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Chapter one

The wounds of the past





‘Tell me how my father died.’ 

King Llyr stood at the head of the council table, leaning on his fists as he glowered intimidatingly at his councillors. My brother, just turned eighteen, did not have to try hard to intimidate. Everyone said he favoured our father – tall, dark, and brooding, with a powerful physique and flashing bronze eyes. I, on the other hand, took after our mother: small and pale with deep red hair and hazel-green eyes.

I was told that Llyr had also inherited Father’s temperament, not that I could remember. King Conri had died ten years ago, just after my sixth birthday; I recalled him only vaguely, a brusque pat on the head and a visage blurred by time. Llyr, two years older and the favoured heir to the throne, remembered him more clearly and had always felt the pain of his mysterious death more keenly as a result. 

I sighed. Just twenty-four hours since his coronation, and already I was seeing the side of my brother that I liked the least.

I remembered saying to Fiachre at the coronation feast last night, ‘I hope it doesn’t go to his head.’

My stepmother, who had been Queen Regent for ten years and had just given up her crown that afternoon, smiled wryly. ‘Don’t judge him too harshly, Laithry,’ she told me, ‘when I first became queen, it definitely went to mine.

She was gazing at Llyr – holding court at the centre of the high table, surrounded by an increasingly rowdy bunch of young braves – with mingled pride and concern. I, in turn, examined her: still young, still beautiful, though her forehead was marked by the lines of great responsibility. 

Then, the conversation in the great hall had hushed as a bard moved into the centre of the horseshoe of tables and claimed everyone’s attention. I knew the ballad within the first few notes: it was one of my favourites, the story of my dear stepmother’s heroic defeat of the evil Medraut. 

‘It’s your story!’ I told her in excitement, shaking her forearm so that the little silver bells embroidered into the wide sleeves of her gown tinkled merrily.

She grimaced. ‘It’s the story of who people want me to be,’ she replied. 

I didn’t understand why she had always hated to be praised for her role in such a glorious piece of our history; ignoring her response, I listened avidly.


'Twas a dark day on which good King Conri died,
Leaving the realm to a young and tearful bride.
The new queen ruled with a gentle hand;
But darkness was spreading throughout the land.
A creature from legends that time forgot,
Spreading foul imaginings like a blot
On the hearts and minds of all who were there:
The Medraut sowed the seeds of despair.
Night fell, though the Beltane fires were all alight,
And Fair Fiachre confronted the demon blight.
The Medraut appeared and the sacred fire went cold;
The Queen braved the darkness with face calm and bold.
The bards united behind her to sing of love,
A shining silver dragon lit the skies above,
The Goddess herself spoke Her daughter's name - 
And Fiachre banished evil and relit the flame.


I clapped along with everyone else in the hall, although I noticed my brother pulling a sour face. Oh, I wish I had been old enough to have been part of such adventures! We have known ten years of peace and prosperity since that night, of which I cannot complain, but…

Shaking myself out of my recollections, I came back to the present moment, the present question: how did Father die? But we knew that, didn’t we? He had been sick, I remembered that… the darkened room, sunken eyes, a shrunken hand pushing me away… and then he had died. Fiachra had never given me any more details than that. Why was she not here now to answer Llyr’s question? She had sat at the head of this table in every meeting I could remember; it had been her who insisted I attend them from my thirteenth year to learn by observation the art of government. Now that Llyr had taken the crown from her, did he really mean to remove her from her seat on the council too?

The silence was stretching now, the new king’s query still unanswered. Llyr directed his piercing gaze to Biorach, one of only two councillors who had been part of this team before King Conri’s death.

‘Well?’ Llyr demanded, ‘are the rumours I have been hearing true?’

Biorach pulled nervously on his long grey beard. ‘It was a confusing time, Llyr. You know he had been sick…’

‘Did he kill himself?’ my brother demanded bluntly. I gasped. Of course he didn’t.

