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This book is dedicated to my father, who loved to tell me fairy tales. 
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ARLEN 





Empress Sable was visiting Harrowsend. It was the talk of the town, although most spoke of it in excited whispers. Arlen listened with great interest. He had never seen the Empress, as she had last visited when he was away studying his apprenticeship, and she rarely left the castle, that he knew of. 

But everyone had talked in great detail of her beauty, and written songs about her, songs that never failed to move him. He needed to see her this time. 

Arlen organised the shop and shut it early, knowing that nobody would be likely to want to buy glass lamps or statues today. He may as well take advantage of the afternoon and hear the gossip. Most of the townsfolk were gathered, deep in conversation. He skirted the edges, keen to avoid the simpering maids with hungry glances and lingering hands, and headed for the colourful group of artisans near the fountains in the square. Lorik saw him, and smiled, calling him over. He looked smart, his beard freshly trimmed and his clothes were immaculate. Arlen nodded at his clothes and smiled. 

"You're off to a dance, Lorik?" 

Lorik laughed. "Some of us like to have standards, Arlen! You could learn from it, maybe." He leaned closer, conspiratorially. "Did you hear? We're getting the visit. At last! The guilds are putting a load of events on. Some of the bards will be expected to perform. Maybe you should sing." 

Arlen shrugged. "Maybe. But I might leave it to the bards instead. I'll save my voice for the drinking songs at the end." 

His friend eyed him with his knowing dark eyes but spared Arlen the questions, which he was grateful for. He was well known for avoiding the women in the town, and nobody but Lorik knew why. Lorik didn't even know why for certain, but he had asked enough questions to show that he was on the right track. Arlen turned to the other young men, who were bright-eyed in excitement. 

"Are you all going to perform? Or volunteer for the Rite?" 

Seth was nodding before Arlen had even finished speaking, bouncing on the balls of his feet. "I'm going for both. I hear there's a few who will volunteer this year. Do you think she'll choose anyone?" 

"Well she's not going to choose you, is she, Seth? She'll pick the tall and handsome ones like Arlen here. You're too short. Best just sing for your supper instead." 

Manton laughed as he spoke, shoving Seth gently. Seth took it in good humour, as he always did, but Arlen saw the slight blush staining his cheeks as Seth looked to the ground. There was something about the mysterious Empress. Everyone was in awe of her. Arlen looked up, seeing the faint shadow of the Palace in the hills not far away. He had always wondered what lay within those walls. Something had always called to him there. He had to be chosen before it was too late. Before he was too old to attract her attention. 

He shook himself and returned to the conversation, which had moved on to the festivities that evening. One of the girls managed to catch his eye, a pretty maid with red hair and a low-cut pale yellow dress, but he could not manage to muster more than a lukewarm smile. She was not the Empress. Next to her, every woman stood in shadow. 


      [image: image-placeholder]The dance hall was transformed for the big day. Everywhere was lit by small silver lights, wrapped around trees that seemed to sprout from the floor. The floor sparkled and there were benches lining the walls. It was spectacular. Arlen straightened his shirt and took a deep breath, looking around. There were people here already, all in their best outfits. Women swept past in silks, in bright colours, their hair high, their faces painted. He hardly recognised anyone. He took up residence by a small glittering tree, careful not to dislodge the lights. 

A young lad with a tray full of glasses flew by, and Arlen reached out to take one. He would need the courage today. Wincing at the taste, he drained half of the glass. 

A woman dressed in dark blue and wearing a mask stepped up from behind him, surveying the room. He glanced at her, not recognising her from the town, and nodded politely. She gestured to the glass. "Is there more of that?" 

Her voice was low, quiet, and strangely accented. Arlen wondered where she came from. But a lady was a lady, so he bowed. "Shall I fetch you one, lady? Or would you wait till the lad comes round again? He seemed awfully fast this last time." 

She laughed quietly. "He did seem fast. Yes, please, if you don't mind. I'm not a fan of these events." 

Arlen felt a sudden kinship for the woman. He looked at her more closely, noticing the cut of her garments. She was dressed finely, her dress dark blue silk, with a faint pattern of birds on it. "Are you here for this? I mean, to offer yourself to the Empress?" 

She studied him with some amusement. "Something like that. She does choose women on occasion, I believe. What about you?" 

