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PART ONE

CHAPTER ONE
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Brightly colored flowers adorned the crowded ballroom, filling the air with the fragrance of spring. Dignitaries from both Phalindros and Malfrey sat quietly talking as they awaited the beginning of the ceremony. Occasionally, someone would glance at the front of the room, where King Dominus stood beside a white draped podium. He met these glances with a cool look of his ice blue eyes. More than ready for this whole thing to be over and done with, the young king had to work not to let his irritation show through. 

Behind the podium stood the High Priest in his white robes. Late afternoon sunlight falling through the glass windows reflected off the silver dragon amulet he wore. Dominus wore an identical amulet, though his was gold. This was meant to symbolize the connection between the king and the gods. To Dominus it was nothing more than a symbol of his own power, inherited by his birthright from generations of kings who came before him. This was why he deigned to wear it. He didn’t believe in the gods, but he understood the importance of symbolism. 

Dominus glanced at his mother, who sat to the right of the podium with her cousin, the Queen of Malfrey. Gazella was wearing a low cut crimson dress and her honey blonde hair was twisted into an intricate design of braids strung through with pearls in the fashion of her homeland. Dalia was similarly attired, though her dress was a shade more modest and dark gold in color. Beside the Queen sat three of her five children; Delina, whose husband held their squirming toddler on his lap, Hortios, who was named after his grandfather, and Essex, the youngest. Like all those from Malfrey, they looked like peacocks among pheasants, so different was their attire from those who called Phalindros home. 

Gazella met her son’s gaze and smirked. She thought she’d won something by arranging this marriage without his consent. Little did she know she had served his purpose well by strengthening his ties to Malfrey. He smiled back at her and was satisfied to see her smirk fade into a look of wary annoyance. 

Dominus’ gaze shifted to the other side of the room, where the seat beside Casson remained empty. He raised a questioning brow and Casson lifted his shoulders in an apologetic shrug. A slight crease between his eyes was the only thing that gave away Dominus’ displeasure. 

As always, Casson looked ill at ease surrounded by royalty. Even dressed in Dominus’ cast off finery, it was plain for any to see he was nothing more than a servant’s son. His feet were to large to fit any of Dominus’s boots and so he was wearing his own scuffed ones and, even after having taken a bath, he still smelled faintly of the stables. 

The soft trill of a harp filled the ballroom and the guests fell silent. Two servants, one in the crimson and gold of Phalindros and the other in the white and bronze of Malfrey, opened the double doors. On the other side stood Litha, dressed head to toe in white silk and lace. A veil covered her face as was Malfrey custom, even though Dominus had certainly seen her face before. 

Litha seemed to glide down the center aisle, drawing every eye to her. Dominus watched her as well, though his mind was more on that empty seat and who should be sitting in it. She stepped up beside him and they both turned to face the High Priest. 

The High Priest gazed out over the room as he spoke. “On this day, beneath the ever watchful eyes of our Lord Basale, most benevolent of gods, we have gathered in this place to bear witness to the joining of these two people, and to witness the strengthening of the ties between two kingdoms.” He placed his hands palm down on the open pages of the heritage book, which lay upon the podium. 

“In the eyes of both gods and mortals, in the eyes of both those who stand with us today and those who have passed before us, do I join in marriage our Lord and King of Phalindros, Dominus Montique Bolsom Daemon uth Friesard and the Lady of Malfrey, Princess Litha Constintia.”

As he spoke their names, Dominus and Litha each lay their left hands on the book on either side of the priest’s. “And now let them join our blessed ancestors.” The priest removed his hand and passed a feathered quill to Dominus. 

Dominus removed his hand from the book and neatly wrote his name beneath his father’s. A smile twitched at the corner of his lips. How shocked the people gathered here would be if only they knew he’d spilt his father’s blood upon the castle stones with the dagger he wore strapped to his side. It was an ornate thing with an onyx hilt and a crimson blade. And though it looked more like a decoration then a weapon, like Dominus it was far more dangerous than its appearance suggested.

He handed the quill back to the High Priest, who then dipped it in ink and passed it to Litha. Her hand shook so her name beneath Gazella’s was hardly legible. Once she returned the quill to the priest, a temple initiate stepped forward bearing a slender silver coronet upon a crimson cushion. Dominus lifted the coronet and placed it upon Litha’s veiled head to show all present she was his chosen queen. 

