle. Many are reporting their power dwindling. Lord Pike and Duke Eoghn struggle with things they once excelled at. They’re at a loss as to how Knox is doing it.”
“Does Lady O think we are ready to join her?” I asked, heart soaring. The lady knight had been a childhood idol, and knowing she was overseeing my rebellion was a comfort. Though her hesitation for that last step was grating.
Aeolus reached out, patting my hand as he chewed. “I still believe it’s too soon to come out of hiding in such a bold manner.”
I nodded, resigned. There was a price not only on my head, but on Orren’s and Aeolus’ too. We had to be careful with our tactics. Lady O was building an army and we’d need that to be ready before moving forward.
“Speaking of ‘coming out of hiding’.” Orren drank deeply from his cup before continuing, his eyes on the shifter. “Are you going to tell her, or shall I?”
“Tell me what?” I asked, taut as a bowstring as I looked between the two men.
Aeolus’ gaze met Orren’s, his lips pursed.
“Bethall had an idea which Orlaith has found agreeable,” he said, reluctantly.
The former Lady Bethall had been my governess before the Battle of Nature’s Field and one of few not lost to Knox’s tyranny. Papa’s cousin was a strong, quick-witted, resourceful woman, not afraid to use harsh words or brute force regardless of people’s rank. The lady had somehow convinced Knox that she’d always run the domestic affairs of the castle and that to dismiss her would leave the place in ruins. I longed to see her again.
It was she who’d sent the instructions for the glamouring charm, as she used it herself to prevent detection. Orren wore such a disguise to swan around Evernyl as ‘Orrys’, working for the rebellion and staving off hunger for the lower folk.
“What idea?” I asked.
“Bethall got word to Aeolus, and we spoke,” Orren said, taking hold of my wrist with an eager smile. “Lady O and Bethall have contrived a need for castle staff. Guards, maids, stablehands and the like. Knox has agreed, as people are running away or going missing.”
Aeolus nodded as Orren continued. “The plan is for us to be picked for positions within the castle. Your job would be to serve those in prominent positions. You could get information even Aeolus wouldn’t be privy to!”
I sputtered in protest, but Orren held up a hand.
“They feel us being on the inside is the best way of getting Knox out.”
“It’s been eight years.”
As much as I wanted to return, I was walking prey. Glamours were temporary, and I’d not had interaction with anyone other than Orren, Aeolus, and Lord Blanchard in a long time. Being in the presence of those wishing me dead seemed like tempting fate.
 “You said it wouldn’t do to declare ourselves,” I argued.
“We aren’t. You weren’t more than ten the last time anyone saw you. With you dressed as a maid and me as a stablehand we’ll have more access to the castle than most rebels. Besides, we’re getting good at glamouring ourselves.”
“I’m not so sure…” I hedged. Worry gnawed at me. There was the possibility of being found out, as well as Bethall’s expectations. So much could go wrong. “She’ll expect me to use draíochta, it’s been a long time since I’ve even tried.”
“She’ll know you’re unpractised,” Orren assured. “And, despite that, your blood-hewn power and age will help.”
“I’d hate to be a disappointment,” I said, shivering at the thought of Bethall. I would loath to look like a fool in front of my former governess, the woman whose hands were hard as stone if you went against her but soft as silk in comfort.
“What do you think, Aeolus?” I asked, hoping he’d be less eager.
“It cannot hurt to try,” he replied, hope on his pale, tired face. “You once told me of the vow you made to your father. This would get you one step closer to fulfilling it.”
He wasn’t wrong. I’d promised to return and claim my throne, a dying wish I refused to disavow. It didn’t stop the fear from flushing my body hot and cold, but the urge to go was an unreachable itch too.
Aeolus’ lips lifted into the remnants of a smile; his pleading expression urged me to agree.
“You’re using my father’s last words against me?”
Mischief danced amongst the sadness in Aeolus’ cornflower eyes. “Not against you, little flower, just as a reminder of what you promised. There’s risk, of course there is, but you will not be alone behind those walls.”