‘He might have fallen…’ Biorach mumbled, and I felt the room spin around me. If he had fallen, it hadn’t been some sickness that caused his death; it had been an accident, or…

‘Was there no proper investigation?’ I interjected breathlessly, ignoring the dirty look my brother sent me for butting in.

Biorach shook his grizzled head. ‘The Queen – I mean Lady Fiachre – wanted to keep it quiet. A fall from the tower … there had already been so much unrest in the months that he was ill.’ 

I broke in again to say, ‘But that was because of the Medraut, that evil spirit that was twisting everyone’s minds.’

Llyr did not look offended by my interruption this time: he looked grimly satisfied. ‘The Medraut,’ he said slowly. ‘And, perhaps, the one person who had control over it.’

‘What do you mean?’ I asked him. ‘No one could control it, except for all the bards who got everyone to work together so Fiachre could banish it.’

Llyr shoved his chair back roughly. ‘Yes, Fiachre – the only one who had that power.’ 

[image: ]

‘How could you arrest her? I can’t believe you would accuse our mother of this!’ I stormed into Llyr’s private apartments.

The ice in his voice stopped me dead. ‘Fiachre is not our mother.’

‘As good as!’ I argued. ‘She’s the closest either of us has ever known – and she is a good mother, I – I love her.’ I felt myself tearing up and tried to regain my composure: it would not do to cry in front of my brother. I controlled myself, but he sensed my weakness.

'You live in a fantasy world, Laithry,' he told me harshly, 'a world of fairies and dragons rushing to the rescue. You have that luxury, but I have to live with the reality of politics – and justice! Should a king applaud someone for usurping the throne?'

'She gave you the throne!' I shouted. 'As soon as you came of age it was yours. She could have kept it, you know – she's been a popular ruler, unlike our father! I do know something of these political realities, you see.'

But really, my outburst just showed how little I knew. I could tell from the look on Llyr's face that I had just touched on his fears: he was aware of how tenuous his position was, and all I had done was reinforce those insecurities. He was acting rashly because he was scared and didn't want to show any weakness. There was no point trying to backpedal now - I would have to find some other way to resolve the mistake I'd just made. I needed advice; so of course, I turned to the same person I have always turned to first.

I had never been to the palace dungeons before. Usually, the advice I sought would be dispensed over a cup of tea and my favourite macaroons; now, I was descending dimly-lit stairs and following cold unadorned hallways deep below the parts of the palace in which I lived. The guards at the doorways made me short bows and let me pass unchallenged, and I hid my discomfort from them. The cells were set off a short corridor, each with a thick wooden door containing a small barred opening. Fortunately, the gaoler stayed at his post on the outside of the prison door, so I was able to visit alone.

It was quiet – only important, or political, prisoners would be kept here in the palace, and in this time of peace there were no such incarcerated here. Until now.

I looked through each of the cell windows in turn, trying to remain unaffected by the rough stone walls and hard beds, this glimpse into a different life, until I found Fiachre at last. She leapt up from her seat on the bed as soon as she saw me and came to the small barred window, gripping the bars tightly.

'My dear Laithry, are you ok?' she asked. That she would be concerned about me! Her welfare was the important thing right now. She looked fine, still dressed in the simple but elegant day gown in which she had been arrested just a few hours ago, but I hated to think of her stuck in this cold damp place for any longer, having to spend the night shivering under moth-eaten blankets... 

I put my hands over hers on the bars. Even though the situation was so serious, I couldn’t help a feeling of unreality: this was too like a scene in a tragic play for it to actually be happening. 

‘I can’t believe Llyr would do this to you,’ I told Fiachre, ‘you have been like a mother to us, how could he think you were guilty of Father’s death?’

‘And what if I was?’

‘I will talk sense into him, you’ll see …’ Her words caught up with me. ‘Wait. What?’

‘I cannot deny my culpability,’ she sighed. ‘I may not have killed him myself, but I am responsible for Conri’s death.’

My hands slid from atop hers and fell limply to my sides. I took a step backwards, not quite trusting the solid ground to be there beneath my feet. She reached out to me: ‘Wait, Laithry, you deserve to hear the truth – I’ve kept it from you long enough. And if nothing else, I have truly come to love you.’