Litha slid her arm through Dominus’ and they led the way from the ballroom to the banquet hall, where the wedding feast was to take place. Her delicate fingers gripped his arm tightly, no doubt in an effort to gain the strength to walk at a slow and stately pace. 

The banquet hall was paneled in dark oak, with the floor a lighter shade of pine. It was one of the few rooms in the castle whose floor was not made stone. Lit candles were scattered about and white roses stood in tall vases in the four corners of the room. 

Dominus and Litha made their way to the head table, behind which hung two banners. A gold dragon on a crimson backdrop for Phalindros; a bronze manticore on white for Malfrey. Once the royal family and their guests were comfortably seated, servants arrived with the meal; roast venison and wild boar, fresh baked bread, and a variety of fruits and vegetables, as well as a number of delicacies from both kingdoms. 

The court minstrel arrived soon thereafter, and the gentle music of his rosewood harp served as a backdrop to a number of quiet conversations. Dominus sipped his wine and calculated how long he would have to endure all of this before he could retire to his chambers. He had purposely made certain the ceremony would take place in the evening; the earlier night came, the earlier he could end this facade. 

A servant came to take Litha’s veil. She stared down at her plate with her hands clasped firmly in her lap. Not exactly the happy picture of the blushing bride Dominus would have preferred, but there wasn’t anything to be done about it. She was a weak woman and any prodding on his part was liable to have her shedding the tears shimmering in her cornflower blue eyes. And he couldn’t have that. 

Dominus placed his glass on the table and turned to Casson, keeping his tone low so only the other man could hear. “Where is Kaida?”

“I don’t know.” Casson squirmed under Dominus’ intense gaze. “She told me to come ahead and she would be right behind me. I haven’t seen her since.” 

Kaida had been acting a bit odd since the Spring Festival, but Dominus simply shrugged it off as excitement over finally going to the Watchtower. Failing to attend the ceremony was something else altogether. He could not imagine what would possess her to do such a thing when she knew how important it was she make this last appearance at his side. They would have to have a serious talk about this before she left. 

A bard arrived to regale them with what Dominus considered the tired old tale of Monamorra and the Watchtower War. But all those around him seemed fascinated by the story of the brave young woman from a foreign land who saved Phalindros from the evil High Sorceress. Not exactly Kaida’s favorite story and one Dominus didn’t care much for either. He was seriously considering having the telling of it banned. It put the Watchtower in a bad light and that was not at all conducive to his plans. 

After the bard came the acrobats and the visiting minstrels and the like, blurring across Dominus’ vision. He could not recall ever having been this bored in all his life as the evening wore on into the night. After the sun set, the talk and laughter got a little louder as the guests left off sipping their wine and began to imbibe on the stronger drinks. In polite society one simply did not get good and drunk as long as there was daylight to be seen. 

Once the guests started passing out into their plates, Dominus judged he’d endured long enough. Now, the young king was supposed to rise and give a speech. His mother wrote it herself and gave it to him a week prior with stern instructions to memorize every word. Dominus threw the speech into the fireplace without even a glance at it. He had no intention of making a speech to a roomful of people so inebriated that come the next day they wouldn’t even remember he’d delivered it. 

“Casson, attend me.” Dominus rose from his seat. Casson quickly followed; Litha a touch slower. Down the end of the table, Gazella glared at the three of them, but Dominus didn’t think she’d gotten quite drunk enough to make a scene. 

The three of them walked silently down the corridor leading to the entrance hall. There, at the foot of the staircase, Dominus turned to Casson and said, “Tell Kaida I want to see her tomorrow in my study. And she better have a good reason for not being where she was supposed to be today.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Casson glanced at Litha, then turned and walked out the front door. 

Litha winced as it shut behind him with a thud that reverberated in the silence. She gazed at the stairs with a fearful expression, her already pale skin further draining of color. Dominus might have been amused if he hadn’t still been thinking about Kaida. 

They climbed the stairs side by side, close but not touching. There were no servants to be seen; those who were not sleeping at this late hour were going about their work in the servant’s corridors, a warren of passageways hidden within the castle walls. The product of some long ago king who felt servants should be seen as little as possible. 

When they entered what was now to be their shared chambers, Dominus strode over to the open window and stood staring out into the night. He was a man who liked his privacy and he was not well pleased to find his chambers invaded by a wife. True, he could have told the servants not to move her things into his room, but that would have caused talk. Appearances were important, especially for a person in a position of power. A lesson he learned well from watching his parents. 

