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Prologue: The Beginning of the End

 

 

Far into the future...

 

Giant skyscrapers pushed their sharp points into the sky. A perpetual cloud hung over the city, a combination of automobile exhaust, factory waste, and dirt. Even at night, the city lights were so bright that it seemed like day. In the early morning hours, smog prevailed, threatening to smother everything. The weather was completely unpredictable.

People pushed and shoved at each other on their way to and from work. Loud, honking cars traversed the roads, often colliding with each other in incredible masses of twisted metal and injured flesh. Crime ruled the streets, resisting any attempts by city police to put it under control.

Computers reigned over most people’s lives, in a manner of speaking. In addition to personal computers that existed in every household, computers were also used for such menial tasks as cooking and cleaning. When people returned home from work, the government required that they jump directly into the Internet, which was a worldwide collective offering endless and mindless pursuits.

Artificial intelligence was created almost two hundred years before. A.I. units were all the rage, and then were suddenly destroyed after a huge uproar in the government. The computers began to take on more human attributes, and it came to a point when the A.I. units expressed a desire to reproduce. The humans began to fear the A.I. and so the computers were quietly and humanely euthanized.

Two teenage kids from different families recently moved into a suburb outside the polluted city limits. The air was somewhat cleaner here, and more vegetation grew here than was ever seen in the city. There was an abundance of wildlife, and prolific woods flourished. The early summer days were warm, and the nights were cool. Away from the city, everything seemed perfect.

It was under these perfect conditions that the two young people met by chance while exploring in the woods near their homes. The girl wandered out a little farther than her mother may have liked, and came across a boy about her age just south of some ancient, undiscovered ruins.

“Hi,” she said, glancing down at her feet with a timid smile.

“Hi. I’m James.”

“I’m Sarah.”

“Did you just move here?”

“Yeah,” she replied. “I was just looking around.”

“My parents just moved us here, too. I wanted to explore around here.”

“Let’s go a little bit north,” Sarah suggested. “I haven’t been any further than this.”

“Me, neither. Let’s go!”

Five minutes later, they arrived at what seemed to be the ruins of some ancient civilization. “Look at this!” James exclaimed. “I wonder what happened here?”

The structures long ago stopped smoking, but it was clear to see there was once many buildings there. What the two youngsters saw was nothing more than a pile of stone rubble, with pieces of furniture scattered here and there among rotting heaps of clothing. The remains of what appeared to be a huge barn lay to one side of the ruins. Rotted wood fences were still standing in some places, lying buried in the ground in others.

The girl found a set of stone stairs that led to what might have been a cellar of sorts. Though the floor above it was missing, the stone boundaries could still be seen. She called to the boy and together they descended the steps. Sarah started to rummage about the clothes that were lying around. She found a large trunk and pulled out a lacy, green satin dress that only had a few holes in it. The dress seemed to be made of some material that Sarah had never seen before. The fabric was incredibly soft and smooth. “Look at this stuff! Talk about expensive! This stuff is fit for a princess to wear.”

“Yeah, you could be a princess,” James remarked. “Well, put it on.” She looked at him in shock. “I meant to put it on over your clothes.”

“Oh.” She laughed. She slipped the satin and lace dress on, twirling this way and that, showing it off.

“My Lady,” James said, bowing to her. “May I have this dance?”

“Why, certainly,” she agreed, holding her hand out. They danced around for a few moments; they swayed to music only they could hear. When they tired of the game, she took off the dress and they continued to dig through the ruins.

Several minutes later, Sarah squealed, bringing James running. “What is it? A snake? A bug?” He gasped when he saw what she held reverently in her hands.

What she pulled from the trunk was a book, a very old book by the look of it. It was bound in leather with no inscription or markings of any kind on its cover. The pages were stiff parchment, dried and yellowed with age. Remarkably, the book seemed to have survived without any water damage from rain or dew. Each page was meticulous and individually sewn into the binding. Someone had spent a great deal of time and loving energy to create this book. It creaked when Sarah opened it. She began to read.