“Besides,” Orren said. “We’re both grown enough now to take on this challenge. We’ve suffered, toiled, and learned to survive out here. How will false kings and traitors compare to that?”
“The prince is looking for me, I heard so myself.”
“Then let him keep looking,” Orren said smugly. “Whilst he’s trawling every inch of this forest, you’ll be in the depths of his stolen castle reclaiming what’s yours.”
I weighed up their arguments. I’d wanted to storm the castle since the moment Knox took over, but I wasn’t stupid. Death was a possibility. The plans we’d made would be for nothing if they killed us. Despite all this, I was determined to return. I only argued out of fear. Nerves danced in my stomach. It would be a disguised return, not exactly my imagined celebrated march through the realm, but, either way, I was going home.
Rising, I paced around the fire, pausing before my companions, still sprawled across the floor. “I’ll visit, no promises.”
“That’s all we ask.”
 
 
 
Chapter 3
A Tentative Return
 
 
 
Orren left camp early, loaded down with packages of venison and all the furs we’d gathered. His hair was once again tied back into a copper rope, fastened with a piece of leather and decorated with shells in the Waeve style.
“The both of you are living up to the Sídhe legacy,” Aeolus said as we waved off my cousin, who jumped the stream and slipped from sight.
“We’re just doing what’s right.” I shrugged.
“The people need your heart and your fire,” he said, patting my arm. “Returning to the castle is the right choice, little flower.”
“We’ll see,” I replied, taking Aeolus’ hand and urging him back towards the fire. With my head resting on his shoulder, we shared a cup of tea, and Aeolus’ soft baritone gave voice to a tune as familiar as the gentle touch of his fingers upon my hair.
“I should hunt something for our supper,” I murmured, rising from the comforting embrace reluctantly.
“Would you like me to come along?” Aeolus asked, his eyes heavy.
I shook my head. “Stay here and rest. Drink the tea and keep the fire going.”
“I shall see you soon,” he said without argument, curling up within the nest of blankets.
I collected my hunting gear from a nearby hollow tree stump and walked northward to empty the traps. With rabbits and pheasants strapped to my belt, I inched closer to the mouth of the wood. At the distinctive sounds of snoring, I paused. Two bay mares stood harnessed to a royal wagon, Knox’s sigil emblazoned on the side. The driver slumped atop it, mouth agape, drool dribbling down his rounded chin.
Feeling daring, I toed open the door.
“Damned wastrels,” I muttered, seeing large flagons of wine and ale. If only Orren had come foraging with me, my gathering bag alone wouldn’t hold much. Three bottles would be enough to keep us merry, though. Slipping them into my sack, I moved to the bread and cheeses –- the makings of a splendid feast.
A guttural grunt returned my attention to the sleeping man. His head drooped onto a rotund chest, but he didn’t awaken. Not wanting to tempt fate, I swiped the last load of fruit, biting into a fresh peach. Uncaring of the juice coating my chin, I held back a moan of ecstasy at the sweetness before diving further into the trees.
Voices stalled my progress as I wiped away the stickiness of the fruit. Not waiting to see who it could be, I placed my sack and my belted catches in the shadows of a nearby tree and scurried upward, my bow and quiver at my back. Lying flat to the branch, I stilled, listening to the conversation.
“Are you sure you wish to go on, Your Highness?”
A brown-cloaked guard appeared through the leaves beside the burnished cloak of the prince. Another guard joined them, though he remained silent.
“Yes, we should for a while.”
The prince led the duo onward, and I followed behind from the treetops.
As they paused to drink from their skins, my fingers itched with a reckless, intoxicating compulsion that outweighed any good sense. Past the voice of reason, I reached into my quiver for an arrow, pulling the bowstring with a speeding heartbeat and shaky breaths.
