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Chapter 1
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There was always something sickeningly cloying about “sweet sixteen” as a description of a specific age, but Benedict chose to redefine “sweet” as “exciting” because it was the next important step forward toward maturity. In fact, as though agreeing with him completely, his bedroom seemed to have flooded itself with painted sunlit brilliance on the morning of his sixteenth birthday, and he couldn’t help but grin sleepily at the promise the world offered. There was nothing sickeningly cloying about the sight; in fact, his room appeared almost garish.

The cuckoo clock came to life, the little carved and painted shutters flying open, the colorful wooden bird shooting out and doing its usual silly, singsong marking of the time. Once it had finished and had hidden itself again, its playful echoes seemed to linger for a few more seconds in Benedict’s room before eventually fading.

Perhaps the world was just as excited as he was on this much-anticipated day, he thought. 

Once the remnant haze of sleep vanished, Benedict turned to survey his room, painted eyes wide and expressive as they took in familiar details.

“Hello! Good morning! Happy birthday, Master Benedict!” A smallish door on the opposite wall to the main bedroom door burst open, and in rolled Dobbins, Benedict’s clockwork manservant, carrying a tray on which rattled porcelain dishes and breakfast, which Dobbins expertly kept intact till he reached the small table and chair by one of the windows. There he set the tray down, his joints squeaking cheerily as he centered the cup on its saucer and straightened the silverware. He’d always been very good at his job.

“Thank you, Dobbins.” Benedict sat up and knuckled away at his eyes—a bad habit of his seeing as how marionettes’ moving eyelids still had painted details that were in danger of being knuckled off if he weren’t careful. “Did Mama approve this?”

“She did, yes. It’s your sixteenth, and you’re to be spoiled,” Dobbins replied with obvious pleasure. Giving the tray one final, pleased appraisal, he pivoted and rolled toward the bed. “Now let me help you up. Your strings are a touch too loose.”

One of the hazards of sleep, of course, when one was a marionette. But both young master and his affable personal servant were quite used to this morning ritual, and before long, Benedict was sitting with his legs dangling off the edge of his bed, his face turned up as he made sure his strings were straight and that no knots had somehow formed in the course of sleep. He found none. The strings attached to his limbs and head rose up and up in barely visible, silken lines that softly shimmered like cobwebs in the morning sun, their ends remaining invisible. They simply faded and vanished the closer they got to the ceiling. 

“Now, master, what would you like to wear today?” Ever so solicitous, Dobbins’ painted features met Benedict’s, and his smile broadened to a grin. “Something green, perhaps? You wore your purple suit yesterday.”

“Green sounds fine. I’ll eat first before changing.” 

“Very good. I’ll do a bit of dusting off and mending in the meantime.” With an awkward bow, Dobbins moved away on his two wheels, his movements jerky and noisy and filled with wooden clicks and clacks and an occasional squeaking of gears and cogs. Over scattered, rumpled piles of clothes on the floor as well as a few books, he expertly maneuvered himself, tsk-tsk-ing to himself. Benedict had always been a bit of a slob when it came to his room, and no amount of subtle lecturing from Dobbins would convince him of the virtues of picking up after himself despite having servants. 

Besides, if his parents didn’t mind, it shouldn’t be too bad, should it? 

While Dobbins busied himself rifling through Benedict’s wardrobe, which stood near the servants’ door, Benedict seated himself at his little table and ate his meal. The window against which the table stood was open, and he gazed out in happy silence to watch the birds fluttering around and settling themselves on the branches of a tree not too far away. 

He knew nothing about birds besides being able to describe them by color—or at least predominant color because birds seemed to have bathed in buckets of paint. Large or small, small-beaked or long-beaked, crowned or bald—a bird was a bird was a bird, and Benedict took simple pleasure in watching them and their vivid colors, which, he supposed, echoed the colors of his room and the rest of his parents’ house. 

“I think the green velvet suit will be a good ensemble to wear today,” Dobbins piped up, his words a bit muffled with his head buried in between hanging coats, shirts, and jackets. “You’ll need to go out for your daily walk in the park, and I think you’ll cut a dashing figure in it.”

“That’s fine,” Benedict replied, his attention still fixed outside. 

The birds were making a bit of a fuss that morning, chirping and shrieking and flapping their wings as they alternately flew and jostled for a spot on the tree’s branches. Benedict wasn’t even aware of the noise they were making until Dobbins mentioned it.

“There must be something in the air for those creatures to be so worked up the way they are.”

“Hmm? What was that?” Benedict had lost himself in another helping of sweet jam and toasted bread, and with the tea providing a delightful way of washing things down, he felt the day coming off to a wonderful start, and he hoped to revel in every minute.

“The birds, sir. They’re rowdy this morning.”

Benedict shrugged, though he looked out the window again and instantly regretted asking Dobbins to repeat himself. The charming cacophony of bird sounds had given way to a chorus of irregular screeches and shrill twittering, and even the way the birds interacted with each other appeared to be vicious and confrontational. 

He paused in his chewing and frowned, his eyes moving from bird to bird, sometimes following the movements of one for an extended period of time. “How odd,” he muttered, his mouth still full. “They look agitated.”

He was about to ignore them and finish his breakfast when something caught his attention, and he had to look back, again frowning and blinking. Yes, there it was. The birds seemed to be taking turns looking directly at him, staring long and hard as though they were trying to convey a message. He wasn’t sure, but he thought a couple of them sat rigidly on the branch, leaning a little forward, and eyed him intently, before getting nearly knocked off their perch, and they were forced to spread their wings and save themselves with a string of wild chirps. 

One, in fact, flew off and came close to the window, and there it tried to hover while looking hard at him, but it didn’t seem to have the ability to do so beyond maybe five seconds, and it was forced to sail off and save its strength on another part of the tree. 

Benedict swallowed his food and then laughed. “They’re trying to talk to me!” he cried, but Dobbins didn’t believe him and merely let out a dismissive snort. 