Litha stood near the open bedroom door with her hands clasped in front of her and her gaze fixed firmly on the rug beneath her feet. Dominus leaned back against the windowsill and gazed thoughtfully at her. 

In the two springs since she’d come to live in the castle, they hadn’t become friends as their mother’s hoped. To Dominus, Litha was like a snowflake, pretty enough to look at but lacking in substance. A suitable wife only because she was a princess of Malfrey and because there was no need for Dominus to worry about her plotting behind his back as his mother had always done to his father. Where Gazella was dangerous as a snake hidden in the grass, Litha was about as lethal as a butterfly. This suited him. He wanted a wife under the heel of his boot where she belonged and he’d worked these past two springs to make certain that was exactly what Litha was. 

“Go to bed,” he said. “I have things to think about.” 

Litha lifted her head and gave him an uncertain look. “I...I don’t understand.” 

“Then let me see if I can say it in the simplest of terms. I have no intention of consummating this marriage. You are the most vapid, useless excuse for a human being it has ever been my misfortune to come into contact with. I have barely tolerated you for the past two springs and the thought of being married to you for the rest of my life fills me with revulsion. The only reason I agreed to this union is because your father is the king of Malfrey and may prove useful to me in the future. It would be in your best interest to stay out of my way. I want as little contact with you as possible. Do you understand that?” 

Tears welled up in Litha’s eyes as he spoke, though whether they were tears of hurt or relief or perhaps some mixture of both he couldn’t tell. And he really didn’t care. She turned and went into the bedroom, shutting the door softly behind her. 

Dominus turned his gaze once more to the night and his thoughts soon came back around to Kaida. Ever loyal and obedient, the young witch was the only person Dominus had ever come close to trusting completely. And yet on this important day she was not where she was supposed to be. It was so unlike her.

Tomorrow, before she left, he would hear what she had to say about the matter. No explanation or excuse was good enough to justify her absence. Even were she deathly ill, he would have expected her to drag herself to the ballroom to show her absolute devotion to her king. Anything less would not be tolerated. 

****
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Del sat in the chair before the High Priest’s desk and stared glumly at the wall. There was something he was supposed to be doing. Something he should have done long before now. But he could not bring himself to it. For if he opened the secret panel and began reading the journals of the High Priests of the past, it would be as if he were finally admitting to himself his mentor was never going to return. 

Though Del wore the robes and the silver dragon amulet, he didn’t consider himself to be the true High Priest. That honor belonged to a man who departed the castle temple two springs past and had not been heard from since. 

All this time, Del’s heart held out the hope his mentor would return. Every night he prayed to the gods that the next day the temple doors would open and in would walk the man he’d looked upon as a father since he was a boy of ten. The only father he’d ever known. 

The High Priest left soon after King Daemon burned upon his funeral pyre, causing a great deal of talk and speculation among the servants. Rumors he’d colluded with Valeria in the king’s murder were quick to circulate once he wasn’t around defend himself. The idea made Del’s chest burn even now. How anyone could believe anything of the sort was beyond him. They were so quick to forget it was the High Priest who sat with the king’s body during the three days of mourning and not his wife and son as was proper. 

If only they could have been there when Del gave him the news of the king’s death, if only they could have seen the terrible pain on a face that so rarely showed emotion, then they would have realized how truly foolish such notions were. Del didn’t even believe Valeria had any part in the murder, though it was surely strange she and the children disappeared the same day. 

Del was debating whether or not he was ready to accept himself as High Priest, when a piece of parchment appeared on the desk. For a moment, he could do nothing but stare in openmouthed shock. He was certain nothing was on the desk only moment before, but that would mean this parchment appeared out of thin air and that was certainly not possible. Well, perhaps with the aid of magic it would be, but Del could not think of anyone with magic who would want to communicate with him. Unless... A face came unbidden to his mind. A beautiful face pale as ivory and framed in black hair that shimmered blue in the sunlight. But he’d not seen or heard from Mirra in so long, surely it could not be her. 

With a trembling hand, Del lifted the parchment from the desk. He knew the handwriting the moment he laid eyes on it. The letter was not from Mirra, but the words set his heart to racing in any case. 