“It says, ‘I begin my life here as I began it in life: I begin with the day that I met my love.’ How romantic! ‘I am Susan, and I knew for a long time that I was destined to marry a man named Joseph. I had sworn to hate him, and yet the day I met him, I knew my true life had just begun. We were betrothed and bonded very young, because my mother was ill and was not expected to survive.’ How sad! ‘How little was I to know that my entire family was not to survive, nor was Joseph’s. We were to be the only survivors of the horrible disaster that destroyed our lands.’”

“Wow!” James said as if in awe. “It must be a diary of sorts. Maybe it tells the story of what happened here.”

“Yeah, maybe. She writes so perfectly, look.” Sarah turned the book so he could see it. “Her writing is almost artistic.” There was no other word she could use to describe the flowing calligraphy.

“This had to have been written like a thousand years ago,” James said. “Books like this haven’t been made for at least that long. Keep reading.”

“Okay. ‘Joseph and I had become friends before the ceremony, although no one was supposed to know that, of course. At first, I thought he was arrogant and conceited. How wrong I was! He was the kind of person who had two faces: a public one that his subjects saw, and a private one, reserved only for me. It took a great deal of time for me to master that; as a queen-to-be, I was expected to behave in the same way. It was a hard lesson learned.’”

“They were royalty!” Sarah gasped. “I knew they had to be! ‘After the ceremony that bound us together for life, I noticed that I could sense Joseph in the back of my mind. I came to realize that this was what I was missing all my life. I never discovered what the empty space inside me was, and to have that space filled at long last was amazing! Although I must admit that it was a little awkward at first. To have Joseph in my head at all times! What if I wanted some private time, like when I was bathing? But Joseph respected me in that, and we grew accustomed to the change in our minds quickly. I couldn’t know that the chain of events our parents began would take us to such trials!’ Wow!” Sarah thumbed through a few pages. “Look, here she starts all over again, from the beginning. It’s like a story. She’s got a name here, Once Upon a Western Way, at the top of the page. Then, it says: Book One: The Younger Years. It’s like she took the diary and converted it into an entire book!”

Sarah was becoming so excited at the prospect of reading the rest of the diary that she was gripping the pages tightly. James took the book gently from her. “Better watch out, these pages seem quite fragile. You don’t want to tear them.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so rough.”

“I know,” he replied. “Do you want to read some more, or do you want me to?”

“I will.” She replied.

At that moment, Sarah could hear her mother calling her to come in for dinner. She sighed, not wanting to put down the story of a much simpler life and return to her world filled with complicated machinery and computers.

“Take it with you,” James suggested. “But meet back here tomorrow so that we can keep reading it. I want to know what’s going to happen too!”

“Sure, what time?”

“As soon as you get up?”

“No problem!”
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After dinner, Sarah sat at the computer, taking her required turn at the Net. She knew that, if she missed a day, somebody in the government would come looking to punish her. Everyone was required to spend so much time in the pursuit of the mindless virtual reality games and social media networks that the government had used for years to control its subjects. She spent the minimum time possible on-line, and rather than playing a game, as she usually did, she began to research the history surrounding her new home. Specifically, she was looking for any mention of ruins or evidence of ancient civilizations nearby.

She knew it would likely take some time for the computer to search the vast amount of information available, so she instructed it to begin the search, and she retired to bed early. She settled in under the covers with a flashlight and the book, eager to return to the life of Susan.


 

 

 

 

Book One: The Younger Years

 

Sometime in the distant past...

 

Susan sat alone beside her parents’ carriage, the heavy, musky odor of horse assaulting her nostrils. The horses, too, were bored; they chewed their bits and stamped their feet nervously. Excitement was in the air. Susan watched as people ran around, carrying boxes from there to here and loading trunks full of clothes and other possessions into wagons. No one paid any attention to her. She felt her whole life changing, and nobody even cared how she felt about it! They hadn’t even bothered to ask her opinion. She sighed, wondering how she was going to like the new place.

“Miss Susan!” Startled out of her reverie, she turned at the sound of the woman’s voice. Cara was her governess, the one responsible for the majority of her care since her birth, and a second mother; as such, Susan had ordered her never to use ‘princess’ when speaking to her.

“Hi, Cara,” she said with a glum tone.

“They would like to know if you have everything you want.” The woman spoke in the formal language, as was proper.

“They are ready to leave, then?”

“Yes, I am afraid so.”

