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Daemon stood in the shadow of the castle, watching the processional wind its way up the hill toward the castle gates. There were twelve white carriages trimmed in bronze, each led by four horses in ceremonial plume and flanked by guardsmen in gleaming chainmail. 

In their lead was a single man on a dappled gray stallion. Both rider and mount wore bronze plated chainmail studded with diamonds, and in the rider’s hand waved the standard of Malfrey, a bronze manticore on a white backdrop. 

Daemon’s heart fluttered against his chest as the gates swung wide. Events had unfolded around him so quickly since last spring that he felt as if he’d not yet had a chance to catch his breath. And now this. 

The rider of the dappled gray dismounted at the foot of the stairs and removed his diamond studded helm. “Kalagar Inspirda, Your Majesty.” He bowed low at the waist, holding his helm against his chest. “Captain of the Guard of Malfrey.” 

From the stories he’d heard, Daemon had expected an older man, a veteran guardsman, and was surprised to find that Kalagar was no more than a few springs older than himself, if even that. 

“You are most welcome,” Daemon said. He was not accustomed to the sight of people bowing, but his mother had prepared him for this and so he was able to keep his unease well hidden. 

Kalagar turned to open the jewel-encrusted door of the first carriage. “May I present to you our Queen, Her Royal Highness, Serlina Ordai Constintia.”

The queen, who was several springs younger than Daemon, made a striking figure with her black hair twisted in a maze of pearl-strung braids atop her head. A gown of fine Cardashian silk, blue as the spring sky, fit snug against her curves; a string of pearls graced her neck and dropped down between an ample bosom that was immodestly displayed by a dipping v-shaped neckline. 

Daemon smiled politely and managed to look the queen in the face, despite the inclination of his eyes to look where they ought not to. “Welcome to Phalindros, Your Highness.” 

“Thank you,” she replied. Her accent was distinctly Cardashian as was her gown. “You have such a lovely little castle.” 

“Thank you.” Daemon inclined his head slightly to one side—a sign of respect to one who was his equal. 

Queen Serlina stepped aside so that Kalagar could introduce the king. “May I present our King, His Royal Majesty, Hortios Constintia.” 

King Hortios was a big man, his fair hair graying at the temples, his blue eyes sparkling yet with youth, though he was some thirty springs older than his newest queen. He was dressed in emerald studded gray, and a thick fur cape was thrown over his shoulders despite the warmth of the mid-spring day. 

With a broad grin, Hortios clasped Daemon’s hand as if they were old friends. “I’m pleased to meet you at last, young king.” 

“The pleasure is all mine,” Daemon said. “I have long looked forward to this day.” 

“As have I, my boy. Let us pray it marks a long, peaceful future for our two kingdoms.” 

“That is my most sincerest wish.” 

Kalagar was moving on to the second carriage now, and Daemon’s heart 

stuttered as the door was opened and a young woman stepped out. She was swathed in white lace head to foot, so that not a single inch of skin showed. 

“May I present to you our Princess, the Lady Gazella Constintia.” 

Gazella approached with one hand over Kalagar’s arm. They paused in front of Daemon only long enough for the princess to offer him a quick curtsy, and then they were moving on into the castle, leaving Daemon with nothing but the shadow of a face beneath the veil. His eyes followed after them. 

Hortios clapped Daemon on the shoulder. “She’s a beautiful girl. No need to concern yourself with that.” 

Daemon flushed to have his thoughts spoken aloud, ashamed at having been so obvious in his curiosity. “Of course.” 

“Ah, and here is proof enough of that.” Hortios held out his hand to the young woman who approached them. “My son’s wife and Gazella’s cousin, Lady Dalia Monsero Constintia. She and Gazella could almost pass for twins, so alike is their look.” 

Lady Dalia smiled the kind of smile that lights the eyes. Pale blue eyes they were, framed by thick lashes; dark blonde hair, strung with rubies, lay pinned to her head in two coiled braids, and matching rubies dangled from her ears and graced her throat. 

“I am pleased to meet you, Your Majesty.” She curtsied. “My husband offers his sincerest well wishes and his regrets that he will be unable to attend the ceremony.” 

Daemon smiled, thinking to himself that if Gazella was even half as lovely as her cousin he was a fortunate man. “I’m pleased you could attend.” 