‘I know this letter must come as a shock to you, but I haven’t the time for long explanations about where I have been. I need your help. There is a war on the horizon. A war that has been long in coming. A war that will affect not only Phalindros, but all the world. For a time I hoped to prevent it, but I have come to realize that is not possible. All we can hope to do is win. 

I realize this is a heavy burden to place upon you. I would rather do this on my own, but I cannot. And so I must ask you to do something that will go against the vows you have taken. I need you to be my eyes and ears in the castle. I need you to spy on the king. 

I understand how difficult this will be. Dominus is not one to confess to a priest, or to seek his advice. You may have to find someone close to him who would be willing to help. But be careful, please, for I do not know what he might do if you are found out. 

Before you make your decision, read my journal. It will explain much. Should your answer be yes, simply turn this parchment over, tap it twice, and speak these words, revertere ad mittente. Yes, it’s a magic spell, but as I said, read the journal and you will understand.    Clayden

His mentor was alive. The thought filled Del with such joy as he’d never felt before. But it was short lived. As the words of the letter settled in his mind, joy was replaced by doubt. Spy on the king? That didn’t sound like something a priest should do. According to their vows, their loyalty to the king should only come second to their loyalty to the gods. But how could he refuse a plea for help from the man who’d given him so much? And what was this about a war? It didn’t make any sense. 

After laying the parchment back on the desk, Del reached for the spot on the wall that would open the hidden bookshelf. A panel sprung open and there were the books, neatly lined in a row. Each book was bound in leather and inscribed on its spine was the name of the High Priest to whom it had belonged. 

Del was uncertain what secrets they kept, but that there were secrets seemed assured. Why else should they be hidden from all eyes save for that of the High Priests? Here were the truths behind the legends of the great figures of the past, truths the bards glossed over or else left out entirely in their retellings. Truths even the scribes who wrote the history books had chosen to forget. The real history of Phalindros. 

It was the duty of each new High Priest to read these journals so he might better understand the past in order to shape the future. Del ought to start with the first, a faded volume so worn the name on it was barely legible. Instead, he reached for the newest. The one with Clayden on its spine. He feared to know what secrets his mentor might have, but he could not deny a certain curiosity as he turned to the first page. 

‘On this day I, Clayden Kiel, son of Baldric and Lisel, do hereby begin my journey as High Priest of the castle temple. I feel it important to first state that at fifteen I am the youngest man in the history of Phalindros to hold this position. I am also a Chosen of the gods and as such I am gifted with direct communion to Basale. A heavy burden but one I bear gladly. There are those who would hold these things against me, but it matters little. I do not seek the approval of others. 

‘Well, perhaps that is not entirely true and I am bound by the gods to only write truth here. There is one whose opinion of me matters very much, but I need not fear to ever find jealously or distrust in his eyes. A fact that pains me, for there are things about myself I have, out of necessity, chosen to hide from him. And now I am High Priest there will yet be more secrets, as I am forbidden to reveal to him any of the truths I have discovered in the journals of the previous High Priests. 

‘But I get ahead of myself. I am supposed to make here a short chronicle of my life to this point so those who come down the line might know me. My father is a Grasslander, a man of the Tribes and leader of our Clan. My mother...well that she is not of the Tribes is all I know of her. She died when I was five and shortly thereafter my father brought me here, so there was no chance for me to ask questions about her. Not that I could have done so in any case for among the Tribes it is forbidden to speak of the dead. 

‘Having grown up here in the castle temple I do not believe in the superstitions of my father’s people and I have no fear to write of my mother. You may wonder why, if I have a father, I came to be here in this place filled with orphans. The answer to that question is my greatest secret. I possess a certain amount of magic. Not much, but enough to get myself hanged if it were found out. 

‘In my time, magic is still forbidden in the kingdom of Phalindros and has been for more than two hundred springs. I think someday that will change, but not likely within my lifetime. My magic does not only endanger myself, but all those of blood relation to me. It was a risk my father was willing to take for my mother’s sake for he loved her greatly. But once she was gone he was glad enough to be rid of me. 

‘I do not like to think of those early days of my life, the memories are filled with pain and loneliness. I have three older brothers, none of whom posses magic. Indeed, I am the only Grasslander I know of that does. I suffered much as a result. The adults ignored me, but the children were cruel, as children can often be. And it was my own brothers who were the worst. I had no friends, no one to love but my mother who was dearer than life to me.’

