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Winter was nearly spent and spring fast approaching.  The air was still crisp, but carried on it the promise of warm and sunny days and the snow had already begun to melt.  Gray sky gave way to blue as the clouds rolled on, and in the castle gardens, birds had begun to sing.

Daemon wasn’t taking the chance to leave the confines of the castle after the long, hard winter as he usually did; there was simply too much on his mind.  First, there was the sad news of the death of King Hortios of Malfrey, though it wasn’t the man’s death that was troubling him.  He’d only met King Hortios once and that was a long time ago.  No, he was more upset over the thought of Prince Orton taking the throne.  He worried that the new king might not be as understanding about the situation with Valeria as his father had been, for if Hortios had not told him, Gazella surely would have.

Perhaps Orton would seek to do what Daemon’s marriage to Gazella had so long ago prevented and bring war to Phalindros.  They were no better suited for it now than they had been fifteen springs ago and this time there would be no peaceful way out.

Then there was this ridiculous report of a dragon having been spotted near Kenner Pass in the Crystalline Mountains.  It must be some kind of hoax as there had not been a dragon in Phalindros since the Watchtower War, and it was debatable whether or not there had even been any here then.  But dragon or hoax, or perhaps something else entirely, it had people nervous and that was never a good thing.  Nervous people expected their king to do something about the cause of their worry and Daemon had never been able to handle such situations.  It was times like these that he missed his mother most.

A knock on the study door brought him out of his troubled thoughts.  “Who is it?”

“Us.”

A smile spread across Daemon’s face as he stood from behind his desk.  “Us?  I’m afraid I don’t know anybody by that name.”

The sound of feminine giggles came from the other side of the door.  “You know who us is.”

“Well, if you’re certain I know you,” he stepped around in front of the desk, “then I guess you better come in.”

The door burst open and Alida came running into the study with Spinner nipping at her heels. Daemon scooped the little girl up and twirled her around, eliciting yet more giggles.  Spinner bounced up on his hind legs and barked enthusiastically, not wanting to be left out of the fun.

Evander entered the room more sedately than his sister had, but then he had always been a somber child, reminding Daemon of Clayden at that age. Though, in truth, his old friend had not changed much with time.

“What are the two of you doing inside on such a fine day?” He planted Alida on his hip and kissed the top of her head.

“I was going to ask you the same question,” Valeria said as she stepped into the doorway.  “You’re usually the first one out once the clouds start to break.”

Daemon laughed. “In other words, you think I’m working too hard.”

She leaned against the doorframe, her smile bright enough to rival the sun, her long hair a dark waterfall across one shoulder. Time had not diminished her beauty in his eyes.  “I think even a king sometimes needs a walk in the fresh air.”

“Won’t you come walk with us, Father?” Alida asked, gazing at him with her big blue eyes. “Please?”

“That is entirely unfair,” Daemon said, setting Alida back on her feet.  “Valeria, you should be ashamed to use a child so.”

“Oh, I am.  But if something works...”

They both laughed and Daemon felt the tension in his muscles relax.  “Yes, all right.  A walk may be just what I need.”

“Yay.”  Alida ran out the door before them, followed close by Spinner and Evander.

Daemon joined Valeria at the door, sliding his arm around her waist. It was perhaps not as slender as it had been when they first met, but she was still a fine figure of a woman. “Is everything all right?” she asked, looking into his eyes. She always did have this uncanny way of knowing when something was bothering him.

“King Hortios died.”

“Should we be worried?”

“Not today.”  He kissed her lips. “Today, we enjoy our children.  There’ll be time enough tomorrow for worry.”

“Then we best hurry, else the children will be long gone before we even get outside.”

The children and the puppy were waiting for their parents on the porch, and together the five of them started out across the front courtyard. The day was bright and fairly warm, reminding Daemon that the Spring Festival was not far off.  Somehow, it made him think off his first festival as king, how nervous he had been, how afraid that he would forget the words of the speech and disappoint his mother.  He had presided over so many festivals since he could probably recite the speech word for word in his sleep.