The arrow wavered before I let it fly. It skimmed the tarnished helm of the first guard, missing the prince by a hair’s breadth. Air whistled out of my nose as heads turned. A hefty thud sounded, meaning I’d hit the muntjac deer grazing beyond the group.
The two Brown Cloaks grasped for their swords, even the false prince unsheathed a blade. Yet, while the soldiers scanned past me, Tavish’s steel-grey eyes found mine. I stilled, hoping foolishly that he’d not see me. Thank goodness I’m wearing a hood. Unable to look away, I noted a long, thick, puckered scar that ran past his left eye and down to the corner of his mouth, a jagged line marring the rest of his rather ethereal face. Stunned by the sight, I tried to make sense of it. What or who had harmed him?
“Could it be?” Tavish murmured, breaking me from my confusion.
He turned, heading over to the wounded animal and putting it out of its misery, as well as retrieving my arrow.
“Should we search for the archer, Your Highness?” came the harried question of one of the guards.
The prince flipped the dart over his knuckles, inspecting the rough feathers and blood-stained tip.
“There are probably hunters in this part of the forest. Some of our own men, even. I should not waste your blades on a misunderstanding. Let us head back.”
“But, Your Highness...”
“It hurt no one besides that deer. We shall return another day,” he snipped.
Tucking the arrow into his belt, Tavish gave a fleeting gaze in my direction before taking leave of the clearing.
“Should’ve dragged that deer,” muttered the last soldier as he slammed his visor and wandered out of sight.
I stayed on the branch for a time, simultaneously berating myself for my folly and congratulating myself for the shot. Such suicidal and thoughtless mischief, but the prince had saved me. Again. Why? Ignoring the lingering question, I shouldered my bow and descended the tree.
Blood soaked the moss, but the prince had killed the creature cleanly. I’d give him credit for that, at least. Why hadn’t Tavish taken such a prize? Too much effort for such a high-ranking royal? Whatever the reason, I’d make sure the people of Evernyl would eat.
“You’ve been spying on the royal shit-cloaks again,” Orren accused as I ambled into camp, my reclaimed packs sagging.
“What if I have?” I replied, bringing my haul to the fireside.
“You’ll get caught one of these days,” he warned, throwing a dagger and making it hover in the air with a twirl of his fingers.
I grunted, half wishing to play with draíochta too but fearful to try. Even thinking of such things caused painful tingles in my palms.
“I’m not dying from a frivolous wave of your hand, Cousin,” I said, reiterating the rumours of Knox’s possible sense of draíochta.
“You sat on a branch above the Crown Prince of Evernyl and you’re fretting over this?” Orren said, letting the knife fall.
“Are you reading my mind, Orren? If so, you’d know we have a deer to butcher.”
“There’s no need for mind reading. Your face tells me everything,” he replied.
“Liar. What was Aeolus? A bird in the tree?”
“Certainly not,” said the shifter, wrapped in a cloak as he entered the glade. “Squirrels are always more interesting.”
“Nuts,” I muttered.
“Here, Cousin,” Orren said, thrusting a woven basket at me with flushing cheeks. Soft material lay folded within the reeds. 
“I’ve not agreed,” I warned, pulling out a grey woollen dress. Someone had embroidered the sleeves with daisies, adding style to the plain vesture.
“We’d best prepare. A girl in the village gifted it in thanks for the meat.”
“She thought it might suit you?” I asked, brows raised.
Orren rolled his eyes, pulling out the ale from my pack.
“Thank you,” I said, touched by his thoughtfulness.
For eight years I’d worn Orren’s hand-me-downs. I didn’t care much about feminine clothing, as it wasn’t practical in the forest, but the softness of the fabric conjured up memories I’d long since buried.
“Try it on, little flower,” Aeolus suggested, settling beside Orren.
Without hesitation, I headed for a more private spot beyond the trees. I transformed from woodland warrior to young woman with each garment, complete with an apron and head covering. Once I’d finished dressing, I hitched my skirts in search of a looking glass.