Here the parchment was stained by several spots. Del stared at them in wonder. Tears? It was hard to imagine the stoic High Priest crying, even in the privacy of his own room. He was no less startled by the idea then he was by the revelations he’d already made so shortly into his reading of the journal. Though that the High Priest possessed magic was something he’d already discovered on his own some time ago. 

It was strange to think of the High Priest as a sad and lonely child, much as Del himself once was. Del too had been an outcast among his own people, though in his case it was by virtue of being a bastard. He wasn’t as young as Clayden when he lost his mother, but it was a terrible blow all the same. He read on. 

‘The day after my mother went to ash, my father took me from the only life I had ever known. We traveled far and long without a single word passing between us. I was not afraid, though no one told me where we were going or why. Basale assured me I was going where I was meant to be and I trusted in the god’s wisdom. Then my father and I arrived in Muhray. 

‘It was the first city I had ever seen, so busy and bustling with tall buildings made of wood and stone. The people here were so different in their manner and dress. My father brought me to the castle and here he left me beneath an elm tree in the courtyard while he went to speak with the High Priest. 

‘It was here my life took a turn I am certain Basale was not pleased with. But the gods can see far down the life paths of mortal men and so he must have known this was coming. Yet he didn’t counsel me against it; he left the choice to free will, the blessing and the curse of all men.

‘A group of children came across the courtyard led by a boy of about nine. He had a certain swagger about him that only someone well used to being obeyed can have. I learned later he was the Crowned Prince, Gazeden. Trailing somewhat behind the group of children was a younger boy my own age. The others passed me by without so much as a glance, but this boy slowed and then stopped and came over to me. 

‘The boy was Prince Daemon, youngest son of the king. And all of my troubles, of which I am certain there will be more in the future, stem from that single moment. I have read the last words written by my mentor and if you are reading my journal, so have you. I do not fully understand them, but they have opened my eyes to the truth that my friendship with the prince may have been a terrible mistake. It has certainly put me in the most difficult position of having to make a painful choice.

‘Would I go back and change that moment if I could? Part of me would answer yes but another part, a larger part, says no. I have helped Daemon through some dark times. The deaths of his two older brothers and his younger sister have taken a heavy toll on him. And now, with his father succumbing to a growing madness, he needs me so. How can I abandon him? 

‘But this has not been a one sided friendship. Daemon has helped me as well, though he may not know it. He has filled an empty void in my soul. I know the whispers about us, I know what people think. Even the Queen Mother thinks we have grown too close. And she may be right. 

‘I love him. He is more my brother than those of my blood ever were, and I believe I am the same for him. There has never been another person in my life, save for my mother, who has made me feel real. That may sound strange, but I can think of no other way to explain it. 

‘There is nothing I would not do for him; no sacrifice too great to make. Or so it was in the past. Now, I don’t know. To give all of myself to him is one thing, but to perhaps put the kingdom in danger by doing so is quite another. The words of my mentor have made it clear that the gods have a plan for me and it may be my friendship with Daemon will endanger that. It might even endanger him. 

‘Somehow, I must end this thing between us. But how? May as well ask the sun to hold itself motionless in the sky as to ask my heart to stop loving him.’ 

Del sat back in his chair. He was coming to understand his mentor in a way he never thought he would. And again, he was amazed at the similarity in their lives. His situation with Mirra wasn’t exactly the same, but he supposed one kind of love was not so different from another if it was deep enough. 

For a long time, he fought his feelings and then Mirra came to him and asked him to run away with her. Only he couldn’t betray his vows, couldn’t abandon his mentor who had chosen him to one day take his place. And so it ended and Del’s heart had bled. But he hadn’t seen her since and he could not imagine how much harder it would be if she were living here under the same roof. 

Del read on, learning more about King Bolsom’s madness and the trouble it caused with the neighboring kingdom of Malfrey. Eventually, Bolsom died and Daemon, as his only living heir, took the throne.     

‘There has been no prouder moment in my life than when I placed the crown upon the head of my prince. But it was a bittersweet emotion, for I could not share in that moment as a friend. Though I have struggled to build up a wall between us, it doesn’t stop the way I feel. But I know I must not let him see that. I only pray the god’s good grace I never live to crown another.’

Clayden went on to speak of the Queen Mother’s worries over the threat of war between Phalindros and Malfrey and of his own difficult decision in advising her to arrange a marriage between Daemon and Princess Gazella. It was shortly after this Del arrived at the temple and so he paid especially close attention to the next passage. 