Before Benedict could follow this train of thought, his servant finally emerged from the depths of the wardrobe, carrying a rich green collection of clothes, which he carefully and lovingly laid out on the bed. It was all Benedict could do to gulp down the rest of his tea and hurry away from the window to change.
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Chapter 2
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Benedict counted himself as one of the lucky children, growing up in a charmed household. Clockwork servants surrounded him, moving about on their slightly squeaky wheels and their smart uniforms, their faces expressive, their inner mechanisms filling the air with comforting clicks and whirrs that had long been Benedict’s world since his infancy. They went about their duties with amazing efficiency, like an exquisitely choreographed ballet, and their cheerful conversations only added to the fun of watching them. 

They kept the great house in top condition, and even way back, Benedict couldn’t remember any part or any detail of his home left neglected, even unintentionally. Every wall in every room was a colorful mural from floor to ceiling. The painted-on Arcadian backdrop was filled with scenes of untouched Nature, with each room providing an extension of the one before it, following the expansive idyll from the first floor all the way to the top. Even the gleaming staircase wasn’t spared details of meadows and woodlands, lakes and clear skies, gentle wildlife, and beautiful shepherds and shepherdesses. Ceilings were kept plain, but nobody really bothered to look up and stare at chandeliers with all the vividly painted scenes surrounding them at eye level. 

Everywhere the faintest whiff of paint could be smelled, and Benedict had always associated it with pleasant childhood memories, particularly the holidays, because that was the time when the drawing-room would be repainted to celebrate the season, the pastoral landscape replaced with festive details that strongly evoked home and family. After New Year, the room would be stripped of the new backdrop—and no one but the clockwork painters knew how this was done—and the original scene once again showcased in all its brilliance. 

As for his family, Benedict had always known how doubly blessed he was. Being the youngest of five, he enjoyed the most of doting attention from all corners, and he often got away with a great deal. His parents never minded, and his siblings never harbored any resentment or jealousy, having enjoyed their turns as their parents’ favorites, and when Benedict joined them in the drawing room after breakfast, he was swept up in an endless round of embraces and kisses. His brothers ruffled his hair with a good-natured ribbing tossed in. His sisters pinched his cheeks and declared what a heartbreaker he was turning out to be. From where they sat, their books spread out on their laps, his parents watched the scene unfold with proud smiles and raised chins. 

“Sixteen’s a very good age,” the oldest sister said as she took her place on the polished wood floor, artfully spreading her thick skirts around her, her strings softly shimmering when the light struck them. “Expect to discover a good deal about things you’ve always thought you knew.” She leaned against the arm of the thickly cushioned chair their father sat on, her dark ringlets bobbing playfully high on her head. 

“It’s not as confusing as it sounds,” Benedict’s oldest brother added with a very intellectual nod as he stood by the window, leaning against the wall with his hands clasped behind him, looking as fine and as handsome as ever. Benedict had always hoped to grow up to be like him, and he realized that in order to do that, he needed to study his brother closely, taking note of his mannerisms and the way he spoke, his bearing and all outward displays of confidence and self-assurance. “What your sister means is that you’ll be developing a deeper understanding of what you already know. What’s good will be better, and what’s bad will be worse.”

“Easy enough to keep in mind and easy enough in practice,” the second older brother piped up from the sofa. 

“Which translates into an easy lesson to pass on to your own children someday, which, we all hope, will number quite a few,” the youngest sister said, her eyes sparkling, and she laughed when Benedict let out a shocked sound. “I was just teasing about the number but not the other part.”

Benedict listened to everything his family told him, each member taking his or her turn in elaborating on what someone else had said till the boy’s brain throbbed in his wooden skull. He held his tongue, though, as he’d been taught to do—no differently from his siblings, at that. As with the rest of the family rules, this one was very easy to remember and to practice: listen to one’s elders, for they always knew best. And he’d seen proof enough of that, with every sibling growing up to be a mirror image of his or her parents insofar as behavior and beliefs went. Benedict was now taking one of the earlier and more significant steps toward that transformation—significant because, at sixteen, he was old enough to think critically in order to agree with what he’d hear from them. So he listened, his attention rapt and sharp, taking care to look directly at whoever happened to be speaking and convey interest and respect. 

“There’ll be a quarter-year party for you and all the others who’ve recently turned sixteen,” his mother said, breaking a momentary lull in the conversation. “The king has the list of this quarter’s birthday celebrants, and you should be receiving an invitation to the festivities soon.”

“It’s a lovely rite of passage,” the oldest sister said with a dreamy sigh from the floor. “I enjoyed some of my best hours alive when I attended.” The rest of the family, including the parents, agreed, and the room came alive again with everyone competing against each other to be heard as they all shared memories of their respective sixteenth birthday dances in the king’s palace. The king’s dance, by the way, always lasted three nights.

Benedict quickly realized how difficult it was turning out to be, trying to keep up with everyone’s stories and opinions on the king’s special celebration of his young subjects’ development. On further reflection, however, he also realized that in the end, his family’s views all converged, and they agreed just how important and eye opening this tradition was in the way it prepared adolescents for adulthood. Curiously enough, there also weren’t any differences on the nature of the importance between each family member. 

“It’s a very significant rite of passage for me because it prepared me for my role in the coming years” was the conclusion everyone arrived at.

Benedict wondered at first about this, as he’d hoped to learn more about the uniqueness of each family member’s experience, but in the end, he decided it wasn’t the way life worked. 

“Everyone’s saying the same thing,” he murmured thoughtfully once the conversation shifted to other things not pertaining to his birthday or his future role, whatever it might be (though he was sure it wouldn’t be different from his father’s and older brothers’ roles). “And when they all agree, it means what they say is the absolute truth.”