I gave a jerky nod, and she continued, her alabaster face framed by the small window in the cell door. ‘I didn’t marry your father for love: I married him because of the influence I thought it would bring me. I had all these ideals, I thought I would be able to make things so much better … but I was just a plaything for Conri, something young and pretty to wear on his arm.’ Fiachre’s eyes held such naked desolation as she remembered. ‘I chose this path with good intentions, but I came to hate him, you know. And the Medraut found that hate.’

She shuddered, and I wrapped my arms around myself: were all the stories I had heard lies? As if she had read my mind, she said, ‘Some of what the bards sing is true: the Medraut was a product of the whole atmosphere of distrust and discrimination that Conri’s policies had created. What they leave out of the songs is that it was my hatred that anchored it. I thought I was using it, but it was using me, keeping me fixed in this pattern of rage…’

‘You made him want to kill himself,’ I stated.

‘Yes,’ she agreed sadly. ‘Me, or the Medraut … I don’t know if you could make any distinction, by that point.’

There was silence as I waited for something other than numbness to arise. Nothing came, so I simply turned and walked away. She called after me, ‘Do you believe in redemption, Laithry?’

I did not look back.








  
  

Chapter two

Absolution 





I tried to visit again the following morning, but my brother had instructed the guards not to allow me to pass. I had hardly slept for questioning everything I knew about Fiachre; and questioning what I knew about myself, too. I was no longer numb, but I do not know what I had become instead. Redemption. She was such a good woman, had worked so hard for the good of this country. Everyone agreed that life in Valeria was better now than when Father had been on the throne. Was that enough of a restitution, did it negate what had gone before? 

I went to talk it through with Llyr; I should have known better. He had always known how to turn my own words against me; maybe it is the prerogative of older brothers to make their siblings feel small.

Llyr was dressing for court when I arrived, but he turned the full focus of his attention on me when I said, ‘She told me what really happened; I don’t know if I can forgive her. If I should.’

‘She confessed?’ he asked sharply.

‘Yes … no … I don’t know. It wasn't really her; at least, she wasn't in her right mind. The Medraut was controlling her, not the other way around – so how can she be to blame?'

'If I ordered you to do something, would you then not be responsible for your actions?' Llyr asked me slyly. 

'No, but – aagh!' I grabbed two handfuls of hair at my scalp and pulled it in frustration, messing up the neat waves my maid had arranged this morning. 'But if she wasn't in control of her thoughts, was it really her choice? It was the Medraut that made her so angry …'

'Like I'm making you angry now?' my brother asked snidely.

'Yes!' I shouted, because his callousness was really winding me up tight … but that didn't mean he was responsible for my anger or the things I might choose to do. I deflated, confused again. No one could be absolved of responsibility for their actions, but I could still see Fiachre as a good woman who was more than the sum of those misdeeds. She had murdered my father; I still didn't know if she was to blame.

I turned to leave and Llyr pinched my upper arm in a tight grip, halting me in my tracks. 'Don't cross me on this, Laithry – we need to present a united front.'

'I don't know where I stand,' I told him.

'You stand with me.'

It should be easy to stand behind my brother, the only real family I had left … but that meant standing against the only mother I had ever known, publicly repudiating her when in reality I had no idea how I felt towards her now.

I found it hard to focus on the trial. I was there, of course, a pawn on my brother's chess board, but it was a blur of familiar faces saying unfamiliar words: words like depression, suicide, murder, black magic. Words that could not really be a part of my life, so I floated just beyond it. I came back to earth with a crash at the verdict: guilty. How could it be anything else? And yet somehow, I had not expected this. 

Llyr spoke to me out of the side of his mouth, his face never moving from its sober mask: 'You will have to attend the execution; I know it will be hard for you, but I need you to show your support.'

I nodded dumbly because I knew he was right on both counts. He was about to kill a queen; even though Fiachre had no actual royal blood, she had the people's favour, and Llyr was just an untried boy stepping into her shoes. The thought flashed across my mind then, although it would take years to resurface, to wonder what it was about royal blood that made someone fit to rule. But it was no time for such thoughts when what I had to face the following day was so, so hard.