Arlen blushed. "I will stand, yes. But I doubt she will choose someone like me." A blur of motion caught his eye and he signalled to the drinks boy, carefully lifting two glasses before the tray moved on. "Keep us topped up, here, lad, eh?" The boy nodded with enthusiasm, hoping for some extra money at the end of the night. 

He handed the drink to the woman, who accepted it in a gloved hand. They were almost black, and long, reaching almost to her elbows. He wondered at it. The ladies in Harrowsend didn't tend to wear something like that, showing off their pretty arms instead. It seemed strange that this woman did not want to be seen, on an occasion like this. She nodded in thanks as she sipped her drink. 

"Why do you think the Empress will not choose someone like you?" 

The question startled him. Arlen looked out at the floor, watching it steadily fill with voices and smiles, people meeting and embracing, ready for the arrival of the great person herself. The woman waited quietly by his side, almost like a shadow. 

"I'm not sure, lady. She's got the pick of the land, of course, and we are just one small town. It doesn't seem likely." 

"So why stand?" 

Arlen met her eyes. They were an arresting shade of blue, almost as dark as her gown. They were curious eyes, quietly waiting. Arlen swallowed. He had never told anyone before, and now he was spilling his secrets to a stranger. 

"I've always been drawn to her. Ever since I was a boy, and I heard about the Empress Sable in the Moon Palace. Of her beauty, but that wasn't my interest. It was her magic, that she can spin thread from the stars, that she sings in the night and the birds wake to sing with her. I've loved her since I was born, and I have never set eyes on her. And today, I will see her. She will not see me, I am sure of it. But I must stand." 

The woman stared at him, her lips slightly parted. She sighed, so quietly that he barely heard it, and handed him the glass gently. "You must stand. I agree with you." 

Arlen looked down at the glass, feeling a little dazed. Hanging around the base of the stem was a tiny crystal rose on a silver chain. He picked it up, marvelling at the workmanship, of how real it looked. He glanced back up to thank her, but the woman had disappeared. 

He watched for a while, hoping she would come back. Tucking the chain carefully into his inside pocket, he turned back to the crowd thoughtfully. The excitement was reaching fever pitch, as more joined the throng. Someone had produced a beautiful silver chair from somewhere that seemed to be wrought from thorns. It was beautiful. Arlen wanted to go and examine it more closely, but dared not. What would happen if the Empress herself appeared and there was he, nose up against her throne? It didn't bear thinking about. Instead he awkwardly hovered around the edges, waiting for the event to start. 

It really was beautiful in the hall. As the sun began to set, the light seeped in and lit the trees with a gentle glow. Someone somewhere had begun to tune their harp, letting the notes flow through the room. Arlen shut his eyes for a moment, enjoying it. As he opened his eyes he saw the people begin to turn, their murmuring stilling to a hush. They all looked to the door, their faces rapt. He turned too. The Empress had arrived. 

She was tall, not as tall as he, but not far from his height. Her hair was piled high on her head, ornate, glistening with dark jewels. Her dress was beautiful, dark sapphire silk encrusted with black gems, with gauzy sleeves and a dark bodice. Gems glittered at her throat. Arlen tugged his gaze up to her face, seeing regal features, strong brows and assessing eyes. With a flutter of wings, a gleaming black raven flew from the entrance, landing carefully on her shoulder. 

One hand came up to gently touch its feet, just once. Arlen wondered at it. Was the bird her pet, or were animals just drawn to her the way everyone was? The Empress looked around the hall, waiting for something. An announcement, maybe? Everyone was still, quiet, worshipping her. 

At last, someone stepped out from behind her, a tall man dressed from head to toe in the deepest indigo. Arlen thought about the woman he had talked with. Was she a part of the retinue, perhaps? Did they all wear those colours? 

The man cleared his throat, and the spell on the townspeople began to lift. 

"Good people of Harrowsend." The man paused, letting his words ring out in the air. He spoke well, his voice loud and strong. "I bid you welcome your dear Empress, who has graced you with your presence this evening." He slipped into an elegant bow, seamlessly, bending at the waist and reaching his hand out as if to say, now your turn. The townsfolk followed suit, dipping into curtseys or bows, yet none as smooth as the man from the court. But it must have been enough. 

As they began to straighten, the Empress walked forward, the raven still on her shoulder. She looked from side to side, nodding at the people as she went. She did not look at Arlen once. Arlen sighed to himself. It was one thing thinking that she would not see him, but it was another to have it confirmed as truth. 