With that in mind, which turned out to be a very comforting thought, Benedict sank back in his chair, watching his elders converse with a worldliness that inspired him and a wisdom that he hoped to attain when he reached their age. When his mother eventually ordered him to take a few turns around the garden, he never questioned the command despite his disinclination, with everyone else appearing to agree with her on the matter of walking in circles and how beneficial it was. As to what it actually benefited, Benedict didn’t know because no one really shared any specifics. As long as all were in agreement, however, he was only too happy to oblige.
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Chapter 3
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Benedict didn’t know how long he walked in circles in the garden, but it certainly felt like quite a bit of time. He grew tired eventually, and while he believed himself motivated enough to keep going, his family’s collective voices still ringing in his ears, he was forced to sit down on a garden bench. Surrounded by rose trees and rose bushes bursting with colorful, plump flowers, he sighed his relief as he leaned back and inhaled deeply. Familiar scents again, he thought, closing his eyes against the perfect day. 

Before long, he was lost in a daydream, the roses’ fragrance, the soft breeze, the mild sun, and the chirping birds all serving as a marvelous backdrop to delightful images he toyed with in his mind. Using the birds’ lively twittering for music, he pictured himself dancing with someone in the king’s palace, the ballroom glowing with hundreds of candles whose little flames were caught and reflected back by dozens of massive, gilt-framed mirrors running along the ballroom’s periphery. Other handsome pairs waltzed past him and his partner, and the celebration of everyone’s sixteenth birthdays was simply beyond perfect. 

Was the music a bit too loud? Benedict frowned, his eyes still closed. The birds in the garden continued to chirp, but one of them did so in a volume that was uncomfortably loud. In fact, the ridiculous creature seemed to shriek, not chirp. 

“Oh, good grief,” he grumbled, sighing, when his daydreams melted away in colorful, gold-edged rivulets, and he was forced to blink his eyes open. The obnoxious bird had fallen silent by then.

Knuckling away the haze, he sat up and glared at the garden. He saw nothing immediately before him, but the loud chirping commenced again, making him wince because it sounded as though the offending bird had perched itself on his shoulder and now screeched in his ear. He turned to the right and saw nothing. He turned to the left and saw nothing.

“What on earth was that?” he spluttered, still glaring. “I’ll have to ask Mama if there’s something we can do about shrieking birds destroying my peace of mind.”

The bird chirped shrilly again, and this time Benedict jumped in his seat. Turning to his left, he found a small, white bird with a gold breast perched on the bench with him. Lying before it on the marble bench was a silver skeleton key, a thin, bright red ribbon looped through the heart-shaped hole of its bow. The little creature stared at him with round, unblinking eyes, no differently from the way some of the birds on the tree outside his bedroom stared at him. 

Benedict’s glare turned into a look of complete amazement. “Why, you’re a bold one,” he stammered once he found his voice again. “I’ve never had a bird come this close to me before.” When the bird remained silent, still assessing him with that strange, hard gaze, Benedict risked some contact. Very carefully, he moved his left hand toward it, wooden fingers relaxed to show no threat. Once his hand was only about an inch away, the bird hopped backwards.

“I’m not to be touched,” it said, sounding a bit peevish. 

“A talking bird!” Benedict said, instantly withdrawing his hand. “I’ve never heard of anything like that before. Are you enchanted? Cursed? Were you born this way?”

The bird shook its head and spread its wings, but it didn’t fly. “I can’t stay to chat,” it said, and Benedict noticed just how quiet and soothing its voice was, even if its chirps were downright offensive. “I’m here to deliver this key and advise you for the king’s dance.”

“Perhaps next time, you’ll be able to explain to me why your speaking voice is quite beautiful while your bird voice is an insult to bird-dom.”

The little white bird snorted, narrowing its beady eyes at him. “As I was saying, I’m here for a very specific task. You’ll need to take this key with you when you attend the king’s dance, and you must use it to find the room where the lost prince is hidden.”

“Lost prince? In the king’s palace?” How massive and labyrinthine was that place that the king’s own child would lose his way walking from one point to another? The idea sounded so preposterous that Benedict was convinced it was cobbled together from various nursery stories. 

Then again, for what purpose? And why on earth would he be approached with such an outlandish account? He held his tongue, though, and listened. His family had him wonderfully trained. 

“He’s in there somewhere, and he needs to be found.” When Benedict fought the urge opened his mouth to bombard the little creature with a string of questions, the bird shook its head again and spread its wings in warning. “No time for questions, Master Benedict,” it said with more vehemence now. “No time. For now, please take this key, keep it hidden, and bring it with you to the palace. When you find the chance to wander away from the crowd—and you’ll know the precise moment—listen to your heart and let it lead you should you feel lost.”

“To the right door, you mean?”

“Why, yes—what were you expecting?”

Benedict shrugged. “Just a wild guess, I suppose.” He tried not to grin; the bird didn’t find his little joke amusing at all, and Benedict sighed in defeat. “So once I find the right door, I use this key to open it, and that’s where I’ll find the missing prince?”

“The lost prince—there’s a difference between ‘missing’ and ‘lost’, and you’ll understand my meaning soon enough. As for your question? First things first, Master Benedict. Find the room and enter it. That’s only the first step. There’ll be two others later, and those will be revealed to you on subsequent evenings.”

Benedict frowned at the bird as he turned things over in his head. “This is like following breadcrumbs. You want me to find the lost prince, but I’m to do it in steps or stages, you mean.”

The bird nodded, its narrowed eyes widening again, and Benedict could see its tense little body relaxing. If birds could smile, he wouldn’t be surprised if this one did. “It’s very important for the search to be accomplished in small but purposeful steps.”

“I don’t understand why.”

“All I can ask is for you to have faith. I understand your confusion, and you only have my word to go by when I say you’ll have your answers soon enough. It’s imperative that you discover the answers to your questions on your own; it’s the only way for you to succeed in finding the prince.”

Still frowning, Benedict looked at the key and gently took it up. It felt no different from other skeleton keys he’d seen used by some of the servants beyond the fact that it was made of silver. “And what if I refuse to do it in the end? All you have is my word to go by, too.”

“Then our choice wasn’t meant to be, and we’ll need to find another. You aren’t the only one who needs this.”

Benedict blinked and stared at the bird, wide-eyed. “Needs? We?” he echoed, but the bird again shook his head and spread his wings in warning.

