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I


It was not that
Mica did not want to see his mother and his sister. What he did not
want was to spend a month in a freezing, overly-large castle away
from his friends. Still, when his father said it was time, he
obediently packed his bag with the thickest clothes he could find,
just as he did every year. The rest of his winter clothes were
already in the castle, assuming he hadn’t outgrown them yet
again.

Six years had
passed by swiftly, almost unnoticeably. Once little Hono and his
mother had settled in the North, he’d moved home with his father
where they fished and swam and basked in the sun, Grandma shaking
her head at their antics. And for the one month a year he spent in
the City of Winter, the castle hadn’t felt as freezing as when he’d
lived there with just the Steward and his dead grandfather—though
it was still cold.

“Mica!
It’s time we left,” Danis called.

The
eighteen-year-old sighed and shouldered his knapsack. “Coming,
Pa!”

But when Mica
reached the front door, his father was not there. Dropping his
knapsack by the door, he went in search of his father.

Danis stood on
the back porch, staring out at the sea. “We’ll be back soon,” he
said with a sigh, laying a hand on his son’s shoulder.

Mica wasn’t sure
who his father was trying to comfort—himself? Mica? The sea?—but he
nodded anyway. “Come, Pa. Ma is waiting for us.”

The two men left
the house, first giving Grandpa a hug and Grandma a kiss before
they set off on the familiar track through the forest. Soon enough,
they set up camp near the same bubbling brook they stopped at twice
a year. An easy, companionable silence settled between them as they
cooked dinner over the campfire and ate.

Mica was washing
their utensils in the brook when he heard a huff beside his
ear.

“So,
you are back, Little One.”

Mica turned. “How
do you fare, O Great Dragon?”

“Fairly well. To whence do you travel this day?”

“North
to visit my mother and sister.”

“Ah,
the Ever Young and the Heir.”

Mica lowered his
eyes and stared at his shoes. “Yes. You were right.”

“Was
I?” The Dragon harrumphed, his scales tinkling with his movement.
“I am always right.”

“Mica?” Danis’ voice came from the campsite. “What’s going
on?”

The earth shook
as the Dragon rose on his haunches. “Go on, Little One. Go back to
your father. Greet your mother with the blessings of the Dragon.
But remember this: In the Deep where none dare go, beneath the
rumbling earth, before the Flame is doused, you must rekindle
birth.”

Mica blinked and
gaped as the Dragon soared into the sky. He came to his senses to
his father shaking him by the shoulders and calling his
name.

“Pa.
Pa! I’m alright. I’m… I—”

“What
happened?”

Mica shook his
head, trying to clear his thoughts. “It was a prophecy, Pa. The
Dragon gave me a prophecy.” He repeated the lines. “Pa, he
mentioned the Flame. I think Hono is in danger.”

Danis stood
frozen for a moment before he too slowly shook his head. “We will
talk about it when we reach the City. There is nothing we can do
until it becomes clearer.”

They settled in
for the night. Mica curled up beneath his blankets, pillowing his
head on his bag. He closed his eyes and tried not to think about
the Dragon’s words.

 


The rest of the
journey passed uneventfully and the prophecy was all but forgotten
as they passed through the gates of the City of Winter. Mica
shivered slightly, looking up at the cloudy sky. He resigned
himself to another cold summer.

The castle
courtyard still looked the same since the last time he saw it
eleven months ago, since the first time he’d seen it seven years
ago.

Hana ran down the
stairs and engulfed him in a hug. “Oh, my Mica, how you’ve
grown!”

“Ma,” he protested, but he didn’t try to push her
off.

When his mother
finally let go, he felt a tug on his pants. He looked down to see
his seven-year-old sister staring up at him, a solemn look on her
face.

Mica stooped and
held open his arms. “There you are, Hono,” he said softly, lips
edging upwards. “How do you fare?”

“The
dolphins said you weren’t to come,” she said as she wrapped her
arms around his neck. “But I wanted you to.”

He gripped her
waist and lifted. “Oof, you’re getting heavy. What
dolphins?”

“The
ones in the Painted Hall.”

“Hmmm.
And why would they say that?”

“The
Deep wants you. You shouldn’t go.”

A chill entered
his bones. “And what does Ma say?”

“She
doesn’t know. Don’t tell her.”

Their parents
were already heading into the castle. “But she should—”

“The
Steward said not to tell her.”

“The
Steward. You trust him.”

Hono whispered in
his ear. “He’s teaching me magic. How to speak to the Castle
itself. He says Ma doesn’t need to know.”