And so it went, as Daemon met the other guests who’d traveled from Malfrey to attend the ceremony, until at last he could slip away to his chambers for a few moments alone. To his dismay, he discovered his mother was already there.

With a forced smile, he stepped into the room. “Mother, I’m so glad you’re here. I was hoping we might have a chance to talk before the ceremony.” 

Marma rose from the cream colored divan. Such a contrast to Queen Serlina and the other ladies from Malfrey was his mother in her high collared gown of dark gray. She was tall and trim with only a touch of gray in her sand-shaded hair, with only a hint of wrinkles near the corners of her dark blue eyes. 

She gave him an appraising look. “What’s wrong?” 

With those few words and that single look, all of Daemon’s carefully maintained composure melted. He sank into a nearby chair. “Everything is changing so quickly. I’m to marry this girl today and I don’t know anything about her. What if... what if she doesn’t like me?” 

“How could anyone not like you?” She smoothed the hair from his face as she had done so many times before. “Granted, it will be difficult in the beginning, such things always are. But there will be time for the two of you to come to know each other, to love each other. Until then, you must be satisfied that you have averted a war and given Phalindros a powerful ally.” 

“Yes, Mother.” 

“You are a good boy, my son.” She patted his cheek. “Your father would be proud to see the man you are becoming.” 

Daemon didn’t flinch, he was proud of himself for that. But he did wish she wouldn’t speak of his father, not now, not today, not when he had so many other things heavy on his mind. “I hope so, Mother. My only wish is to honor his memory and follow in his footsteps.” He didn’t choke on the words, didn’t stumble, and he even managed to smile a little as he spoke them. 

“Yes, we should hope you may be like your father.” She straightened, taking a step back from him. “But for now I will send in the servants to help you dress.” 

“Yes, Mother, thank you.”

Once the door shut behind Marma, Daemon slumped in the chair, pressing a hand to his eyes. Follow in his father’s footsteps—the idea sent a shudder through him. If it weren’t for his father, they wouldn’t be here today and he might yet have some small choice in the course of his own life. 

Instead, he must marry this stranger to save Phalindros from war and play the good king, though the crown was heavy. Kingdom first and self last, if at all. That was what his mother believed and should be what he believed as well, but sometimes it was so hard. 

A servant knocked at the door and Daemon sat up straighter, pasting a look of hopeful anticipation over his despair. “Come in.” 

*** 
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Clayden stood by the open window in his chambers looking out into the castle gardens. He heard the sound of the carriages rolling into the front courtyard. So, they were here at last. 

From the moment he learned that the Queen Mother had begun negotiations with Malfrey, a dark cloud had settled over him. Daemon had told him the news and of how nervous and ill at ease he had been that day. Clayden himself was not yet over the shock of it. Daemon was bound to marry eventually. A king was nothing without a queen to produce an heir, but still. 

Clayden’s discomfort over the whole thing went far beyond his personal feelings, however. His heart was consumed by a nameless fear, a certainty that something was not right. 

Prayers had availed him not, for Basale seemed to have nothing to say on the subject. So Clayden could do nothing but wait and watch with this feeling growing inside. Basale would not bend his will to any mortal, not even his High Priest, his Chosen, the one who carried the rare gift of direct communion with the gods. 

That gift alone was enough to tell Clayden that dark days lay somewhere in their 

future, for such a gift was not bestowed lightly. 

Clayden placed his hand over the silver dragon amulet that hung always around his neck. The emblem of his station, it was a perfect twin to the one which Daemon wore, though his was golden. It connected them, bound them in their duty to the gods, to the kingdom, and to each other. 

Clasping the dragon in his hand, Clayden closed his eyes and prayed. “Let this union be a blessed one. My king has suffered much in his life; he deserves some happiness.” 

*** 
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Marma sank into a warm bath, letting the scent of rose petals fill her mind. This was one of the few luxuries she allowed herself, a chance to rest in peace and let the worries of the kingdom melt away. Today, however, not even this could ease the tension within her heart. 

Bolsom was gone, his days and deeds behind them. This union between Daemon and Princess Gazella would right his most grievous wrong, so why then did it leave her feeling so unsettled? 

She’d never met the young princess, knew nothing about her character, and surely that was cause enough for some worry. Blast Malfrey and their ridiculous ideas about protecting the purity of their princesses—as if the rest of the nobility didn’t prance around in all their pomp, displaying their wealth for all to see. To throw two people into marriage without even allowing a single letter to pass between them was ludicrous. 