“As for my advice,” it said, “it’s very simple. You’ll be surrounded by light and color and beauty and perfection when you attend the king’s dance. Your search, though, will lead you to dark hallways and shadowy rooms. Don’t be afraid of them. I promise you, they’ll shine the kind of light you’ll never get from a hundred perfect ballrooms put together. Good luck.”

Without another word, the little white bird flew away, leaving Benedict drop-jawed and speechless in amazement—so much so that his confusion made him hungry, and he was forced to march back indoors and request a plate of pastries with his tea for a mid-morning treat.
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Chapter 4
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Benedict had promised his best friend that he’d spent an hour of his birthday with him largely because Jeremy had asked nicely, and Benedict’s parents simply enjoyed indulging him. That being his sixteenth birthday only added to their incentive to spoil their youngest, and for that Benedict was grateful because it meant not having to tell his family how he planned to spend his special day.

Jeremy, after all, was a boy with whom he wasn’t supposed to spend a lot of time. He wasn’t rich, which meant that he had neither prospects nor connections, and, worse, he lived in a cottage in the woods with his mother and grandmother. 

* * * *

[image: ]


THE TWO HAD MET AS children, when Benedict and his parents had been out visiting friends and were on their way home. Jeremy’s mother had been seen struggling with a hysterical child and an overturned basket and scattered food on the side of the road, and as expected from those in their station, Benedict’s family stopped their coach and took care of the poor woman. Benedict had hung back, watching the proceedings and eventually catching the attention of the tearful boy, who was then introduced to him as Jeremy. Several moments spent in emotional gratitude later, Jeremy’s mother continued her trek back to the woods, her basket of food intact, a few coins richer, and a tired and sleepy child clinging to her hand. 

Benedict accompanied his mother afterward during her charity visits, as she’d added the poor woman to her list of the needy, and she’d always bring a basket of bread and soup to the cottage. There’d be polite exchanges made, followed by perhaps a handful of minutes in self-conscious conversation and lots of humble thanks from the ragged family, and then goodbyes. 

“It’s only right, darling, that those in our station would be the benefactors of those who’re below us,” his mother would say once they were back in the coach and were on their way home after paying visit to half a dozen poor households. “It’s a burden we carry, and it grounds home their dependence on the good will of their superiors.” It was important to remember one’s place if one wished to see society flourish, after all, as each person had a specific role to play.

Benedict listened, and he understood well enough, and when he grew older, he nurtured his friendship with Jeremy even when his mother had long passed her charity visits on to her daughters. He’d always believed, anyway, that being good friends with a social inferior was an expression of charity and humility. It was just too bad that his mother frowned on it, and he was forced to limit his time with Jeremy to the monthly charity visits with his sisters.

* * * *
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“YOUR FAMILY LET YOU come see me?” Jeremy asked, wide-eyed, as the two walked idly down a path in the woods. He’d led Benedict down a trail that cut through a pretty sparse area of trees so that their walk was comfortably warm and brightly lit. 

“Well—yes and no,” Benedict replied, breathing in the fresh air and adoring the silence and the wild, natural beauty surrounding him. “Yes because it’s my birthday, and I can do what I want, and no because I never told anyone where I was going.” He didn’t want to admit it, but he did feel a touch guilty for undermining his mother like this.

Jeremy regarded him in silence for a moment and then nodded. “Thanks for coming. I honestly didn’t expect you to show up at my doorstep, considering how busy you might be.”

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

Jeremy looked away, shoving his hands deeply inside his jacket pockets. “So are you going to the king’s quarterly dance, then? You’re eligible now.”

“Of course! That’s practically all I hear being talked about at home, in fact.” Benedict laughed. “I don’t see why I shouldn’t go. You’re going, too, aren’t you?” He’d be shocked if Jeremy didn’t since his friend turned sixteen only two weeks ago. “You’re just as eligible as I am, and everyone our age is expected to come.”

“I will, yes. Mama found me castoffs I can wear. They’re nowhere near as elegant as your suit will be, I’m sure, but they’re decent enough,” Jeremy said, dropping his gaze to his scuffed and weathered shoes. 

Benedict grinned. “Good. I don’t know if I’ll see you there, though, since I’ll be busy dancing and making new friends, but maybe we’ll cross paths somewhere. Or if not, I’ll visit you and exchange notes after the third night.”

Jeremy didn’t answer right away. “That sounds perfect,” he said, still staring at his shoes. 

“Come on, don’t be so sulky. You’ll be making new friends, too, you know. You’ll be asking people to dance as well, and you’ll enjoy every moment of it. I wouldn’t even be surprised if you get so swept up in everything that you’d forget I’m there.” 

“I suppose you’re right.”

The two fell silent again, with Benedict turning his attention back to his surroundings and reveling in the outdoors. It was simply marvelous, this rustic scene. He’d grown up in the more contained and carefully designed—for lack of a better term, that is—garden of his parents, with each tree, shrub, blade of grass, and rock looking perfect in every detail. Where it grew, how it grew, how it was pruned in order to look a very specific way—Benedict was used to being surrounded by Nature groomed with a purpose. In Jeremy’s company, however, it was pure wildness and inconsistencies, with a lot of surprises meeting his gaze. Misshapen trees, bald bushes, dried grass, jagged rocks, and even an occasional small, stagnant pool of water surrounded him, and he took immense delight in the crude novelty of the whole thing. Even the birds in the woods were invisible, their distant chirps serving as the only reminders of their existence. He’d yet to see one, and he wasn’t sure if it would be sporting the same vivid colors those in his parents’ garden boasted. 

Jeremy remained strangely subdued, which surprised Benedict, seeing as how the other boy had asked him to visit on his birthday, even if only for an hour. He wondered if it was because he never took the time to visit Jeremy on his birthday, but his absence should have been expected, considering how much more he was needed at home with his daily lessons and activities. Jeremy never asked him to, anyway, and neither did he complain or say anything about it, but Benedict still couldn’t help but wonder.