The pool where I’d recently seen the prince showed a freckled-faced creature with green eyes, a sunburned nose and a chipped front tooth. At her temple, a leaf-shaped birthmark rose darker than the rest of her pale skin. I smoothed my curls over the identifying symbol. When that didn’t work, I tugged the head covering, hiding it from view. The dress fit well enough. It was nothing but a costume for the strange play I’d soon be performing. 
It was really happening; I was going home.
“Your time is now,” I murmured to the reflection. The damp earth beneath my feet calmed the worry within me. “You may never get another chance.”
I swallowed back apprehension as I reached in the basket for the final item: slippers.  Shaking my head, I tugged my boots back on. Not the most refined thing, but much better than flimsy shoes, and they could hide a dagger. Gathering my skirts, I headed for camp. Orren and Aeolus stood at my approach, pausing in their conversation.
“It has been so long,” Aeolus said, offering his arm. I clasped it, falling into step.
“Should I bow, my lady?” Orren taunted with a smirk, dancing backwards.
“Would you like a split lip?” I asked in a sing-song voice.
My cousin laughed, tossing a bone into the embers and bowing in mock respect.
“Hush,” Aeolus snapped. The shifter’s eyes focused on a spot across the clearing. His nose twitched, elongating into a snout. As the shifter transformed with a howl, I peered at the approaching figure.
“Here,” Orren said, holding out a blade. The solid handle gave me instant confidence.
Orren stepped forward, approaching the stranger.
“At ease, soldier!” came a shout. From the shadows emerged a young, dark-skinned gentleman with tightly curled hair and a wide smile. He wore a green cloak with the rebel sigil of red sparks over the left breast, which he swept off with a flourish to reveal an outfit in the rich yellow of the wheat fields in Chane. Lord Blanchard.
We’d trained and played together as children, he being a page of Lady O. Now, he’d become the lady knight’s squire. Aside from Aeolus, he was our only contact with the rebels.
“Ah, it’s only you,” Orren said, slapping our friend on the arm.
“Morning. What brings you out here?” I asked, slipping the knife away and joining them.
“Aeolus sent news you were willing to return. I and the entire rebel force want to wish you luck.”
“I promise nothing,” I repeated, eyeing Aeolus, who merely lolled his wolfish tongue over sharp teeth before taking up a cloak and padding out of sight.
“Understandable, Your Majesty, though Lady Orlaith wanted to tell you what it would mean to the cause, should you decide to undertake the task.”
“I’m willing to listen. Come, eat with us.”
“You are most kind,” Blanchard said, settling by the fire.
 Aeolus returned from his wolf-dog form, smiling at our visitor. His naked legs poked from beneath the long cloak as we warmed stew and poured ale.
“You should tell her,” Aeolus said, glee lighting up his pale eyes as we set down the empty trenchers. “I think she will like the plan.”
“Oh, will I?” I said, intrigued.
Blanchard rubbed his hands together. “You being in the castle will aid Aeolus and Bethall in obtaining information which could help end Knox’s reign.”
I nodded, willing him to continue.
“We’ve attempted to have Aeolus in rat, mouse, and cat guises in these spaces. Such attempts often end with our friend here ousted with little grace.” The young man and the shifter shared wry smiles. “Bethall’s current occupation doesn’t give her much freedom to roam the castle. However, scullery maids have access to staterooms, meeting halls and even the private quarters of the higher-ups in Knox’s court.”
“Won’t that be dangerous?” I asked, seeing the excitement in the men’s faces. “Someone is bound to see me loitering there.”
“The Rainehart court does not acknowledge the help – except for carnal and unseemly matters,” Aeolus said, his tone careful. “Your training out here will serve you well there. Being small, you can slip in and out with minor issues, providing information I can take back to Lady O and her rebels. To be privy to tactics, manoeuvres and have eyes and ears on their battle plans would be a great win for us, my dear flower.”
“You put that much faith in me?” I said, stomach churning. I had been first concerned about using draíochta, but now I also had to think about gaining intelligence without detection. If this is what it took to return Evernyl to its glory, then I would need to step up.