Had circumstances been other than they were, Marma would have tried to work some way around this custom, but the time following Bolsom’s death had been so precarious that she had dared do nothing but comply with King Hortios in every matter. 

Two hundred springs of peace. She’d not let that come to an end if she could prevent it. It was a blessing, really, that Bolsom died when he did—another spring and there would have been no stopping a war. Of course, if he’d passed but a spring 

earlier, they might never have been forced into this position in the first place. Such a hasty and perhaps ill-advised union would not have been necessary. 

Marma sank lower in the tub, letting the water rise up to her chin. She must ask the gods’ forgiveness for such an unkind thought. For twenty-five springs, she dearly loved her husband despite all his difficulties, despite all the pain such love had brought her. She loved him still, and at times, when the night was dark and her bed empty, she longed to have him by her side once more. 

That was a woman’s wish though, and not the wish of the Queen Mother, the woman who had truly ruled the kingdom for many springs. Her heart belonged to her people, her will only to protect them. She only hoped that the price of righting her husband’s wrong didn’t prove too high.

CHAPTER TWO 

Daemon stood next to a white draped podium, ill at ease in his crimson and gold finery. Those gathered, who were at the moment talking amongst themselves, would soon be watching him and he feared that he would do something wrong. 

He glanced at Clayden, who was standing on the other side of the podium. But it was impossible to catch his eye, so intent was he on the heritage book that lay open before him. Things had been in such a frenzy since Daemon’s father died, there had been little time for the two of them to talk. 

Mother had hovered over him every hour of every day it seemed, trying to drill a lifetime of the knowledge his father ought to have taught him into his head in so short a time. He should have gone to the temple after meeting King Hortios and his family, but instead he went up to his chambers. There might have been time then to breathe, to spend a few moments alone with Clayden. 

Of course, he had gone immediately to Clayden as soon as he discovered that his mother was making negotiations with King Hortios, but he’d been in such shock then, he hadn’t really spoken to Clayden at any length about the matter. Since then, it seemed there was always something going on which prevented the two of them from being together. Now the day was upon him and there was no more time to talk. 

If only Clayden would look at him now, in that calm way of his, and remind him that he was not utterly alone. But instead, he continued to stare at the book with such intent that Daemon began to wonder if he was deliberately ignoring him. 

The soft trill of a harp was heard and the ballroom’s double doors were opened by two servants, one in Malfrey’s white and bronze and one in Phalindros’ crimson and 

gold. The room grew hushed as Gazella stepped inside. She was resplendent in a gown of white, threaded through with strands of sparkling gold, her steps so light that she seemed to float across the room. Rainbow colored sunlight fell through the plate glass windows, lighting her up like a rare gem. 

Daemon’s breath caught in his throat and his heart jumped. All the fear and worry of the past were driven from his mind by the sheer wondrous beauty of his bride to be. It was like a dream from which he hoped never to awake. 

Gazella stepped up beside him, her face yet hidden beneath a lace veil. Together, they turned to face Clayden and now he must look up, must meet Daemon’s eyes. 

Clayden did look up, but he did not meet the gaze of his king. Instead, he looked at the empty space between Daemon and Gazella 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 not only of two people and their families but of two kingdoms. Thus this day, an occasion which always calls for great joy, is doubly blessed.” 

He lay his hand palm down on the open pages of the heritage book. “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, Daemon Coltis Montique Bolsom uth Friesard and the Lady of Malfrey, Princess Gazella Constintia.” 

As Clayden spoke their names, Daemon and Gazella each lay their left hands on the book to either side of his. “And now, let them join our blessed ancestors.” Clayden removed his hand and passed a feathered quill to Daemon, still not looking directly at him. 

Daemon removed his hand from the book as well, praying his trembling fingers would not cause the quill to spill ink on the timeworn pages. He wrote his name beneath that of his father and wondered if he was looking down on him this day. Would 

he be proud to see how things had turned out, or would it disappoint him that his son had not carried on the war he nearly began? It was not a question to be answered, but it haunted him nonetheless. 

Daemon returned the quill to Clayden who then passed it to Gazella. She moved her hand and wrote her name beneath Marma’s, then returned the quill without so much as a hint of hesitation. If she felt as nervous as did Daemon, she was hiding it well. 