“I just want to take one more walk to the barn. To, you know, say goodbye.”

“I understand.”

As she left her standing by the carriage, Susan wondered if she really could understand. These old walls had absorbed six years of her life, and now she would be leaving them behind forever. Her hands brushed the doors of empty stalls, now devoid even of hay. The horse smell was already gone. The sounds of life were already gone. Involuntarily, she shivered; suddenly, she had the sense of being an uninvited guest. Quickly, Susan left the barn, not looking back for fear that, if she did, the tears would begin to flow. She loved this place, and now she was being forced to leave it.

“You’ll like the new place,” Susan’s father promised as she climbed into the carriage to sit next to Cara. Susan snorted (it was her usual response whenever he talked about the new place), and stared impassively out the window.

“Come on, honey,” her mother pleaded. “This is a good change for us. At least give it a chance before you decide you don’t like it.”

I’ll give it a chance, all right, she thought. What do I have to be so happy about? We’re leaving the only home I’ve ever known, moving a million miles away (or it may as well be, in children’s miles), and once there I’ll be meeting the one I’m destined to marry on my 21st birthday. Susan still couldn’t believe that they were sticking to the old custom of arranged marriages. It was so old-fashioned! They thought the battle won, that she grew weary of acting angry, but they didn’t know it wasn’t an act. She was truly outraged by them, and she vowed not to like whomever they had chosen to pair her with.

The carriage started moving, and they were on their way.
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They told Susan that it would take the greater part of the warm season to travel to the new home, but she was not prepared for the complete monotony of the trip. Their wagon train stretched for a mile or more down the road behind them, stuffed to overflowing with all of their worldly possessions, as well as all their servants and their things. Once, she looked out the window and wondered at the absurd amount of cargo they were taking along with them. What a waste, she thought. Surely we could do without some of that! Deep down inside, however, she had a subliminal understanding that her family was royalty, and that the objects they were taking with them were a demonstration of that wealth.

They traveled through the hottest part of the year, and everyone complained. But her father, King Daniel, had insisted it was the best for the animals. He explained that by traveling during summer, the beasts would be rid of their winter coats, and though they would sweat like everyone else, the heat wouldn’t affect them as much with their summer coats. He also wanted to get to the new place well before the cold season would begin, to ensure that the animals would have plenty of time and energy to store fat for a long winter coat before they would need one. Her father insisted on resting them often, and making sure they had plenty of water on the long journey. Susan had absorbed as much knowledge as she could about animals in her short life, and she loved all of them equally. Besides the horses pulling the wagons, they were also driving a herd of cattle and sheep, and a pack of dogs.

Susan’s mother, Queen Teresa, had raised dogs from the time she was a little girl, and she had brought some along when she had married King Daniel. The breed was wonderfully adapted to many kinds of tasks, and they were used for hunting, protection, and as pets. Susan loved them for their personalities, for each dog was different, and for the wide range of colors. They were long-haired, perfectly suited to keep warm in the winter, and they ranged in color from an almost white gold to a beautiful red-gold. Queen Teresa had discovered that they were wonderful family dogs, and they were often left with small children while entire families went to hunt or gather food. They were fiercely loyal and highly protective of their adoptive families.

These dogs were like part of the family, were in fact Susan’s only siblings. Since Queen Teresa had taken ill and could no longer care for them, it became Susan’s responsibility to raise the animals. Daniel thought it was too much for a six-year-old to take on, but Teresa said she was the same age when she had been given the task, and Daniel finally agreed. Susan had been elated; she loved the animals and would do anything for them, even travel through the hottest, most uncomfortable time of the year.

She would walk through fire for them; once Susan did just that. One of the barns caught fire on a summer night as a result of a careless stable hand, and Susan went to rescue the horses. The animals, of course, panicked, and Susan blindfolded them to lead them to safety. But two horses perished in the fire, and Susan felt their loss acutely. Her own horse, Leo, survived, as well as a beautiful albino belonging to her mother. But her father’s spirited blood bay stallion had died, meaning that their latest crop of youngsters would be the last of his progeny. In a world where horses were transportation, status symbols, currency, and even friends, it was hard to bear the loss of even one.