“You’re the queen, Your Majesty.” Blanchard bowed his head. “We have every faith in you.”
“Is this some test Lady O expects me to pass?” I asked, recalling the mind games the knight used to play during our training sessions.
Orren huffed. “Ruadh, this gets both of us inside the walls. When the rebels attack, you and I will already be there with knowledge of the plans and ready to oust the usurper and his court. All before they can rally anyone to their side.”
My delight at this prospect began to surpass my worry. The horror on Knox’s face would be worth it. 
“That smile tells me you are willing to try,” Aeolus said.
“It would be entertaining to hear the enemy’s plots and ideas and outwit them at every turn. I also want to ease your workload. You need rest.”
The shifter gave me an indulgent smile.
“Good,” Blanchard said gleefully. “I’ll report back to my mistress. The honour to fight your cause is great. It’s a joy to have you finally join our forces. Fae-Dia’s blessings go with you, Your Majesty,” Blanchard said with a bow, once again donning his dark cloak before leaving through the trees.
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Aeolus pulled a squat jar from his robes and plucked out a sparkling leaf. The small draíochta-laden items, taken from the shrubs surrounding the Fae Realm, helped Orren become Orrys. Incantations flowed from Aeolus as he pressed the object into Orren’s skin. My cousin’s face flickered as though I were skimming the pages of a book. Copper-red hair turned russet gold, the long aquiline nose growing pug, the eyes rounder, lashes darker. These glamours, temporary but essential, would keep Orren’s resemblance to Papa at bay. Should things go well, we’d have to make up the potion Bethall used to remain undetected in the castle, a longer-lasting glamour to avoid slips.
Aeolus smiled, waving the phial in my direction.
“No!” I exclaimed, shaking my head and backing away. “Let me go as myself. Any sign of trouble and I’ll allow it. But I must return to my realm with the face of Scarlett Sídhe.”
“Very well,” Aeolus said, stowing his tools.
“One sniff of recognition and we’re glamouring you,” Orren said, the steel in his tone not allowing contention.
A little ways off, Aeolus transformed into a wolf-dog, his most common alias. Although larger than the average hound, with the long snout and pointed ears of a wolf, his eyes remained the recognisable cornflower blue, always human-like despite his animal features. Papa’s companion nuzzled his cold nose into my hand and I rubbed his chin, a comfort in the chaos of my emotions.
Leaving my bow, quiver and short sword behind felt unnatural, but I slipped a small knife into a hidden pocket I’d found within the skirt, along with the one in my boot. With Orren and Aeolus at either side of me, we made our way to the edge of the forest.
Aeolus had pressed for one rule during our exile: to not venture past the forest boundary line. I’d only attempted it thrice in eight years, and Orren had caught me each time. His arguments ranged from ‘it’s too soon’ to ‘you’ll get caught’. Being permitted to be here, scoping the enormous expanse of withered meadow, was liberating, frightening and, without question, odd. Indecision knotted my stomach alongside the fear.
Once a lush green pasture, Nature’s Field now resembled an acrid desert of dried dead grass and soil. This patch of land had borne witness to my greatest tragedy. The event that stripped me of family, name, titles and even a future. Returning made me uneasy. My knees locked, and I swayed upon the remaining moss at the forest edge.
“We don’t have to do this,” Orren murmured, clutching my hand.
“I’m fine,” I reassured him, forcing aside the threat of tears. “I have promises to keep.”
We tramped over Nature’s Field, leading onto the Royal Road. Boards covered the windows of the once-thriving businesses along the path. Fine homes crumbled, with caved roofs and broken doors. Evernyl’s people emerged from the nearby villages bordering the wood. The hollow cheeks and sunken eyes of the lower folk gutted me. Our offerings could only feed so many.
“You should have disguised yourself,” Orren muttered through clenched teeth.
“I’m not a child any longer.”