“Why
not?”

The little girl
put her fingers on his lips. “It’s our secret.”

 


~

 


Mica had always
loved the Painted Hall. In the dark, cold year he spent in the
castle, when everyone assumed he was the heir, the Painted Hall had
been his only solace. It was the only place in the North where he
could be with the sea and the creatures he loved, even if they were
not real; even if they were just two-dimensional drawings on a cold
wall, he was with them. In spirit. When his grandfather's
spirit had been released and the Yuki-Onna disappeared, Mica feared
the enchantment would wipe away all evidence of the sea from the
Castle of Winter. He was glad it hadn’t.

Now, with Hono’s
strange words lingering in his thoughts, he entered the hall
cautiously. It was as he left it eleven months ago. There was the
Kraken in the deep, tentacles outstretched. The whale swum
ponderously at eye-level, dark and heavy. The deserted ship still
rocked in the storm. In his father’s time, there had been
people—his mother’s unlucky suitors—but they’d disappeared from the
walls when the curse broke. He hoped they’d been returned to their
lives and to their families, but no one knew for sure. Far above,
the dolphins leapt, half out of the water, as if aiming for the
sun. Mica’s hand hovered over the mural.

“You
are here.”

Mica snatched his
hand away. “Who is speaking?”

“Us.
The monsters on your wall.”

Mica stared at
the great whale before him, for no reason other than it was the
easiest to look at. “Who said you are monsters?”

“Does
not this realm consider us monsters from the deep?”

“This
realm, maybe, but not mine. You are my friends.” He paused. “You
have not spoken to me before. Who gave you the power of
speech?”

A chuckle filled
the air. “Did you not know that this castle is
enchanted?”

“But
Grandfather—”

“Is
dead. He has left, yes. And who remains to keep us at
bay?”

Who? Mica
gulped. “Hono, Flame of the North.”

“Hah.
She is too young. She has not grown into her powers.”

“The
Steward, then.”

“The
former prince is old and weak. His powers wane.”

Former?
“My mother will fight you.”

“Ah,
Hana, Blossom of the Snow, the Ever Young. She has no more power
here. The crown has passed from her hands.”

“Father—”

“Danis
of the Sun and Sea has never ruled over us. He conquered the
Yuki-Onna and broke her curse, yes. But he was not our
enemy.”

Mica stared the
whale in the eye. “What do you want of me?”

“Nothing. Nothing but our freedom.”

“How?”

“Come
to us, son of the Sun and Snow. Fall into our embrace. Dive deep.
You’ve heard your father’s stories, have you not? About how the
paintings in this hall came alive for him?”

“Yes,”
Mica replied cautiously.

“We
give you the chance now to do the same. Come and join us. Dive into
the deep waters you crave. Your stay with us will be enjoyable.
When you are tired or bored, we will return you to this
hall.”

It had only been
a week, but Mica already missed the warmth of the sun on his face,
the lapping of the waves on his skin, the games he played with the
dolphins. He glanced up, but the dolphins here stayed silent. Maybe
they only spoke to Hono.

“Who
are you?” he asked instead, trying to hide his interest.

“The
Deep. Do you trust me?”

Mica shook his
head. “Why should I?”

He closed his
mind to the bellow of the whale and moan of the Kraken, and walked
out of the Painted Hall.

Yet, the longer
he stayed in the Castle, the more he longed for the sea. The
parties his mother hosted did little to entertain him and the games
he played with his sister soon bored him. The Painted Hall was his
only relief. Day by day, the Deep whittled at his
self-control.

Finally, there
came a day when he could no longer deny himself. He nodded his head
and held out his hand.

“You
must promise me: I must be able to leave at will.”

“Yes,”
the Deep assured him. “We will let no harm come to you, Mica of the
Sun and Sea. You are our only friend.”

Mica closed his
eyes and held his breath as he touched the wall. Around him, waters
swirled. He opened his eyes, and with a practiced flip, kicked his
way to the surface. There he bobbed, paddling in the cold sea. The
sun overhead was as cold as the moon—a fake. Nothing seemed like
what his father once described. Mica had to admit he had been
fooled.

The whale circled
him, shark-like.

Mica steeled his
voice and asked, “What do you wish for?”

“Freedom. Were you not listening?”

He had, but he
didn’t know what it meant. “How can I give you that?”

“Convince the Witch of the Castle to let us go.”

“Witch?”

“She
who rules this enchanted castle.”

“Her
name is Hono, and she isn’t a witch.” But she had said the
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