He blinked, his mind freezing all of a sudden. Frowning, he stared long and hard at Jeremy without breaking his stride. For several seconds, he squinted, widened his eyes, rubbed them, and blinked several times to make sure nothing was in the way of his vision. 

“Hello,” he said, amazed. “What happened to your strings? You’re missing some.”

Jeremy’s head snapped up, and he looked at Benedict with a light of panic in his eyes. “My strings?”

“Yes—you’re missing some. Are you ill? It isn’t healthy, not having all of them attached to you. If you lose the rest, you’ll be useless. Did you know this? Or—did you notice your strings breaking before?” Only skilled physicians had the ability to heal marionettes whose strings had broken, and Benedict wondered if Jeremy’s mother just couldn’t afford the service. “I’ll tell Mama, and she can have our family doctor come with us on our next charity visit.”

“I think it’s best we go back,” Jeremy stammered, turning around without waiting for him to answer. Benedict stood for a moment, watching his friend in amazed silence before shrugging and following Jeremy back. 
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Chapter 5
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There was something childishly fun about keeping secrets, and Benedict enjoyed knowing something no one else did outside the bird kingdom. Throughout the next few days, he’d go about his usual business around the house and in neighbors’ homes whenever he visited. And in those hours, he’d forget about the remarkable task that had been tossed onto his lap without his asking. His family would talk about the king’s dance, and they’d advise him left and right about the proper way to ask a partner to the floor as well as how many dances were appropriate for youngsters his age without sending anyone the wrong messages.

“You really don’t want to encourage anyone to believe you’re on your way to being engaged,” his oldest sister said with an emphatic gesture with her fork. She appeared serious enough, but her tone was light and teasing. Benedict couldn’t quite read her true intentions with conflicting cues, and he had to depend on the final word from his parents instead. 

“Don’t limit yourself to one partner. Make friends with boys and girls alike. Display your intelligence to the boys and your gallantry to the girls. Make sure you offer your arm to your partner both on the floor and beyond if you two plan on chatting longer and so on. Your partner’s reputation depends on how you treat her, and how you treat her will also dictate your reputation.” 

Benedict kept up with everything despite his growing anxiety over these little guides. What if he unwittingly failed? Since no one cared to offer him anything along those lines, he was forced to ask.

“Prevention is much preferable to a cure,” his mother said in answer. “Be aware of everything you do from the moment you enter the palace to the moment you leave it.”

“Wouldn’t my behavior look forced to everyone, though?” he prodded.

“Perhaps, but even then, everyone will understand and appreciate the fact that you’re making a conscious effort at being a real gentleman.”

Even when in his friends’ company, the advice came at him from all sides, and as with all other things, everyone everywhere agreed on everything. In fact, the chorus of “You must do this...” discouraged Benedict from asking questions and left him convinced of what was truly the only way a young boy would properly behave. After all, going against majority opinion meant offending the rest of the world, and Benedict was terrified of losing the affection of those whom he loved the most.

It wasn’t until the night time, when the house was quiet and he was in bed, when he’d remember the strange little white bird with the gold breast. Slithering out from under the covers, Benedict would slide off the bed, tiptoe to his bureau, dig around a small, secret drawer, and then examine the key in the moonlight. 

“It’s a ridiculous story,” he’d mutter, turning the key over in his hands and toying with the soft, red ribbon. But when he believed he’d reached a conclusion about it, something in the back of his mind would give him a gentle nudge, and he’d add, “But it sounds like fun. I suppose I’ll try it all the same and see what happens.”

Once he was back in bed and on the verge of finally drifting off, he couldn’t help but admit that keeping such a strange secret from his family made him feel, well, different from the others, and he’d wonder just how bad it was and whether or not he ought to feel badly about it.

“Then again,” he murmured against his pillow, “I saw Jeremy without Mama’s permission. Perhaps I’ve got a touch of the criminal in me.” 

* * * *
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THE INVITATION TO THE king’s three-night party arrived at long last, and Dobbins handed it to Benedict on a little silver tray. “It’s from His Majesty, and it should be handled accordingly,” he said. For all his demonstration of royal respect, his inner mechanisms’ clicks and whirrs undermined much of it, but Benedict was charitable enough to hide his amusement. “Your mother has ordered your suit.”

“Oh. Has she? I didn’t know that. I hope she knows what I like.”

Dobbins inclined his head. “I’m sure she does and took that into consideration. All mothers know what their children like, but they’re more concerned with what their children need. There’s a difference between them.”

“I suppose she knows best.” Benedict turned his attention back to the invitation. Well, he thought, his suit would be one less thing to worry about. “Wait—does that include my shoes?”

“It includes everything, Master Benedict. I think your sisters had a hand in her decision, and I overheard them talk about you and how handsome you’ll look in your new suit—and shoes.”

Benedict hesitated, idly using the invitation for a fan as he considered. “What about transportation to the palace?”

“That’s already been arranged, sir.”

“And my curfew?”

“Of course. The time of your departure, naturally, is already determined by the invitation, but I heard the dance will go all the way to one o’clock in the morning, and you’re to be taken home before then.”

“On each night of the dance, you mean? Mama’s already planned for everything all the way through? All three nights of the party?” 

Dobbins chuckled. “What self-respecting and loving mother wouldn’t dictate her child’s movements on such an important event?”

Benedict nodded, impressed with his mother’s efficiency and expertise. She left him with nothing to do or to fret over, which, he supposed, was a good thing. It wouldn’t do, anyway, for him to worry himself sick over a rite of passage, especially one that promised a good deal of magic and wonderful new memories as well as new friends and connections. 

“By the way, your mother also insisted that you retire for bed at eight tonight immediately after dinner.”

“What? Why? It’s not my usual bedtime. I won’t be able to sleep till an hour later.”

“She says you’ll need to conserve your energy for tomorrow evening.”

Benedict sighed. “I suppose she also insists that I wake up at a certain time tomorrow?” That would be quite funny, he thought.

“As a matter of fact, yes. You’re to rise at seven-thirty.”