Standing on a dais in the town square the next morning, staring at an empty scaffold while surrounded by courtiers and statesmen like a flock of agitated peacocks, I still felt surreal and disconnected. It was not until Fiachre was led into the square that it hit me: my stepmother was about to die, and I had to decide now what that meant to me.

She was dressed in the traditional white, her hair loose and unadorned. She looked haggard yet calm, as if she had made peace with her fate, and I almost longed to change places with her so I could have that certainty … As she was led through an avenue in the restive crowd, Fiachre looked up and caught my eye for a second, and I realised: I did have that certainty.

She was almost to the scaffold when I called out to her, loud in the anxious silence: 'Yes!'

Her head – and everyone else's – whipped around towards me, and I cried, 'Yes, I believe in redemption.' She smiled slowly and her face lit up with relief, as if my forgiveness was the most precious gift, but I could hardly see for the tears streaming down my cheeks. I couldn't watch this, couldn't bear to see her hang. Half-blind and stumbling, I rushed off the platform and ran for the castle gates and the relative peace of my chambers beyond. There was a restless murmuring from the crowd behind me, but I ignored it: I knew my brother would be furious, but I didn't care how he punished me.

I thought then that no punishment could be worse than what he had put me through today.

I felt hollowed out. I wanted to be angry with Llyr, but that would just be an easy escape. If I had been in his position, could I really have done any different? It would not have been right to allow murder to go unpunished, but what had happened today also did not feel like justice. Nothing was right ... except that I had forgiven her. There was a clarity to that.

I held onto that clarity when I had to confront Llyr the next day. I wanted to avoid him for as long as I could, but I was summoned to the council meeting first thing in the morning. I dressed in mourning colours – if I was going to be a pariah then I may as well compound my sins. But my little rebellion was put down almost immediately.

Llyr smiled at me from the head of the table when I entered, and that's when I realised I had underestimated his ire. That sly smirk somehow demonstrated more anger than if he had raged at me. I curtseyed to him. We were not generally expected to stand on such formality here in the privacy of the select council, but it was an instinct born from sudden terror, like a cornered animal making itself small in the hope of being overlooked by a predator. 

With his fox's grin, Llyr lounged back in his chair and waved me to my seat. 'My dear Laithry, just who we were waiting for! The first item on the agenda this morning concerns you.'

The table was silent. The ten others present – six men and four women, one a bard and one the Lady Tara, ambassador of the Fae – looked cautious, even worried. My knees melted me onto my seat.

'I was thinking,' the young King continued, 'how our country could best benefit from my sister's many talents. She is wasted here at court; do you not agree? Her royal lineage, and such wisdom and tact for one so young.' His voice betrayed not a trace of sarcasm, but I could feel his scorn raking me like nails. 'So, I have decided that we should follow a long-standing tradition and send my sister abroad as an ambassador.'

My heart lurched. He wanted to exile me, clearly, distance me from the court after my public rebellion; but I would be pleased to have that distance. And a valuable role in a foreign court – that was hardly a punishment in my books. But Llyr was not finished yet.

Looking around at his councillors, he asked, 'Where would it be beneficial to send a Valerian ambassador, do you suppose?'

Garbhan, one of the most senior councillors, suggested, 'Bedwyr has been in Agand for over ten years now, it might be time to recall him and send in some new blood.'

Biorach countered with, 'No, no - I did a stint in Agand myself in my younger days, they don't have much respect for women there: no offence, my girl,' he said to me, 'but I don't think you'll be single-handedly changing that any time soon! How about Sundera? The weather's better too.'

Llyr cut off the debate silkily. 'What about a nation where we have no embassy as yet?' He was met with blank looks, and elucidated, 'I was thinking it is time we sent an emissary to the Fae Court.'