If each day was tedious, Susan looked forward to each night. It was her duty to oversee the care of all the animals before the hands could go to sleep. It was a big chore to unhitch, feed, and water the thirty-eight riding horses, eighteen draft horses, six donkeys, and twelve young foals every night, but the several stable employees and Susan organized a specific routine, and it went quickly each night.

Sometimes, if they stopped while there was still some daylight, Susan would take Leo out for a ride, though she never ventured so far that she couldn’t see their campsite. She didn’t want to get lost in the forest. After their evening meal, she would feed the dogs any scraps that were left over, and there was always plenty for them. The horses, cattle, and sheep foraged on their own.

Water was plentiful along the way, which was unusual because it never rained. Daniel explained that the giant, endless waters somewhere to the North of their lands fed all the streams and river. He had traveled there, he said, when he was younger, and told stories at night of standing on a sandy beach, looking out across water that seemed to go on forever.

Many days went by on their journey, and they passed into a different landscape. Their old castle was situated around a flat prairie, with small groupings of large trees spotting the area to offer shade. It was often dry and what food could be grown required the utmost of care. Here, however, the trees seemed to grow everywhere, and were taller than any Susan had ever seen before. She could tell that it would be much easier to gather and grow food here, and hunting would probably be better too. More animals would live where there was more vegetation to feed them, and cover from predators. Susan never realized that this was one of the reasons her parents were moving their household.
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Morning broke hot and humid on the day they arrived at the new place. Everyone was sweaty and cursing the hot sun, but they were glad to have finally reached their destination. They were all grimy and travel-stained, for washing had been limited during their journey. Susan couldn’t wait to take a nice long bath and get some of her fancy clothes out of their boxes again. She was getting sick of her dirty travel clothes.

They rounded a bend, and despite herself, Susan sat up excitedly to see the new place. She was stunned. The place was huge, and looked nothing like their old home. In fact, it appeared to have been built mostly of wood instead of cold, damp stone, though surely it had a stone foundation. There was plenty of open space directly around the palace, but a lush, green wood behind it. There was lots of room here, plenty for the dogs, for the horses, and for Susan.

“Wow!” It was the only thing she could say.

“I told you that you’d like it, Susan.” Teresa’s voice was quiet and she sounded tired. Susan knew she wasn’t well, and she took care to be especially gentle with her mother. Susan only found out how ill Teresa really was the day the Healer suggested that they move. He said that a warmer climate might reduce the pain of her inflamed joints, and ease her last years. Daniel and Teresa also knew that when her mother did pass on, Susan would need a strong and faithful friend.

The decision was made to move, and Susan would be meeting her betrothed much sooner than she expected. By the usual custom, the arranged marriage was Promised when the children were seven years old, the two who were Promised would officially meet and be Bonded when they were fourteen, and the marriage would actually take place when they turned twenty-one. But Susan would rather have her mother whole and healthy than to be going through this so soon.

Right now, she wasn’t thinking of any of that. She had eyes and thoughts only for the place. “Mother, can I go and see the barn?”

“May you,” she corrected gently. “Yes, you may. You may spend all day exploring, if you’d like, while the servants unload. Just don’t forget to come in for mid-meal.”

“I won’t, Mother,” Susan replied, her voice betraying her excitement.

As their caravan came to a stop in front of the new home, Susan leaped from the carriage, reaching for Leo’s bridle. He had walked the entire way behind them, tied to the carriage when Susan wasn’t riding him. She jumped up, bareback, as comfortable doing so as she would have been in a saddle, and took him first to the barn. She wanted her horse to get used to the sight of a new place, plus she wanted to see it for herself, and she knew Leo would be more comfortable if she was with him. Again, she had the feeling of being an intruder, but as she opened the windows and stall doors to let in the sounds of wind and birds, she felt the entire barn sigh as if in relief.

Leo’s ears were pricked as he looked around the roomy stables. Each stall was large enough for two horses. In the center of the barn was a large watering trough with a cast-iron pump to bring in fresh, cool water from a nearby stream. Susan stood there a moment, her mount’s reins in hand, while she pumped the trough full. The horse flipped his nose through the water several times before settling in to drink. She watched the horse, pondering the oddity of the pump as she had done many times before. No one could remember anyone who had actually made the unusual objects, but once people learned that raising and lowering the handle on one produced water, they tended to form semi-permanent residences and villages around them.