No, Benedict corrected himself as he pinched his mouth in a tight line. No, that wasn’t funny after all. But those were his mother’s orders, and he knew better than to question them. “Oh, fine,” he said after a moment’s silence. “I suppose I should wash myself now and get ready for dinner.” He rose from his comfortable armchair, pocketing the invitation. 

“That would be wise, sir. I’ll bring the water and towels to your room.” Dobbins pivoted and rolled out of the library, Benedict following him a minute later, lost in thought. 

The boy went upstairs in a state of confusion and a touch of sulkiness, though he didn’t know why. He should be grateful his mother was doing everything she could to ease his rite of passage, but he still couldn’t help but feel a touch dissatisfied with the way things had unfolded. Once he got to his room, the first thing he did was to pull out the key and hold it until his earlier moodiness gave way to the thrill of the unknown. 
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Chapter 6
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Benedict’s mother had hired a coach to take him to and from the king’s dance at very specific times. The distance was only five miles, which could be covered using their family coach, but she’d insisted on something finer to convey him. He reminded himself of that as he sat alone in the coach, anxiety spiraling, his gloved hands gripping the invitation as though it were his only lifeline. He wished he had company in his trip to the palace; conversing with someone would have eased his nervousness, he was sure. He tried to look out the windows and distract himself with the evening scenery, but all he could see were rushing shadows of trees along the roadside and occasional glimpses of the moon. 

When restlessness compounded his misery, he started fidgeting with his suit until one of his hands wandered to his jacket’s pocket, and he felt the silver key nestled inside. Pressing his hand against its cloth-covered bulk, he sighed and sank back in his seat, all thought of meeting new people and asking girls to dance vanishing, to be replaced by the curious puzzle of the lost prince. 

“I still think it’s a game,” he said, his gaze straying again to one of the coach windows. “Maybe it’s one of those nursery story-inspired parlor games that they do during the king’s party, and I’m one of a few people chosen to participate in it.” He grinned at the idea. “And here I thought this was supposed to be a rite of passage for me.”

Then again, perhaps this little secret adventure was part of the rite of passage all along, and he simply needed to see it all the way through. There could very well be a reward in the end or a great revelation of some kind that would delight all the attendees and especially those who’d been chosen for the task. 

“If that’s the case, I’m ready to play.”

* * * *
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THE KING’S PALACE WAS a magnificent, sprawling building made of glass whose coloration remained in doubt because it depended on how the light struck it and from what angle the viewer observed it. Alighting from the coach, Benedict’s breath caught as he gaped, and his mind kept changing as he walked past rows of clockwork knights smartly guarding the walkway toward the entrance. The palace was made of pink glass. No, it was amber. Orange, definitely, but maybe green. Or was it blue? 

By the time Benedict entered the tall palace doors, his head ached. 

Swarms of sixteen-year-old marionettes walked with him, young voices raised in incessant and excited chatter as boys and girls looked around them, wide-eyed and drop-jawed. Countless strings rising up from heads and limbs toward the palace ceiling looked like exquisitely fine and barely visible lines of silver glass, and Benedict wondered if any of them let out soft little sounds like the gentle plucking of harp strings whenever a marionette moved. At the very least those strings vanished near the chandeliers, whose golden light seemed to eat everything that came near them. 

Along the massive and glittering hallway the lucky youngsters walked, following the royal chaperone’s lead as he rolled on gold (and well-oiled) wheels toward the grand ballroom. Once he reached the closed double doors at the end of the hallway, he smoothly turned around on his waist joint and spread his arms to his sides. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said with a bright grin, “enjoy the first of your three celebratory evenings.”

He turned around again, touched the doors with both hands, and they swung inward silently, revealing the grand ballroom, which appeared to be ten times more brilliant and more gorgeous than anything Benedict had seen so far. With loud gasps of amazement, the attendees poured inside, and the small orchestra situated at the far end of the ballroom began playing music. For the briefest moment, he wondered where Jeremy was but was too distracted to care.

It took some time for everyone to get over their shock and to get acclimated to their new and rather intimidating situation. Once they’d relaxed enough and had grown bolder and more confident, boys started asking girls for a dance, and little by little, the crowd moved closer to the walls as dancers claimed the main floor. 

Benedict, for his part, remained standing by the wall for several minutes longer. He’d never danced before, and he’d never even glimpsed a ballroom alive with activity like this. And while he knew that everyone else was pretty much in the same boat as he, he still decided to hold back and observe, sometimes weaving his way through the rest of the celebrants who were now mingling with each other along the ballroom’s periphery. 

He could tell that new connections were being made, whether in friendship or something more. More than a few times, in fact, he was also tempted to initiate conversation with random strangers in hopes of meeting someone whom he could ask for one dance. Here and there, he’d spot a girl standing alone, and his parents’ admonitions about gallantry rang in his ears.

Something kept him from moving forward each time, however, and when at first he dismissed it as nothing more than nervousness or even shyness, it didn’t take long for him to give it more consideration till he was forced to step aside and stand by the wall, scratching his head and puzzling over things.

“What’s going on?” he muttered after several attempts at deciphering this strange force failed. He took a deep breath and steadied himself. “I’ll have to try again.”

He walked away from the wall, and this time, he felt it more distinctly.

It was a weight—nothing mental or emotional, at that. He felt something on his body weighing him down as though trying to drag him to the ground. Turning around and moving back to the wall to avoid blocking other attendees’ paths, Benedict was stupefied at the realization. Glancing around him to make sure that no one had seen him act oddly, he frowned and turned his gaze toward the main floor and the happy couples who were now moving in circles together to the strains of a pretty waltz. 

“That’s ridiculous,” he muttered. “How can my clothes suddenly grow so heavy like this? It’s impossible!”

Absently he moved his hands over his suit till he felt the key in one of the pockets again. He stuck his hand inside and wrapped his fingers around the key, and with a startled sound, he discovered what it was that had been giving him trouble.

“What in the world...?” 