There was a moment of awkward silence, broken by Tara clearing her throat. I did not know Tara well – had always felt rather intimidated by her, in fact, even though she was one of Fiachre's closest confidants. She was so exotically perfect, with her leaf-green skin and emerald hair setting off a stunning beauty, on top of which she was wise and compassionate and – perhaps most importantly at this moment – tactful. 

She said, 'Llyr, I'm not sure you have fully thought this idea through. My realm is a … difficult … place for humans; and there is the difference in the passage of time…'

Llyr's smile showed that he had thought of exactly these things. 'I'm sure you will be able to give my sister some sound advice to help her fit in, and maybe we will begin to see some rewards from our association with the Fair Folk. After all, we have little to show after ten years of your presence here.'

Tara flushed, and said stiffly, 'I will ask my queen if she will accept an ambassador … you must understand, it may take some time to arrange, it is only possible for me to open gateways to my realm at certain times...'

Llyr leant forward and glared. 'Do not play me for a fool, Lady: you think I have not taken note that our rare audiences with the Fae always take place in spring or summer?' He looked out pointedly at the beautiful summer's day outside the windows. 'Make sure Laithry is ready to go as soon as you have made arrangements – if the Fae Court will not accept an ambassador from Valeria, I see no onus on us to accept one of the Fair Folk at our court.'

This time, Tara blanched. Her husband, the bard Finn Bran, was from this realm, and Llyr had just threatened to separate her from him. I spoke up at last. 'It's alright – I'm happy to go.' And it was true: I would be happy to be a long way from here, somewhere I did not have to see Llyr's face every day and listen to people praise him; somewhere I could be of use to my people, and explore a whole new world. Llyr would win, by removing what he saw as a political liability, but maybe I would win too.

I might not object to this proposed exile, but there were still those who did. Gwydion, who was the representative assigned to the court this year by the Council of Bards, spoke up next. His well-trained voice, slightly sardonic, carried clearly around the room when he said, 'I appreciate the girl's courage.' He winked at me, making me blush – he was a very handsome man, willowy and graceful, even if he was in his forties – before he continued. 'But Laithry is still the heir to the throne – are we really considering sending her into possible danger?'

'She won't be in danger,' Llyr dismissed him, and Biorach said dubiously, 'at least she can return quickly if necessary – isn't that so, Lady Tara?'

Llyr cut off the debate again. 'I am not planning to leave the throne vacant. And I assure you I will produce heirs of my own before too long. There is no more need for discussion.'

Warily, the meeting moved on, but I had trouble following the topics. Nothing seemed as important as this sudden shift, be it punishment or opportunity. I would soon be leaving the only home I had ever known … but what did I have to stay for, really? My de facto mother was dead at the hand of my only family; I would not have many friends at court after the way I had alienated myself from the new king. I couldn't wait to talk to Tara alone.








  
  

Chapter three

Tara





Lady Tara seemed determined to undermine all my confidence. 

'You must understand,' she told me as we talked in the solar the next morning, 'the Fair Folk are a very different people. We live long and often very insular lives, and you will find little empathy there or understanding of different cultures.'

'Surely it can't be so bad,' I demurred. 'You are caring and considerate...'

'Any good qualities I possess are the result of my own efforts, not merely a consequence of my bloodline.' She grasped my chin gently between two green fingers, ensuring I was focusing on her words. 'Just as for you, Laithry, your royal blood does not confer any special qualities – you have to work for them.'

'I know,' I said, but I don't think I did, not then. You need to have everything stripped away before you can really judge if you have humility.

Tara sighed, and continued quietly, 'I'm only half Fae, actually.'

'I didn't know that,' I responded.

'Not many people do,' she said introspectively, 'I learnt to hide it when I was growing up in Rathe na Sidhe - I met with too much prejudice. It was easy enough - I take after my mother in appearance, although my father gave me his love of questions, which I think is the greater quality. And one that makes me more suited to the human realm.'

She gazed reflectively out of the wide gabled window, the many large plants in the room casting her in dappled light as if she was part of a forest glade. She had never looked more alien, or more human in her reverie.