Susan glanced around and counted the stalls, pressing her fingers to her thigh as she said each number out loud. She was amazed to find that there were forty stalls in this barn alone. And she had noticed that there were two other barns set somewhat apart from this one.

“Come on, Leo,” Susan said, gathering up the reins. Again, she rode bareback. “We’re going to see what we can find.” His ears tipped in her direction at the sound of her voice.

They left the barn at a leisurely canter, her long red hair streaming out behind her, matching the flowing tresses of Leo’s full tail. Her child’s mind fancied that they appeared as one creature. The woods were directly ahead, and Susan pulled slightly on the reins to slow down her horse. She took a long look, absorbing the scenery.

The trees consisted of a beautiful variety of every kind of tree she had ever seen, and some she had not. She could identify some as maple, hickory, oak, apple, and cherry. One of the trees unknown to her had strange, flat, fan-shaped leaves of a light green color. Others were evergreen and pine, trees she’d never seen up close. They were filled with dark brown fruit of some kind, and on closer inspection, Susan saw that the cone-shaped fruit had tiny seeds inside them. She reached out to touch the needle-thin leaves, then pulled her hand back quickly. A little smear of blood welled up on her finger. There are trees that can poke you? What kind of place is this?

Susan’s sharp eyes found a path leading deeper into the woods. Spurring her horse on, she headed in that direction. The wind whispered through the trees above their heads. The dull, rhythmic thud of Leo’s hoof beats mingled with the chirping of birds and the croaking of frogs. Leo ran with his ears forward, taking in all the strange sounds. Susan made a wordless murmur, yet his ears stayed pricked. He’s not listening to me at all! It seemed as if the animal had forgotten she was there. He pulled against the bit, but Susan reined him in, not wanting to miss anything by running too quickly through the forest.

The trail wound deeper into the woods, following the path of a bubbling brook. At one point, it actually crossed the small creek, and she halted Leo, giving the horse the chance to drink and to catch his breath. She dismounted to take a closer look at the stream, dropping the reins in a ground hitch and knowing that Leo wouldn’t stray far from her.

The water was cool, and crystal clear. She took a quick taste; it was fresh and sweet. Smooth, round stones lined the stream bed. She let her hand dangle in the water as it flowed by, and she could feel the slight movements of tiny fish as they swam past her fingers. Obviously, none of these would be large enough to eat, but they could be used as bait if the stream came from a larger body of water not too far away.

She walked along the creek for a couple of steps, observing the vegetation growing up near the water. Ferns were abundant, and some were already dropping their spores in order to spread themselves and grow new plants.
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The boy watched her from the back of his horse as she walked along the edge of the flowing water. Her long red hair, though tangled from her ride, fell about her shoulders in a riot of curls. Through the dirt on her face, he could see that she had delicate features and sported a summer tan. Joseph thought she was probably a peasant girl who, perhaps, roamed from doing her master’s errands and got lost.

“Hey!” She spun around at the sound of his voice. He stepped down from his blood-bay horse easily. “What are you doing here?” He demanded.

“I live here,” she retorted.

“I do not think so.” His voice was icy.

She put her nose into the air. “My parents own all of this.” She indicated with a gesture. “They’re royalty.”

Joseph guffawed. “Sure, they are!” She glanced down at herself, perhaps realizing for the first time that she was covered in sweat and grime, and wearing dirty, stained traveling clothes. “Welcome, Your Highness,” he said sarcastically, bowing to the little firebrand while she gaped at him. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Prince Joseph of Kelber.”

The girl made no attempt to return his courtesy. Instead, she snapped, “Good day.” Then in one great leap, she mounted the chestnut horse, wheeled him around with more force than necessary, and made tracks back along the path away from him.