He glanced down and stared in disbelief at the pocket where his hand now felt somewhat stuck trying to pull the key out. It was the strangest feeling, he thought. The key weighed him down, and it couldn’t be pulled out of his pocket as though it weighed a ton, but it never tore through his jacket. It was all Benedict could do to release it, lean against the wall in shock, and let out a loud breath. 

“But I haven’t even danced yet,” he said, the full weight of this strange task now making itself felt. “Would I get a chance to enjoy myself afterward?”

No one answered him, of course, and he knew that ignoring the pull of the key would be a mistake. He suspected that its weight would only worsen with each passing moment till he wouldn’t be able to move at all. He might as well get on with it if that was what the key required for it to stop its burdensome self from ruining Benedict’s birthday celebration.
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Chapter 7
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Attendees were apparently free to wander the palace to explore the vast gardens surrounding it. The hallways were brightly lit and bustling with activity from smartly dressed servants. Some adventurous young folks tried to follow where the hallways led but ended up losing themselves in the enormous landscape paintings that lined each wall instead. 

Benedict was sorely tempted to stop and examine those paintings as well, but the key’s weight kept reminding him of what he’d yet to do, and all he could manage were quick and regretful glances at those vivid scenes as he wove his way through. 

“Maybe later I’ll come back to them,” he said. It was a reassuring thought, anyway.

It didn’t take him long to realize just how frustratingly expansive the palace was. He’d turned so many corners only to find himself staring down a hallway that looked no different from the one before it, and he wondered if he were simply going around in circles. 

He flattened himself against a wall to allow a pair of servants to walk by, balancing a large tray piled with pastries between them. The lovely scent of baked sweets filled his senses, and his stomach rumbled, but as though knowing his wavering, the key made itself felt again. The weight pulled on his shoulder, and he felt the strings attached to his arm stretch taut. A wave of painful little pricks up and down his arm made him wince, and he forced himself to move forward and ignore the discomfort. 

“I don’t know where to go,” he muttered again and again, turning his head left and right whenever he found himself at a junction. 

Listen to your heart and let it lead you should you feel lost.

Benedict stopped at the reminder. “All right, then,” he whispered, taking deep breaths to calm himself and to think clearly. Maybe he needed to let logic give his heart a bit of a nudge down the right direction. “Where do lost folks usually find themselves?”

You’ll be surrounded by light and color and beauty and perfection when you attend the king’s dance. Your search, though, will lead you to dark hallways and shadowy rooms. Don’t be afraid of them. I promise you, they’ll shine the kind of light you’ll never get from a hundred perfect ballrooms put together.

“Oh, good grief.” Benedict slapped his forehead with a hand. “What a blockhead.” 

Dark hallways should be toward the farther corners of the palace, he decided, where guests weren’t allowed. That sounded reasonable enough. Looking around him, Benedict hurried onward, his mind clear and alert, his blood pumping furiously. He turned a few more corners, always searching for those that took him toward the rear and the more peripheral parts of the palace until, at length, he was walking down hallways that were barely lit with an occasional candle against the wall. There were no paintings anywhere, either, and no activity. 

Benedict hesitated as he stood at the junction, unnerved. Though the hallway was still illuminated, the absence of everything else made him think of a crypt. He wondered if this was a childish adventure worth taking on and was promptly answered by the pain in his arm, which swelled a little, at least enough to remind him. Grimacing and pulling his shoulder up to alleviate the strain, he walked down the hallway, turning when he reached the end and finding himself in an even darker one. 

Doubt was slowly turning into fear as he stared down another shadowy passageway that terminated in complete darkness. Nothing but a hollow silence surrounded him. The main palace, where all light, color, music, and laughter were, felt like an entire kingdom away. Benedict could hear nothing but his breathing, which was growing a touch ragged now, as well as the light clicking of his wooden joints and the soft tapping of his shoes on the floor. He turned his gaze downward in order to calm himself, and he noticed, to his amazement, a weathered and scuffed trail that followed the hallway. 

Blinking, he crouched and regarded the marked portion of the floor more closely, touching it with a hand and finding the surface a bit scratchy compared to the untouched parts, which were smooth, polished glass—no different from the rest of the palace’s architecture. 

“How odd,” he muttered, frowning. “Looks like people have gone down this hallway several times before.” Which, he thought, made sense if the king’s staff wandered through these parts in the past. 

But something told him there was a lot more to the scuffed marble floor than just past usage by servants. Perhaps what was stranger was the fact that this silent urging promised comfort, not fear. Benedict stood up and walked forward, still unnerved by the growing darkness and his isolation but at the same time understanding that he was somehow not alone in this. 

The passageway terminated in complete darkness, and there were no corners for him to turn, thankfully enough. “What now?” he muttered, reaching out to press both hands on the wall. “Where’s the door?” 

He groped his way down one side, feeling around for a doorknob or handle. The wall remained blank, and he reached the corner. From there he tried to feel along the wall perpendicular to that, and he made himself go until the point where a bit of light broke up the darkness. There were no doors anywhere on that side. Benedict sighed as he turned around and felt his way along the opposite wall, this time making his way back to the end of the hallway. Again, he found no door, and before long, he reached the corner. 

“This is stupid. There’s no door anywhere,” he said, scowling at the corner despite the fact he couldn’t see it. “And I’m wasting so much time on a childish adventure like this.”

Try again, something told him deep down, and with a great deal of grumbling, Benedict continued his search. From the corner, he moved along the wall that was the dead end, and somewhere in the middle of that wall, he felt a change in the wall’s surface and stopped.

“Wait a second,” he said. “This wasn’t here before.”

He moved his hands up and down and side to side, and he could feel the outlines of a door. When he groped around for the doorknob, he eventually found it and quickly fumbled around for the key. It refused to be picked up at first, its weight anchoring it down in his pocket and making his entire right side sag in pain. 

“Come on, I found the door. Enough with the games.” Benedict gave it one more tug, and the weight disappeared, the key nice and secure in his hand as he pulled it out, but the earlier pain lingered for a couple of seconds before fading away. His anxiety returned as he fumbled for the doorknob and felt around for the key hole. 