Del stepped forward with a small crimson cushion on which sat a delicate silver coronet. Daemon lifted the coronet to Gazella’s veiled head, thus claiming her as his chosen queen. The action sent a little shiver through him, for this thing had been done by every king in Phalindros history, all the way back to Francos. It made him feel connected to them somehow, in a way nothing else ever had. 

Gazella took his arm and together they faced their families for the first time as husband and wife. It was strange, guiding this young woman he didn’t know down the center aisle. Strange to smile at the faces looking back at him when inside lay nothing but turmoil. 

It was a good day and he wanted to be happy, but it was all so pressed, so out of his control. His life had always seemed that way to him: out of control. He’d thought as a king it might be different. Surely his father had never seemed out of control, not until the illness had consumed him. After that, all the worst in him, the darkness he had once held such control over, had begun to take control of him. 

It was this, more than anything, that tore at Daemon. The man he wished to be and the man he feared to be, both were his father. 

The banquet room was paneled in dark oak, the floor a paler shade of pine. Large windows permitted the spring sun to shine down upon the room so that the lit candles were mere decoration rather than necessity. White roses, cut fresh from the castle gardens, adorned every table and stood in marble vases at each corner of the room. 

Daemon led Gazella to the table at the head of the room, behind which hung the 

standards of both kingdoms—a bronze manticore on white for Malfrey and a golden dragon on crimson for Phalindros. 

Once all the various nobles and dignitaries were settled into place, servants came round to serve the roast venison and wild boar, along with fresh baked bread and various kinds of fruits and vegetables. 

The servants then moved back to wait along the walls should anyone be in need of their service. Soguard entered from a side door, attended by three of his grandsons who between them carried a rosewood harp. The harp, which was nearly as old as Soguard himself, stood seven feet tall and weighed somewhere around two hundred pounds and so it was reserved for only the most important of feasts. 

Soon the room was filled with the sounds of soft music mingling with light chatter and laughter, the sounds of celebration. Daemon sat back in his chair, wanting nothing more than to let the feeling of good cheer and contentment wash over him. 

The entrance of a traveling bard was of some help with that, for there was nothing Daemon enjoyed more than the retelling of the famous stories from Phalindros’ past. The young man stood in the center of the room, all eyes on him, and began to act out the second most important event in the history of the kingdom: the story of Monamorra and the fall of the Watchtower. 

A courtier from Malfrey approached the side of the new queen, distracting Daemon’s attention from the bard. “Might I take your veil, My Lady?” 

Gazella nodded. The courtier removed the veil and gave Daemon his first look at his new bride. There was indeed a resemblance to Dalia—the same honey gold shading to the hair, the same high cheekbones and graceful dip of the nose. But the eyes were paler, more chill, and there was something to her expression, something sharp, that made her as different from her cousin as night was from day. 

Daemon swallowed, feeling strangely daunted at the idea of speaking to her. She was so very beautiful, almost inhumanly so. In a way, she resembled more the statues in the castle garden than a living, breathing woman.

Daemon forced a smile. “I look forward to the two of us having some time alone so that we might come to know each other better.” No, that came out all wrong. The implication sounded more tawdry than he had intended. 

“I... I mean so that we can talk. We know so little of each other.” Heat was creeping up the back of Daemon’s neck as he thought to himself that he must sound to her like a fool. 

Gazella offered a polite smile which lingered only in the corners of her mouth, never touching her eyes. “Yes, of course.” 

Daemon’s lips trembled as his mind desperately searched for something else to say. “Is everything to your liking?” 

“Everything is as it should be.” 

“It must be very different here than in Malfrey.” 

“Not really. One castle is much the same as another.” 

“But surely the countryside is different. I’ve been told that Sendevale is much larger than Muhray.” 

“I suppose.” She stared straight ahead, slowly fingering a jade ring she wore upon the middle finger of her right hand. 

It was obvious to Daemon that she had no interest in talking with him. For a moment, he felt hurt by this, and then it occurred to him that she must be as nervous as he was, perhaps more so. 

She was soon to be left in a strange kingdom with strange people without the benefit of her kin close at hand. Of course she was nervous and unsure of herself. She needed time, that was all. A day or two and it would get easier. 

Daemon turned his attention to the bard so that Gazella wouldn’t feel obliged to make conversation with him any longer. The man was coming to the end of his story.