With a chuckle at how he flustered the poor peasant girl, Joseph stepped into his saddle and turned his horse for home. For the rest of the day, his thoughts continued to drift to the young girl.
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Susan rode absently, lost in her thoughts. So this is the one I’ll be spending the majority of my life with! But she realized with relief that she no longer had to pretend to dislike him. That would come naturally. She knew she hadn’t gotten off to a good start with him, but it had so surprised her to meet him in the woods like that. Grudgingly, she realized they had at least one thing in common, well, maybe two: they both loved the outdoors, and both took great pride in their horses. She noticed that his horse appeared to be well-bred and well-cared for. But, she was disappointed at the revelation. She hoped that they would be complete opposites. It would make it that much easier to hate him.

As she found her way back to the palace, her stomach growled, reminding her of how hungry she was. She rode Leo to the barn, giving him to a groomer to cool down and feed. She noticed a few of the other horses were already put in their stalls.

“Did you have fun?” Teresa asked when she came in the door.

“Yes, mother. It’s very pretty around here.” She wisely didn’t mention her chance meeting in the woods, for according to custom, she and Joseph were supposed to be ‘officially’ introduced before they would be allowed to associate with one another.

“I know it’s pretty here,” her mother was saying.

Between mouthfuls, she asked, “Mother, when do I meet Joseph?”

“Probably in a few days, or a week or so. Once we’ve had time to unpack and get settled in. Why?”

“What if I don’t like him?”

She hesitated for a long moment, and Susan realized that she was trying to find the gentlest way to break bad news. “If you don’t like him right away, you will learn to like him.” She hesitated again. “I’ll tell you something, Susan, something I have never told anyone else.” Susan sat forward, eager to hear her mother’s secret. “When your father and I first met, we could barely tolerate one another. I thought he was so arrogant and conceited.” She smiled as if the memory warmed her. “After a while, I found that I was attracted to him, and I grew to love him deeply. Besides, if the Bonding is successful, you will have a sense of Joseph in your mind. You won’t be strangers any longer. You’ll come to know him very intimately, as he will know you.”

When she spoke of the Bonding, a chill ran down Susan’s spine, as it always did when this obscure ceremony was mentioned. Some members of the ruling class were born with the ability to communicate through their mind. Over generations, they learned that the gift most often came about when both one’s parents could also claim the ability.

“But why couldn’t you let me choose my own husband?”

“How do you know that you wouldn’t have chosen him? Oh, Susan, once the two of you are married, it will unite two lands under the same flag. I know you’re too young to understand the politics that goes into it, but Joseph’s father will offer us some help in putting down the raiders that threaten our people. He has a much larger police force than we do. He’ll also send his best men to help train our forces.”

Susan nodded. Young she may be, but she was already aware of the problems the bandits were causing in her parents’ kingdom. People in the smaller villages were forced to travel in groups, and sometimes even that didn’t stop the raids. Women never traveled without an escort, and only when it couldn’t be avoided. Her father had increased the number of police units in the kingdom twice, yet people were still being assaulted.

Their only saving grace was the fact that they lived on the outermost fringes of the kingdom, whereas most of the population lived closer to the center of their territory, where the best farming and hunting was available. Being royalty, they could afford to have whatever they wanted or needed shipped to them, even over great distances.

“Well,” Susan’s voice conveyed her displeasure. “It’s not like I have any say in the matter, even if I never learn to like him.”

“Cheer up, honey. It won’t really be so bad. Most of the time, you’ll both be so busy with your duties you won’t even notice that you don’t like him.”

Still, Susan sulked. She was just like every other girl. She wanted a knight in shining armor to ride up on a white steed, kiss her lips, and capture her heart and soul. She decided that being a princess was sometimes not all that wonderful.

After she finished her meal, Susan went to find her room. This new place was so utterly huge, and she had a hard time finding her way around. She began to make a game out of exploring each area. She started outside the Great Room, just inside the immense foyer and entrance at the front of the house.

The small outer room was where guests would wait to be introduced to her mother and father. A long bench padded with black crushed velvet sat against one wall, for guests to sit upon. A table sat near the sitting bench, obviously for the servants to set refreshments on. 

Susan made her way into the Great Room, where guests would be received by the king and queen. The size and furnishings of this room were designed to impress and perhaps even intimidate visitors. Susan gaped at it. The domed cathedral ceiling was two levels high, almost three at its center. The dome itself was painted black, with little white stars shining against the background. Her eyes picked out several star constellations, ones that her mother was teaching her about, and she realized that this could be a representation of their night sky.