He found it, inserted the key, and turned it, hearing the tumblers fall. He didn’t even need to turn the knob because the door swung open once unlocked, and nothing but solid blackness met his gaze. Benedict shook his head, aghast. 

“Why on earth am I doing this?” he murmured. He hesitated at the door, listening to his heart hammer a hole through his chest. Eventually his eyes got used to the darkness, and he could see a number of tall, narrow garden doors lined up on the wall opposite the door, with only muted moonlight streaming through. Whether or not it was the workings of his mind he couldn’t tell, but the longer he stared, the brighter the light became till the room’s polished floor practically glowed in silver light. Benedict wasn’t even aware he’d stepped inside till he heard the doors gently close behind him. 
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Chapter 8
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The room appeared to be an empty salon, though no less elaborate in wall and ceiling ornamentation. There were no curtains on the garden doors, and the moonlight spilling onto the floor eased Benedict’s earlier fears. The floor worked like a mirror, reflecting the light everywhere else but not with the same intensity; what it did, however, was soften the shadows a great deal so that Benedict could still make out details in the room without having to squint.

“All right,” he murmured, relaxing. “Now what?”

The bird didn’t provide him with anything more specific beyond finding the room where the lost prince was hidden. He walked forward, looking around and seeing nothing worth considering in greater depth. Even when empty and abandoned like this, the room evoked so much magic and playfulness, and Benedict imagined how it would be, using this room for a private concert or storytelling. For a small gathering, he figured the acoustics of such a grand room as this to be remarkable. 

He wandered toward one wall and followed it, taking care to sweep his gaze up and down and make sure there were no hidden doorways anywhere. He passed the double doors he’d walked through, found them unlocked, but proceeded with his minute inspection till he reached the third wall and sighed in frustration. 

“There’s nothing here!” he cried, listening to his voice echo and the glass walls tinkle in response. “What a stupid little adventure this is!” He calmed himself with a deep intake of breath. “And what an idiot I am for following through with it,” he appended softly, shaking his head.

He didn’t know how much time he’d wasted, looking for this room. He wouldn’t be surprised if he’d frittered away the entire evening by now, and he only had enough time to eat something before his coach would arrive to take him home. 

Benedict walked toward the nearest garden door and looked out. His reflection stared back at him, but it was easy to look past it—even ignore it—with it being so spectral. Once his eyes and his mind had blocked it out, all he could see was what lay beyond the doors.

Before him sprawled a part of the king’s garden, and he wondered if he should go out and make his way back to the ballroom through one of the side doors. He suspected he’d get lost trying to find his way back through all those passageways, considering how much of an elaborate labyrinth the king’s palace was. Besides, the fresh night air would help his mood.

He turned the latch on each door leaf, but he found it stuck. “Oh, don’t tell me...” he muttered, tugging at both latches at the same time with greater energy without any success. With an exasperated sigh, he marched over to the next garden door and found that secured as well.

Benedict spun around and threw his hands up. “What am I supposed to do in here?” he exclaimed. “I did exactly what I was told, and I see no one anywhere!”

Muffled voices from the garden drew his attention, and he turned around again to look at the scene. A number of attendees had appeared—perhaps around a dozen and no more, Benedict guessed—and were now enjoying the night air with light conversation and even a few dances. Boys and girls of high and low birth, judging from their clothes, converged in the garden, and they appeared to be utterly lost in their enjoyment of the evening. 

“Maybe these doors are secured from the outside,” Benedict said, hope rising, though he found it quite odd that any door or window in the king’s palace would be secured from the outside. But he needed help in opening the damned things, so he knocked against the glass panel as hard as he could, hoping he wasn’t about to shatter the glass with his efforts. 

Nobody appeared to hear him, though, and he guessed it was because they were all talking so loudly that they couldn’t hear him. He knocked again several times before hurrying to another garden door to do the same thing. 

“Hello there!” he yelled. “Over here! Help me open this door!” 

And still no one heard him. Benedict frowned as he watched the group. He saw a few of them look in the direction of the garden door where he stood, and none showed awareness of his presence. They simply glanced at the doors and then looked away as though he didn’t exist. He looked up at the night sky and shook his head, mystified. The moon’s light continued to pour through the glass, illuminating him. There was no way he’d be in shadows or hidden from anyone’s view, and yet there it was.

As Benedict tried to turn things over in his head, struggling to make sense of everything, something in his belly started to nag away at him. At first, he tried to shake off the insistent urging but found that he couldn’t, and at length he didn’t have much choice but to heed it. 

“Oh, for heaven’s sake...” 

He pressed his face against the glass and stared long and hard at the scene outside, trying his best to catch whatever it was that had stirred something so deep in him. 

At first he could see nothing special—just a group of boys and girls, poor and rich, mingling and enjoying themselves without a care about propriety involving gender and social strata. Then bit by bit, small, startling details grew clearer. 

“Wait a minute,” he breathed, eyes widening. 

There was something unusual about the attendees’ appearance. Their heads didn’t have the appearance or texture of wood, firstly, and their faces weren’t painted on. Where wood grain ought to be, a soft, pliant surface took its place, stretching, plumping, and dimpling in laughter. Eyes appeared luminous and liquid in the moonlight, and hair gave off a soft sheen or moved more gracefully. Benedict noted no stiffness or coarseness in texture or movement, which were quite common among marionettes.

Perhaps the most alarming detail he saw was the complete absence of strings. None of the boys and girls moved around with the guidance of strings—which would account for the impropriety of their behavior—and no matter how much Benedict squinted or strained his eyes, using the moon for help in locating them, he came up empty and stunned. 

“What are those things?” he whispered. “Why are they in the king’s garden?” 

Were they trespassers? No—they were dressed appropriately for the occasion, according to each person’s social station. They were part of the guests; of that Benedict was sure. Were they ill? That must be the case if all of them shared the same characteristics, and they were limited in their movements to just this portion of the king’s garden. 
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