'I suppose, by the time I came to settle in this realm, I was used to presenting myself as fully Fae,' Tara continued. 'I found a place I could belong here and didn't want to upset the balance.'

'Does your father still live in Fairy?' I asked, fascinated.

‘Oh, you had better not call them that at Court!’ Tara exclaimed. '"Fairy” is a name coined by you humans, and is considered a very insulting term by the Fae. Just one more cultural stumbling block … And no: my father passed away a long time ago,' she continued. 'I age much more slowly than you or he! My father lived with my mother and me when I was growing up. I think mother only brought him to visit her realm on a whim, but then she fell pregnant – which is rare amongst the Fae, and even more unusual in a pairing with a human – and he stayed. My mother didn't. Father began to grow old and she … just drifted away. As I told you, the Fae lack empathy, or any patience for perceived weakness in others.'

Tara briskly shook off her preoccupation. 'Enough of that! I'm supposed to be preparing you to be an ambassador.’

‘Yes,’ I said eagerly, ‘I have been thinking of all the things I would like to achieve – trade policies and travel authorizations and maybe a cultural exchange programme to promote understanding. Relations at the moment seem a bit … limited.’

‘If that’s a polite way of saying that I have accomplished very little in my ten years here, you would be correct.’ I flushed, but Tara smiled kindly and continued. ‘It is true that my embassy here has done little – to be honest, I think my Lady has forgotten I’m even here, and I’m quite loathe to remind her … I want to stay in your realm, and I like to think I have been a useful advisor to the crown, and I have allowed that to be enough. Your goals may be a trifle ambitious.’

I bristled. ‘I’m not just a silly little girl being sent away – I have been trained in statecraft and I intend to use that training, whether it was what my brother intended or not!’

‘I was not insinuating that you are not qualified as an ambassador,’ she soothed me; ‘I was suggesting that the Fae may not be so open to change. Maybe the first item on your agenda should be finding ways to limit the damage visiting Fae inflict on this realm.’

‘Damage?’ I asked.

Tara gave a dainty snort. ‘Not many of the Fae have taken advantage of their recent freedom to travel to Valeria, but those that do have not left a good impression. They dazzle and charm, seducing women and striking unfair trade bargains, and leave behind confused and angry people wondering how they were tricked by a glamorous stranger.’

‘Oh,’ I said quietly, realising how out of touch I was with the concerns of regular people, ‘I didn’t know.’

Tara squeezed my hand, a comfort and a warning. ‘No, Laithry, you didn’t know because you like to romanticise the magical and the mysterious – if you want to survive the Fae Court, you need to leave such fantasies behind.’

That was so like something Fiachre would have said to me, such motherly advice, that it brought tears to my eyes. I gave a very un-ladylike sniff before setting my feelings aside and ploughing on. ‘So, it would be useful to establish some boundaries on trade, set fair exchange rates … and, of course, they would have to apply to humans travelling into Raith na Side as well.’

Tara grinned. ‘It is pronounced Rath na Shee, the capital of the Seelie Court.’

I flushed again – there was so much I didn’t know. How was I ever going to pretend to competence in front of a foreign – even alien – queen?

‘Will the Fae Queen even allow humans to visit, do you think?’

Tara shrugged – managing to make even that look graceful - and answered, ‘I don’t believe she would object. But not many people would wish to go, nor would I advise them to. There is the difference in time, for one … you can lose a lot of time on a trip to Fae.’

I had been trying not to think about that aspect of my exile. ‘How much time?’ I asked in a small voice.

Tara looked at me sympathetically. ‘I’m afraid I cannot say. The passage of time is never smooth. One day there could be a week or even a month over here. Our two realms eddy and swirl one around the other, and what diverts the current, I could not tell you.’

I was beginning to feel more and more wary of this realm I was soon to enter. Tara seemed to sense this, for she caught my eye and said seriously, 'Don't underestimate the challenges you will face. I hate to say this of my own people, but they cannot be trusted. The Fae love to make bargains, to barter secrets and favours … make no promises, and agree to no bargains: you will always come out the worse. Even when they do not mean to deceive, a human mind will be … confounded. Fae is a place of elemental forces, and those forces run through our blood so that glamours and seemings are as much a part of our reality as your reflection in the mirror is to yours. Magic is woven into every aspect of life -'

'I'm not afraid of magic,' I interrupted, 'it's part of this world now too, I've seen it. Everyone says your own husband can do magic!'