Two tall, red velvet thrones sat regally in front of a pair of couches, all four complete with hand-carved claw feet. Other decorations were reminiscent of astronomer’s tools. There was even an old, gold clock, thermometer, and barometer. She recalled her mother telling her that these were passed down from her ancestors, and no one knew where they had come from. Teresa loved astronomy and the stars. The girl decided that she did, too.

Without disturbing anything, Susan left the room. Next, she turned to the winding staircase opposite the foyer. The railing was made of fine cherry wood, delicately carved with roses. The carpet was the color of dried hay all the way to the top, and the walls were painted with tiny flowers and leaves. Brushing her fingers against the wall, Susan was surprised to find that the paint was actually textured.

The hallway branched two ways at the top of the stairs. The first led to a huge bathroom that included a giant porcelain tub. Susan wasn’t very interested in this room.

But she knew immediately upon entering the next room that she had found her own personal room. She walked in and gasped at what she saw. There were dogs everywhere! Someone had painted long-haired, golden, silky dogs across every inch of the room. When she looked closer, Susan realized that many of the dogs resembled some of their real animals.

A large four-poster bed took up the center of the room, complete with canopy and thin, gossamer curtains. Looking out the window, she found herself looking directly into the beautiful woods beyond the castle. She knew that she could be happy in this room, even considering the circumstances that had brought her here.

A wet nose touched her hand, and she reached down to pet her favorite dog, Max. He was her best buddy, and would always seek her out to make sure nothing happened to her. The dog was loyal to her and would never let anything harm her. He whimpered a bit, perhaps feeling a bit unsettled and nervous about the new home.

“It’s okay, boy,” Susan told him soothingly. “We’re going to like it just fine here.”
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It took several days to become accustomed to the spaciousness of the new place, but soon everyone was walking around as if they had lived there all their lives. The unpacking took substantially longer, but soon, favorite things surrounded the family. Leo’s pedigree papers were hung on Susan’s wall in their wooden frame, so she could look at them whenever she wished. She spent her days outside, either in the barns or out in the woods. She didn’t run across Joseph again while exploring, although she expected to, and soon she had almost forgotten all about him.

One morning, the servants were given a special day off for a local religious holiday, and Teresa called Susan to run to the nearby market to pick up some fresh produce and meat, to make a hearty salad for mid-meal. Glad for the excuse to be outdoors, rather than stuck inside the castle, Susan ran to the barn, where a groomer helped her to saddle and bridle Leo. She didn’t need the help, but they always insisted. She mounted quickly and headed toward the village at a steady pace. People of all sorts were out and about on the road to town.

Most of the peasants who lived in the area were rather poor, so Susan was surprised to hear the sound of hoof beats behind her. Few people had horses unless they were from one of the royal families. Horses were too expensive and time-consuming to care for in addition to large families. She turned in her saddle to see Joseph following her, riding the same blood bay stallion she had seen him with in the woods. He was dressed in his finest riding clothes, as she was, and the tack on his horse was fancy, with polished silver accents. What a show-off, she thought. He spurred his horse to catch up to her, and she realized that she was going to have to speak with him.

“Good afternoon, My Lady,” he said in a genteel tone, bowing as far as his saddle would allow. “I am gratified to see you again.”

Susan couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or not, but his use of the formal tongue, as royalty spoke to servants, fired her temper. She straightened in her saddle, and her hands tightened on the reins. “We did not get off to a good start the other afternoon,” she told him, using the same dialect that the ruling class used when speaking to equals. “I was fatigued from long days of traveling. My name is Susan.”

“I know who you are,” he said, switching to the appropriate form of speaking. “I have looked forward to our meeting.”

Though he was a few years older than Susan, she couldn’t honestly believe that he was any more agreeable to an arranged marriage than she was. “I will be honest with you, My Lord, and tell you that I have not. However, I have little choice in the matter, and so I will do my parents’ bidding.”

“You do not wish a binding, then?” He moved his horse closer to hers, so they could speak as they rode.

“Oh, no My Lord, it is not that.”

“Then you do not wish our binding.” His voice grew suddenly cold, as if she had offended him.