The Empress stepped up to the dais, carefully, and turned to settle in her chair. The raven fluttered up and perched on the top, adjusting his wings as he observed the room with a careful eye. She did not smile, although her eyes seemed friendly. 

Someone in the crowd signalled for music and the people began to dance, moving back and forth in their practised motion, letting their dresses flow, and their arms stretch out. It looked beautiful, watching it from afar. Arlen preferred not to dance. He saw Seth, resplendent in a pale brown velvet coat, his hair gleaming, and he smiled. The man looked happy. The woman he was dancing with looked even happier, her eyes sparkling and her cheeks flushed. Arlen resolved to mention later to Seth that the woman's arms would be a good substitute if he didn't get picked for the Empress' hand. 

His own thoughts flitted back to the masked maid who had given him the crystal. Fishing in his pocket, he took it out, turning it between his fingers. The Empress saw him then, turning her head sharply, her eyes narrowing. For a moment her features were sharp, almost hawk-like. Arlen shivered. The moment passed and serenely, she turned away, looking around the room. 

The last notes of the music died away, and the people turned to the dais, their faces turned up. The Empress smiled, just a slight upturn of her mouth. It did not reach her eyes, which were solemn. The man appeared again. 

"Good people. The Empress seeks far and wide for a spouse, a person who will offer her companionship, warmth and love. If you would like to be considered for this role, and are free to choose it, then please, gather in the centre of the room!" 

It was time. Arlen took a deep breath and stepped onto the floor, brushing lightly past women and men who left, positioning themselves at the edges of the hall. Arlen lingered at the back, awkwardly. He did not have a love for crowds, or for putting himself forward. If it weren't for the draw the woman had, he would not step forward at all. Seth was there, standing straight and proud. He noticed Arlen and winked. His cheeks were red. Either he had been putting a lot of effort into the dancing, or he had been indulging in the apple wine. Perhaps both. 

The other men did not look over. Arlen recognised one as the eldest son of a nearby merchant, standing strong and tall in velvet and silk. He appeared to be a favourite, based on the stares and knowing smiles that were sent his way by the simpering women at the edges. Today was a day for courtship: men and women who felt disappointed by not being chosen could assuage their sorrow in the attentions of many others that day. It was never a wasted occasion. 
There were indeed women there, too, standing proudly in their fine dresses and ornate hairstyles. They were not women that Arlen knew, but they could be part of the gentry, perhaps. They did not deign to look at him. Their eyes were fixed on a bigger prize. 

The Empress rose at last, her eyes glinting like flint. They were dark, like the maid. Arlen watched her closely, wondering how she sounded. She looked at him at last, just briefly, and a ghost of a smile flittered across her lips. Her face softened, then her serious expression returned. She gazed at each person for a moment, looking only at their face, and then she turned back to her chair. She made a tiny signal with her hand, and the man bustled over, leaning close so she could whisper into his ear. He bowed low. The Empress turned back to the hall and sat in her chair, her face impassive. 

"Good people of Harrowsend," he said again. "Before you are the men and women who choose to enter into betrothal with the Empress Sable. I ask you, are they free to make this choice?" 

Some murmured aye, or yes, some cheered. Nobody objected. The crowd subsided again into silence. The man turned his attention to those waiting in front of him. 

"And you, suitors. Do you enter into this with full knowledge of what you do, and do not break a vow with another?" 

A silence fell, a close silence, as if the very walls were listening. Each stirred and hesitated before answering. One or two left, heads down. Arlen watched the Empress, as her face betrayed just a hint of amusement. Her full mouth twitched slightly, and Arlen wondered what it would take to see her smile, even laugh. He wished he was the one to do it. She met his gaze again. Suddenly shy, he looked at his feet. 

"So it must be." As the man spoke, his words echoed and magnified, as if he were doing some kind of enchantment. The Empress stood, her face ethereal in the silver lights. 

There was a long pause, as the audience around them waited, and the group in the middle stood, barely daring to hope. 

"The Empress chooses the one who holds the crystal rose," the man said. 

The room erupted in confusion as the people turned to each other, looking around, murmuring questions. 

Arlen reached into his pocket again, retrieving the rose with suddenly numb fingers. He watched the Empress, who looked at him and raised her eyebrow and smiled. It was she, the woman, the woman earlier. Arlen felt his face break into a smile, not daring to take his eyes from the Empress. His future wife. He was betrothed. 