Tara smiled at me. 'Everyone has the potential for magic within them, human or Fae – it is simply a matter of being in tune with the interconnected nature of things. But your experience in this world has not prepared you: the Fae value power above all else, and they can use the very forces of nature against you if it will help them gain that power.' There was fear for me in her eyes as she held my gaze seriously. 'I do not expect you to be in any physical danger in the Seelie Court at Rathe na Sidhe, but beware of the games they will play with you. Oh! There is so little time for this! At least remember this one thing: names are power. Do not let anyone hear your name from your own lips unless you trust them absolutely.'








  
  

Chapter four

Exile





‘You can still change your mind,’ Tara muttered to me softly, ‘I could refuse to open the portal, and you wouldn’t be able to go.’ 

She was offering to sacrifice her own happiness for mine, and we both knew it – if she defied him, my brother would exile her instead of me. I shook my head; I was grateful for her offer, but I could not accept it. Instead, I raised my face into the breeze and inhaled one of my few remaining breaths of this earth’s air. It was tainted with horse manure and cabbage. I wondered if I would come to miss that smell? I thought not.

We were assembled in the market square, the castle gates open behind us. The stalls had been cleared away, but the detritus of the morning’s farmers’ market was still in evidence, as was an interested crowd of milling onlookers gathered around the edges of the square. Tara would be opening the gateway to the Fae realm right here, as this courtyard was the site of an ancient circle of standing stones, whose foundations were now part of the fabric of the city square. I thought of the majesty of the stone circle at Avalon, the feel of magic heavy in the very air; this certainly did not possess the same aura, but apparently, the connection was the same.

I was nervous, dressed in my finest gown of dark blue silk and praying patches of sweat were not already visible under my arms. I wanted this, could feel the tug of adventure in my gut, but it was still hard to leave everything I knew behind. But what was I leaving, really? My only living relative was ready to disown me, and it was hard to have close friends in my position. I had spent my tenth year at the school run by the priestesses in Avalon, and there I had known friendship and camaraderie … but then I had returned to life in a castle where I was more commodity than person, where young women courted my friendship because of my position, because their fathers pushed them towards me in their own jockeying for position … Fiachre had tried to shelter me from it and let me have some sort of normal childhood. Of course, it had been harder to shelter Llyr: the vultures were always hovering over the heir to the throne. The court vultures might not want to strip the flesh from one’s bones, but they were just as likely to pray on your vulnerability. Llyr was most vulnerable to having his ego stroked.

My attention was pulled back into the present moment by the arrival of my brother; he swept into the square in full regalia, trailing a fur-trimmed cloak that had to be most uncomfortable in the summer heat, the iron crown traced with woven gold filaments striking against his rich dark hair. Tara stepped forward to begin the ritual that would exile me from my world.

Watching her build the portal to Faery was anti-climactic. She centred herself, eyes closed as if she had withdrawn a million miles away. The assembled crowd began to mutter and shift restlessly, and then quieted again as the fairy slowly raised her hands, palms open. In the sudden silence, I became aware of a faint buzzing like distant bees, and a shimmer in the air in front of her, a heat-haze that gradually condensed into an opalescent curtain of light. About the height of two men, and half as wide, the coruscating colours called out to me, willing me to discover what lay beyond.

With what appeared to be great effort, Tara pulled her raised hands apart, and the veil of light parted like she had opened the curtains. Behind the veil was another world. 