“Do not get the wrong impression, My Lord.” Susan chose her words carefully. “I did not wish an arranged marriage. I would prefer to be like other girls my age, and have the chance to choose my own spouse.”

“I did not wish the arranged marriage, either.” He halted his mount, and turned in the saddle to look back at her. His electric blue eyes seemed to bore into hers. “And yet, ever since my father announced that you would be coming to live here, I have seen your face in my dreams.”

Susan blushed crimson, for the first time in her short life. “My Lord, it is not seemly to say such things.”

“You are to be my wife, Susan, through our parents’ arrangement. I would like you to be my wife because you wish to. I will do everything in my power to accomplish that.”

They rode on in silence for a while, lost in thought.

“My Lord, I would love you if only I knew how,” Susan finally spoke.

“My Lady, I would be happy if you would consent to be my friend. Anything more can come later.”

At that moment, Susan knew that she would love him, because Joseph would be content with whatever she was willing to give him. In that single instant, the arrogance was gone, and she caught a glimpse of the boy’s true self.

“My father tells me that we will be ‘meeting’ soon. The Bonding ceremony will take place three days from then, as is traditional, before the sun sets on the third day.”

Susan nodded; she had been expecting it. The ceremony that would mark their betrothal would announce to one and all their intention to marry, as well as fuse their minds together in such a way that they could communicate mentally, even over long distances. Or so she had been told. Her mother had the mind power, but her father did not. Joseph’s parents both had the gift.

Susan’s parents hoped that, if the Bonding was successful, Joseph’s strong mind would always be with hers, to help her through the pain of her mother’s impending death. It was also hoped that any children of the marriage would also have the trait. Susan wondered again what it was like to always feel the presence of another inside her mind, and she found herself wondering what Joseph’s most intimate self was like.

As the days went on, and summer drew to a close, Susan began to see more and more of Joseph. Though they were not supposed to officially know one another yet, both sets of parents knew that they did. They were waiting to hold the ceremony at a time when they were certain the two children had accepted one another. And so, Joseph would often meet Susan in the woods, making it seem like a chance encounter if anyone else happened to be around.

Early one brisk, fall morning, Cara came to wake Susan. “Your father wants to see you,” she said. “He’ll be waiting in the Great Room.” Susan dressed quickly and went to meet with him, knowing that if he was calling her to this room, it meant something serious.

“Susan,” he began sternly. “You will be meeting your husband-to-be this afternoon. Make sure you dress nicely. His parents will be there as well, and I want you on your best behavior.”

“As you wish, Sire,” Susan replied, bowing her head and making a formal curtsy as she left the room. Her heart began to pound as she called for Cara. “I don’t know what to wear!” She cried nervously. “I will be meeting Joseph today, and I must wear something attractive.”

“Let’s see what we can find.” She stepped into the walk-in closet with Susan, not even bothering to remind her that she swore to hate him. The morning went by in a flutter of activity.

Susan waited with her mother and father in the Great Room that afternoon. Her stomach growled loudly, causing King Daniel to give her a stern look. As if I can help it! I was too nervous to eat earlier! Her mother gave her a sweet smile. A loud bell rang at the door, and a butler hurried to answer it. Susan could hear noises in the foyer, and faintly, Joseph’s voice. Her heart fluttered. The butler entered the Great Room.

“King William, Queen Mary, and Prince Joseph to see you, Your Highness,” he said, bowing to Daniel.

“Show them in,” the king ordered as he and his wife stood. Susan, already standing, looked at the floor.

“Daniel, what a pleasure to see you again,” King William said, extending his hand. The two men began to talk while Queen Mary embraced Susan’s mother and asked her how she was feeling since the move. Susan met them once before, when the marriage was arranged, but she did not meet Joseph at the time. All the while, Joseph and Susan took there in awkwardness, unable to talk to each other until they were formally introduced.

Discreetly, Susan stole a glance at Joseph, and her breath caught. He was wearing a suit and coat made of the most exquisite-looking fabric. His dark hair was meticulously combed, and he looked completely in control and extraordinarily handsome. Self-consciously, Susan smoothed the layers of her white gown and tried not to look nervous.

Finally, the adults turned to them. “Daniel,” William said. “You remember my son, Joseph.” He stepped forward at his name to shake the king’s hand.
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