“Monamorra and her brave warriors stormed the Watchtower, laying to waste all those who dared to oppose. Up the winding staircase they climbed to the uppermost room of the tower where dwelt the High Sorceress. 

“The wicked sorceress stood before the Midnight Mirror working her vile magic to bring forth the beasts of the abyss.” He moved his hands in a gesture meant to imitate the casting of a spell. 

“Monamorra burst into the room with her warriors at her back, every man among them ready to lay down his life for the virtuous woman.” Out came an imaginary sword. 

“But no, Monamorra bade them all to stand back. All alone, with nothing but the purity of her heart and the good grace of the gods, Monamorra faced the evil sorceress.” Now he stood tall and confident. 

“The sorceress brought forth the dark creatures to attack Monamorra and destroy her.” He held out his arms and grasped the air as if struggling with some great foe. He staggered back, a twisted look of pain on his face. This earned him a gasp from a particularly enthralled young woman from Malfrey. 

The bard flashed her a grin before moving back into character. He pushed against the imaginary foe, then stood tall and calm once more. “Monamorra fought against all the vile creatures the sorceress could conjure and was victorious. All that was left was the High Sorceress herself. 

“In that moment, Monamorra committed a great act of bravery and self sacrifice. She flung herself upon the sorceress sending them both through the Midnight Mirror and into a land of darkness which the evil sorceress had intended to let loose upon the world. 

“The mirror shattered even as the very foundation of the Watchtower began to tremble. The warriors fled to safety moments before the Watchtower crumbled into ruin and was no more. 

“And so, goodness and virtue won out over evil and our kingdom was freed from 

the curse of magic. Saved by the sacrifice of one daring young woman. A young woman who will forever be hailed as a great hero.” He wiped his brow as if exhausted from his ordeal, then swept off his feathered hat and bowed to the room. 

He paused only long enough to wink at the pretty young woman who had taken such an audible interest in his performance before exiting the room to the sound of applause. 

Daemon sat back and lifted his wine glass to his lips. It was a good telling of the old story, made all the better for the man’s sense of physical drama. Next, they could expect a visiting minstrel, something Daemon was far less interested in. 

They were mostly middle-aged men who couldn’t hope to compete with the mastery of the Court Minstrel. It seemed to Daemon an offense to Soguard to allow such amateurs to play to the court. He was as surprised as any when a young woman walked into the room. 

She was tall and slender with waist length black hair tied back in a single braid and dark eyes. Her manner of dress was foreign, though somehow familiar to Daemon. She wore a pale brown tunic tied round the waist with a length of yellow dyed rope, leggings of the same shade as the tunic, and flat boots. A string of seashells was her only jewelry. 

There was murmuring amongst the nobles as the woman sat on a stool brought to her by a servant, then opened a simple wooden case. From out of the case she withdrew a knee harp with roses carved into the dark wood. 

She positioned the harp on her knee, then began to strum the gossamer strings with fingers that were long and slender. A haunting melody issued forth, seeming to grow and fill the silence. Daemon felt suddenly swept away as if drawn into a world not his own, a story he could see and feel as surely as if he were living it. 

It was a sad story, one he had not heard before. A story of long-sought love found, only to be lost to great tragedy. Daemon could feel his heart beating with that love, and could taste the bitter sting of its loss. And when the song was ended, when 

he was once more in his own world, the look on many of the faces around him told him that he was not the only one who had felt the strange drawing power of the song. 

There was no applause, simply a kind of awed and bewildered silence. It was Daemon who first found his voice, and stood to speak with the young woman. “That was... extraordinary. Tell me, what is your name and from where did you come?” 

After setting her harp aside, the young woman rose to her feet and inclined her head toward Daemon. “My name is Valeria Marshon, Your Majesty. I hail from the Isle of Bree.” 

So that explained both her odd manner of dress and the darker shade of her skin. Bree was a moderate-sized island situated several miles south of the port city of Salvorna. The island, though officially a province of Phalindros, was a world unto itself. Its inhabitants, who could lay claim to some of the oldest ancestry in the kingdom, tended to remain isolated on the island their entire lives, few ventured onto the mainland. 

“Valeria of Bree, I applaud your obvious talent and I invite you to come and take a seat next to me. Such enchanting music deserves more reward than simple applause.” 