Slaps of congratulations landed on his back, but he did not stop looking at the Empress. He gently put the rose against his heart, and bowed. The woman bowed her head ever so slightly, and disappeared into a cloud of silver smoke. 

He stared at the stage in a daze. Had she just… disappeared? 

Seth came over, his smile hiding his disappointment, and threw his arms around him, hugging him tightly. "Well done, groom! I expect a tour of the palace, and a VIP invite to the parties!" 

He paused, eyeing his friend. "When do you think you have to go off up the mountain?" 

Arlen shrugged. "I'm not sure. The Empress has already left, clearly, but some of her retinue are still here. I don't know if they're waiting for me. I should check. Seth?" 

Seth smiled. "You'll see me again, if that's what you're going to ask. I'll come up to the wall every full moon and sing. I'll go just by the big tree that looks like an old man. When you hear me, sing back. And hey, maybe we can sit on the wall and talk like old times. How about it!" 

"I'd like that. Make sure you bring me the news of the town, will you? And of how you're doing, too. Will you be taking off as a bard, now you've not been – you know?" 

His friend shrugged, hiding his disappointment. "Maybe. I'm just going to see what happens." Seth straightened, looking over at the figures in navy, waiting by the wall. "I think they are waiting for you, you know, Arlen. You'd best not keep them waiting." 

They hugged, briefly, but fiercely. As tears stung his eyes, Arlen made his way over to the group in blue, nodding to those who danced, and thanking those who congratulated him. His fingers twisted around the delicate chain, touching the delicate petals of the rose. What would it be like? What would she be like? 
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Arlen clutched tight to the sleeve of the attendant who had quietly introduced himself as Callum, before he whisked them both away. Silver sparks flew up into the air, illuminating hundreds of pairs of startled eyes that stared at him fearfully, before the hall disappeared into fragments and they climbed through a thick fog.  

He opened his mouth to shout and the fog muzzled him, cold and thick. He coughed, and shook his head, closing his eyes. This was almost too much for him. 

The rushing in his ears began to subside, and at last the fog disappeared, showing a great castle carved into the mountainside. It was bigger than it had looked from outside the wall, and far more forbidding. The entire palace seemed to be carved from obsidian, traced with silver filigree at the windows and on the turrets. Arlen turned to look at the great wall at their backs, and touched it gingerly. It was cold and smooth. It felt as if it were marble, or crystal, perhaps. 

He looked at Callum, who was still at his side. "I don't see any gates?" 

Callum looked at him seriously. "We don't need them." 

Arlen puzzled over it, and looked back at the imposing building. "Is there no non-magical way in? I have always been fascinated by this place. I never thought I would see the inside of this place. It's beautiful, I think. Terrifying, and dark, but beautiful." 

The man waited, his face impassive. Arlen shrugged and followed him, his thoughts skipping past. What would happen to his clothes? Would he go back to collect anything? Could he still do his work here? 

The path that they followed was narrow but smooth, lined with dark, quiet trees. At times there were lights that hung from the branches, giving off a cool silver glow. Arlen peered out into the gloom, wondering what was out there. He could hear a rushing sound from far away that almost sounded like the lakes his father used to take him to when they went fishing. Could it be the sea? He considered asking Callum but his eyes were on the castle. He would find out tomorrow. 

As they approached the castle, the path widened into a great open space, paved with dark stone. Already it was darkening, and getting cold. Arlen shivered. Callum noticed, and hastened his step. "I will take you to your quarters tonight, as the Empress will not need to see you today. Tomorrow we can discuss the preparations for the wedding." 

"She won't see me today?" Arlen tried, but failed, to keep the disappointment from his voice. He had hoped to see her, to have a conversation with her, and find out more about who she was. Surely the Empress wanted that too, if they were to be married? 

Callum looked at him, his face shadowed. "Tomorrow is soon enough, Arlen. Come." 

He stepped into the doorway, which was wide open. Arlen could see no staff within who could have opened the door. More magic, perhaps? 

Inside there was a great hall, with dark and light tiles spreading as far as he could see. To the left and right there were entrances to great rooms, that stretched into shadow. In front of him there was a staircase, wide enough to accommodate two horses abreast with ease. It was fine, with metal knotwork and silver filigree that appeared to gleam in the twilight. Arlen resolved to take a closer look at the designs. Someone here really enjoyed beauty. 