I gasped in awe. Although I could only see a slim slice of the Fae realm, it was incredible. The portal connected, as Tara had informed us it would, to the centre of Rathe na Sidhe: like called to like, and so the capital of our kingdom was linked in some ineffable way to the heart of theirs. Through the insubstantial archway, we could see a circular chamber composed of latticed wood, with a vaulted ceiling and wide arches open to sunlit woodland beyond. Looking closer, I saw that the walls were in fact made up of living trees, grown into fantastic symmetry, with shimmering golden leaves hanging down like elaborate candelabra. The floor was a detailed mosaic, but I could not tell what image it depicted because the chamber was too filled with a milling throng of – Oh! Such people! I should just say they were perfect, and leave it at that, for my words will never do them justice.

An expectant hush fell on the gay crowd as they noticed the portal in their midst, and as they quieted every eye was naturally drawn to the far end of the large hall, where a carved wooden throne dominated a dais, just as the presence of the woman seated on it dominated the hall. She radiated power, like a barely restrained earthquake. She looked young, her skin flawless and golden eyes bright; but I knew she was not young. I could not tell if I was awed or terrified or smitten; maybe all at once.

Tara dropped a deep curtsey, saying humbly ‘My Lady.’ This was, Tara had informed me, the correct form of address for the Faery Queen. In a place where names had power, she guarded her power carefully: no one alive knew her name.

The Lady unfurled herself lazily like a lioness, stalking along the avenue that opened through the crowd before her until she stood in front of the magical archway.

‘So, my ambassador does remember her fealty,’ she said with deadly sweetness.

‘Of course, My Lady,’ Tara replied with her head still bowed, ‘you have not lost any of my loyalty. It is as your humble servant that I request an audience now for the King of Valeria. King Llyr has a proposal to put to Your Majesty.’

‘Oh, a proposal?’ the Lady said silkily, her gaze slinking across to rest on my brother. ‘It might be I would welcome a proposition from a young man like this.’

Llyr flushed. Her meaning was obvious, if not from her words then from the provocative way she shifted her hips to emphasize her considerable assets, letting her gown slide just a little … her gossamer dress was not indecorous, exactly, but it was more revealing than anything I would ever dare to wear. She was dressed in a pale cream that offset her golden hair – and I mean golden, like liquid metal, not the hair colour we would refer to as gold. It was like the summer had come to life – and my brother was standing a bit too close to the sun. I smirked. Petty, I know, but it was good to see him at a disadvantage for once.

‘My Lady,’ Llyr addressed her stiffly, ‘I feel I must thank you for your generosity in allowing your ambassador to remain so long in my court; and now, I would like to make a similar gesture of goodwill by delegating my own sister as our return ambassador.’

My brother gestured me forward, and I went with trembling knees. The Lady looked surprised as she turned the full force of her attention onto me. I curtseyed stiffly, aware that I could never match her level of artless grace. 

‘A sweet young thing,’ she said to Llyr. ‘It has been many moons since we had a human child in our entourage. Would you not like to come yourself? I would enjoy showing you the delights of my realm. You would never want to leave.’

Llyr was obviously thinking about certain delights that were more-or-less on display, and he had to clear his throat before replying, ‘Alas, that my responsibilities prevent me accepting.’

The portal wavered, the seemingly clear air rippling like silk for a moment, and The Lady glanced over at Tara; a condescending glance. Tara grimaced, the fingers of her raised hands pinching together as if she were trying to grasp an invisible slippery substance. The Lady abruptly turned away.

‘Come, then, if you will,’ she beckoned me imperiously. I froze for a moment, tried to remember that I wanted this. But, it mattered not if it was my desire: I had no choice but to step through that portal.

I grabbed the one small trunk I was taking with me. No servants to carry my possessions on this trip; it would not be fair to consign anyone else to this exile alongside me. Hefting the wooden case under my arm, I took a deep breath and stepped forward.

It looked like nothing; a window without glass. But when I moved across that invisible divide, I swear every tiny part of my body took a different route to cross; there was no direction, no definition to my own body, no space to pass through but an infinite space to traverse. And then, in no time at all, it was over: I had arrived – or maybe re-assembled – in the land of the Fae. I turned back to make my goodbyes but got only a glimpse of Tara’s face – strained, apologetic – before the portal winked shut and any connection to my past was gone.
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