Despite the worry, it was defiance that prevented me from hiding. Allow the enemy to recognise me, allow my allies to hope.
In the dim morning light, the changes to the kingdom were striking. Thriving farms and garden plots were now barren or non-existent. Leafless trees no longer sheltered the houses and common grounds. Silence prevailed where there used to be the lowing of cattle or braying horses. Mother’s flowerbeds and communal gardens were gone. The air hung stagnant and unclean.
Nothing from the former rule remained, it had died alongside its ruler.
“Strange, isn’t it?” Orren said, slowing his pace to match mine.
There was no familiar clink of an axe blade on his belt; he had also left his weapons behind.
“You’ve visited many times, Cousin.”
“That’s true,” he conceded. “But much has changed since childhood. It’s no secret that once Knox arrived the land perished. Crops and flowers withered, the wells and streams dried, and animals fell to a sickness which rotted their meat. Drought and hunger are now the norm.”
“The land died alongside Belfour.”
Orren nodded. “As farming is non-existent here, Knox’s men take vegetables, herbs and wheat from Penni, Glancing and Chane. They pillage the Bandals for whatever else they need. Freshwater arrives on barrel carts from Waeve, along with their fish and seafood harvests. All to keep the castle fed.”
“The haul I brought yesterday was from a royal wagon, it must have come from their looting! We’ve not had many Brown Cloaks hunt or steal our crops. They just… loiter.” 
Orren rarely spoke of how bad things were. I wanted to keep him talking.
My cousin shrugged. “That is probably one of many wagons that barrel through the land. I think Knox’s soldiers are looking for us moreso than game. Between the Fae’s defences and ours, they’d not last long.”
It made sense. Orren and I could pass through the deepest part of the forest unharmed, and the prince, whose mother held the blood of the Fae, accompanied soldiers further into the trees. A flaw in our own defences, but one I was sure the rebels would fix in good time.
Once, during our early years in exile, I’d dragged a young soldier back to the forest’s edge, away from the Fae’s charm. The tinkling bells and pastel streams had lured him in, only for him to fall into an unwakeable slumber. Luckily, I got him out before the draíochta had its full effect. I’d escaped detection from the Fae and the fellow’s comrades, but it was close.
I followed Orren into the once-thriving business district. Waste piled high and neglected dogs and vermin scrounged for sustenance where street-sellers from each realm had once displayed their wares and illusionists awed audiences. The stores and apothecaries stood empty, although the inn and its bawdy house showed signs of life. Dressed in her underclothes, a woman stood illuminated by a red lantern swinging above the door. She waved at Orren, who nodded back.
“Has everyone gone to the square?” I asked.
“Knox banned markets.” Orren’s mouth formed a stiff, straight line. “He stated no one was to trade without a hefty donation to the crown. None can afford to peddle in the open.”
“So the opposite of what Belfour wanted,” I murmured as Orren nodded in agreement.
Evernyl’s market culture had thrived on the loud voices of the street-sellers. Penni’s stall had offered crisp fruit and vegetables, Chane’s wheat and corn. Scourchfords’s wooden carvings were ever popular, whilst Glancing’s books and scrolls had always been my favourite. Waeve’s seafood added a hearty meal to the shopping experience. Crickle rarely came, but those who did moulded toys and tools from metal, their forges blistering hot. Evernyl’s healers drew crowds, as they fixed seemingly incurable ills with tonics, oils and poultices. The illusionists, part-Fae, breathed fire, created spark displays and conjured flowers from nothing, drawing people in with their Sight of the future. None of it was real, but people’s awe was.
  As a child, I’d known this area as the Burrow, a network of streets, farms and houses connected to one straight track – the Royal Road. It led from Nature’s Field to the town square and onto the castle. It was never so lacking or still.
Drifting into quiet contemplation, we wandered onward.
“Avast there, Orrys, fellow bastard of this stinking realm! How are we this fine morning?”
“Morning, Roibin, you ingrate,” Orren teased with a salute.
Roibin, the boy from
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