‘Today I was visited by a man wanting to turn his nephew over to the priesthood. With his mother dead and his father unknown, there is no one left who wants him. A common story amongst those here. But this boy seems different, somehow. Perhaps it is only that he is so quiet and serious for one so young. I think I see a bit of myself in him.’

Del smiled to read those words. To be like his mentor was all he had ever wanted and it warmed his heart to know the High Priest should think them at all alike. He read on. 

‘Basale has chosen Del to be my apprentice. I accept the choice, both because my god gave it to me and because I believe Del will be a good High Priest when his time comes. Perhaps it is too soon for me to think such a thing, but think it I do. He seems to have no interest in making friends with the other initiates but spends all his time in study. This bodes well for him. I only hope it doesn’t change as he grows more comfortable here. For I have come to the conclusion it is much safer for one to keep ones heart to oneself and not go loaning it out to other people. To do so can only bring heartbreak, especially to a High Priest. 

‘There is one thing about Del I find difficult to record here as I am certain it will shock and dismay him. Or perhaps not. It may be Basale will permit me to reveal it to the boy face to face before he ever reads these words. I certainly hope so. I know who his father is. Or rather—’

Del could not read the rest of the sentence; his heart was beating so hard it made his eyes blur. The High Priest knew all this time who his father was but never told him. Why? What possible reason could there have been to keep such a secret? In that moment, for the first time in his life, Del felt something other than love and admiration for his mentor. 

This was a truth he longed to know for so long, but now that it was before him he found himself afraid to read the words. The one time he dared broach this subject with his mother she  struck him and told him he was never to speak of it again. And so he hadn’t, but he still wondered. 

Del rubbed a hand across his eyes and took a few slow breaths to calm himself. It might be there was a good reason for the identity of his father to be a secret. The truth might be something terrible, perhaps too terrible to bear. He could skip over this part and leave the truth unknown. Maybe it would be for the best. And yet, he found his eyes drawn to the words with a kind of fearful curiosity. 

‘I know who his father is. Or rather what he is. Most people have come to believe either fairy creatures never existed, or else they left this land long ago. Both suppositions are incorrect. Fairy creatures are real and a few remain in Phalindros, though they generally keep themselves well hid. Del’s father was one of the fey, which is as close as such creatures can come to being human.’ 

Del had to read the words twice to understand them, and then once more to be certain that was really what it said. A heavy weight settled somewhere in his chest; it grew hard to breath. He stood and backed away from the desk, as if distance could somehow steal the truth from the words written in the journal. All his life he felt different somehow, as if he didn’t belong anywhere. This must be the reason why. Fey, it was almost impossible for him to believe. Did that mean he had magic? Was that the reason he never dreamed, and yet he could read truths in the dreams of others? Such a thought never occurred to him before. 

With the initial shock fading, so too did the momentary anger he’d felt. If the truth of what he was had become common knowledge it would have put his life in danger. By keeping the secret, the High Priest had protected him. Del settled himself back into the chair. 

Most of the rest he already knew, for he was witness to it; the marriage of Daemon and Gazella, the arrival of Valeria, the birth of Prince Dominus. The record of the Queen Mother’s foreboding dream of an empty throne sitting at the head of a river of blood. 

Then came the arrival of two mysterious strangers to the castle. Del remembered that well, but was shocked to discover they were fey. A brother and sister. The woman was pregnant and Del knew she left her child with the High Priest, though he never saw it. 

The child was born on the night of the Spring Festival and when the brother saw it was a girl he wanted to kill it. But the sister intervened and the High Priest suggested the child be given to the priestesses of the Sacred Woods. 

Del’s heart jumped again. “Could it be?” he muttered. He had only to read a little further to find out. 

‘As the fey were about to depart, I asked the woman if she would name the child and she told me to call her Mirra. She also said she prayed the gods would forgive her for bringing the girl into the world. I do not know what those words mean, but they trouble me.’

“Mirra,” Del whispered the name and it brought a familiar pang to his heart. He’d met the girl ten springs past, when he discovered her in the castle gardens. She was but a child of six at the time, lovely and strange. She had a powerful, dangerous magic that frightened him and yet he’d felt drawn to her all the same. Perhaps it was because of their fey blood. Del hadn’t told his mentor anything about her, for fear it would endanger her life. Over the springs, the two
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