He followed the attendant up the stairs, pausing for a moment at a huge window that looked out on a midnight blue sea. A fog rolled over it, dancing in ways that natural weather could not. Arlen wrenched his eyes from the view and continued up the stairs. 

Callum's steps were silent against the stair, almost as if he floated up. He reached the top and moved towards the right passageway. Again there was a huge window, this time looking out over the hills. Arlen stepped closer, his eyes searching for his former home. But if it was there it was hazy, indistinct. It was almost as if the palace was much further away than it seemed, obscured by mists. As if this palace existed in a different world. He shook off his fancy. It was a palace, nothing more. Yes, the people in it seemed to have magical powers, but some did. It wasn't unheard of. Perhaps it was in his town, but others who travelled to big cities met mages and sorcerers. 

Callum had paused, waiting for him. He continued at a slower pace, matching his stride to Arlen's. "This is the East Wing, in which you will have your quarters for now. At present we have put you into the Moon Suite, which is, I am afraid, not very personal. I will send someone to get your things tomorrow. If there is anything you need tonight, we can arrange that for you." 

Turning abruptly, he stepped forward and opened two double doors that were inlaid with silver. There were designs of crescent moons just above the handles, which shone even in the shadow. Arlen stepped inside and stared in shock. The room was huge. Rooms, in fact, he amended, as he looked around. The first room was something of a sitting room, with a large desk in one corner. There were chairs upholstered in blue and silver, and there was even a bookcase filled with books. 

At the end of the room there was a huge archway, leading into another room. Callum headed towards it, pointing to the shutters that had been folded away. "This is your bedchamber, and you can close these shutters for privacy. To your right are your washing facilities – you have hot water. We have access to the hot springs from the mountain, so the water is fresh and clean. And this is your bedroom." 

Arlen looked around, his eyes wide. It was certainly a bedroom. The walls were papered with a dark paper that looked as if it were flocked with moons, and the bed in the middle had a canopy draped with white and silver silk. The bed itself was huge, with a wrought iron headboard shaped into an intricate crescent moon. It was beautiful. The people who had built this place must have been brought from faraway lands, as Arlen had never seen craftsmanship of the like before. The windows opened again onto the fields and moors below. 

"Does it suit you, Arlen? Obviously once you have settled you will have something better and more personal. But the Empress wishes for you to be comfortable. She will be most displeased if we do not look after your needs." A muscle in Callum's face twitched, as if he was afraid of meeting the Empress' disapproval. 

Arlen shook his head and looked around the room again. "It is quite beautiful, Callum. It really is. Please, tell the Empress I am quite comfortable here. She has been very kind." 

"Very well," Callum murmured, and stepped back. "If you need anything, there is a bell just there." He gestured to a cord that nestled unobtrusively by the door to the bathroom. "We are here to attend to your needs, Arlen. You are to be the Consort to the Empress. We will spare no effort to look after you." 

Everything but let him do things for himself, perhaps, Arlen thought, but he pushed the thought away. It was uncharitable, and clearly this was how the palace was run. He would get used to it. He should have thought about that before, but his thoughts had always been about the Empress, and the stars that sang to her. 

Arlen nodded to Callum as he bowed, shutting the door quietly. Arlen was alone. The solitude he was used to, but the enforced idleness, he was not. He would have to find something to do, a purpose, here in the Palace, as well as being the Empress' husband. 

He shook his head. Her husband! All this time he had dreamed of this, and from a chance conversation, he had achieved it. He pulled the crystal rose out again and examined it. It really was perfect, flawless. He could see no scratch, no mistake on the petals or leaves. It almost looked as if it would grow and thrive, if it were put near the light. 

Stepping towards the window again, he leaned on the sill and looked out. Somewhere out there the townsfolk would be dancing, perhaps drinking, and celebrating his great fortune. Would Seth be lucky in love with the maiden he was dancing with? What of Lorik? He might never know. 

In the evening sky the moon began to rise, a slender crescent moon. Arlen thought about his friend. He would come at the next full moon to sing and give him the news. And he would be there, waiting, to hear it. He would not lose his friends, his ties with the outside world. Perhaps he could even continue to sell his wares, and continue to make statues. 

Smiling to himself, he stepped away from the window, and pulled the drapes closed. Sitting on the bed, he took off his shoes and stretched out on the bed, resolving to lie there for a moment and then explore the suite. But as soon as his head hit the soft feather pillow, his eyes closed and he slipped into a dreamless sleep. 
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