Valeria smiled with her whole face, her whole being. “You do me a great honor, Your Majesty. I thank you.” 

Daemon retook his seat, startled by his own boldness. He’d been so swept up by the performance and by the performer that he’d forgotten himself. Surely it was not entirely proper to invite some unknown island girl to sit at his table on this, his wedding day. 

Valeria was sliding into the empty seat beside him and he could hardly rescind the offer now. Still, he feared to look in his mother’s direction, feared to see the disapproval that would most certainly be written on her face. 

***
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Clayden had waited until the last guest moved into the banquet hall before slipping behind a statue in the corner and into the hidden corridor beyond. There were many such corridors weaving an intricate maze throughout the castle. These were used primarily by servants so that both the royal family and any visiting dignitaries would be spared the sight of the servants going about their daily chores, though the corridors had certainly been used for less mundane purposes in times past. 

The corridor, down which Clayden now walked, when followed correctly, would lead one directly to the castle gardens where the exit was secreted behind two thick hedges. No servants had cause to use that particular passage, as it had been meant for some other purpose, lost to the annals of time. This suited Clayden well, for it was one of the few ways that a person could leave the castle completely undetected. 

It was a mild day. The sun a golden globe in the cloudless sky, the garden bright with the varied blooming shrubs and flowers, the air redolent with their scent. Birds called to one another from the treetops even as the leaves shivered in a slight breeze. All in all, it was a fine day for a walk in the gardens. Clayden, however, had a purpose, a place to be, and little interest in admiring the scenery. 

Past a hedgerow of white orchids, this particular path through the garden ended in a stone wall. To the left and right were new paths to follow, but Clayden took neither. He stood inches from the wall, listening. No sounds reached his ears save for that of the birds and the trees. He was alone. 

Clayden stared at the wall silently, willing it to be something else. It took a great deal of effort on his part, for he seldom used his magic for any purpose. After several long seconds, during which all the world became only Clayden and the wall, the rocks began to shimmer and fade away. 

There was a path ahead of him now, a dirt path which his feet had tread many a time since he came to live at the castle. A grove of ancient trees surrounded him, blocking the sun with their thick branches so the world below was lost in perpetual twilight.

The path was short and at its end lay a pool of still water, black as pitch. This was the Seeing Pond which was hidden deep within the heart of the Sacred Woods. Few it was who were so blessed as to stand in the place where gods once tread. 

A figure robed and hooded in shades of mottled green and brown stepped out from behind the trees on the far side of the pond. “What brings you to me this day, High Priest?”

Clayden had never seen the woman’s face, had no name by which to call her, but there was no mistaking the sound of her voice. It was low and dusky with a strange accent that Clayden had not heard in any other voice but hers. 

“I have some concerns over the union of our king and the princess from Malfrey.” 

“Your concern is a bit late, isn’t it?” 

“I’ve felt this way from the start, but thought such unease would leave me once the union was complete and peace assured,” Clayden said. “Instead, these feelings have only grown.” 

“And are these feelings belonging to you as the High Priest, or as a man?” 

“I... I don’t know.” He stared down into the black water. If only it would part for him, give him some vision, some direction. “My Lord has given me no reason to feel concerned; indeed, he seems to be in favor of this union.” 

“You counseled the Queen Mother in favor of the marriage, did you not?” 

“As my Lord bade me do.” 

“Even though you had doubt?” 

Clayden lifted his head. “It is not my place to question the gods.” 

The hood of her robes shifted. “Obedience and loyalty are virtues you have in abundance, but you must beware the paths they lead you down. For even the gods cannot see to the end of all paths. Even they make mistakes.”

“I’m not sure I understand.” 

She sighed, a sound like the wind rustling in tall grass. “That is part of being mortal, I fear—the gift and curse of free will. There is only so much the gods can do. The rest is up to you.” She turned back toward the trees. 

“Now go, my young priest, and do not come this way again until you would speak to me of things outside yourself.” With that gentle rebuke, she was lost amongst the trees once more. 

There was nothing for Clayden to do but go, though he found no comfort in their brief conversation. He moved through the garden and back into the secret corridor in a kind of daze, so wrapped up in his own thoughts that he was unaware of where he was going. 

So it was with unconscious intent that Clayden moved down the corridor leading toward the banquet hall. It was not until he was passed by several servants bearing empty food trays that he realized where he was going. 

The
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