“What do you find so amusing?” Valeria asked.  “Care to share?”

“I was just thinking of my first Spring Festival as king.  Do you think everyone could tell my heart was jumping around in my chest like a mad rabbit?”

“I only remember how splendid you looked standing up there, how passionately you spoke.  You never looked more like a king than you did in that moment.”  She threaded her arm through his.  “No, my love, you did not look nervous in the least.”

Daemon wasn’t certain he believed all that, but it was nice to hear her say it all the same.  “Was that the moment you realized you were in love with me?”  He’d asked the question mostly in jest, but Valeria seemed to take a moment to seriously consider her answer.

“I don’t know,” she said.  “It’s strange, but I can’t recall when I started to love you.  It seems as if I always have.  As if there was no life before you.”

“I know exactly what you mean.”  Even as he said the words, he knew they weren’t enough.  But then he’d never been able to tell her how much she meant to him, to let her know that she had saved his life, that she was his life.  He only hoped that in actions he could show her all the things he didn’t have the words to say.

“Look at them.”  Valeria nodded toward the children, who were walking ahead of them hand in hand, Spinner at Alida’s side.  “I’m so glad at how close they’ve become, how they look out for each other.  I only wish...”  She sighed.  “I so wanted to give us the big family we both wished for.”

“Let’s not talk about it now.”  It was a painful subject for them both.  Daemon had hoped to fill the castle with children, perhaps to make up for the siblings he’d lost as a boy.  It frightened him sometimes, to think of something happening to Evander or Alida, leaving the other alone in the world.  He prayed they would never know such pain.

“Do the children and Dominus get along?” he asked.

Valeria looked at him with some surprise.  “You don’t know?”

“The boy never talks to me.  I swear sometimes he seems as distant and impossible to reach as the moon.”

“I don’t think he spends much time with the children.” Ahead of them, Alida broke out in a run; Evander and Spinner gave chase.  “They’ve never said as much, but I think they might be a little afraid of him.”

Such words pained him.  “I had always hoped he could be a brother to them despite Gazella’s influence, though in a way I suppose I knew that would never happen.  But fear?”  How could he have missed something like that?  “Do they have good cause to fear him?”

“Absolutely not,” Valeria said firmly.  “He would never do anything to hurt them.”

“Then why fear?”

“He’s older than they are and you know how...intense he can be.  I think they would like to have him for a brother, but he keeps them at arm’s length.”

“He keeps everyone at arm’s length,” Daemon said.  “I worry about him.  People need connections, even complicated ones.”  That made him think again of Clayden.  He could not imagine a relationship more complicated than the one he shared with the High Priest.  “He has none.”

“I don’t know about that,” Valeria said.  “He has Casson and Kaida Udall.  The three of them have been near inseparable since they were babies.”

“I suppose, but I’m not sure...  I mean...”  He sighed.  He didn’t know how to explain his concerns about his son and the two youngest Udall children when he didn’t even understand it himself.  “Maybe it’s just that the Spring Festival draws near and soon Dominus will be a man.”

Valeria squeezed his arm.  “Dominus will be fine, you’ll see.  He’s not a bad boy, just a bit too much like his mother.”

Daemon nodded, giving her an absent smile.  Yes, too much like his mother.  That was the problem.
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Out on the training grounds, which were situated off the side of the castle, Kiernan Linacre, Dragus of the Guard for going on three springs, stood before a group of a dozen men ranging in ages from fourteen to twenty, putting them through their paces.

Casson was leaning up against the split rail fence, watching them with fascination.  Dominus was considerably less impressed.  A bunch of grown men twirling and whirling about with wooden staffs, pretending they were swords, seemed rather childish to him.  No, worse than childish.  Stupid.

“Did you see that?” Casson asked.  “If that had been a real sword, Johan would have taken that man’s head off.”

“A pity it wasn’t,” Dominus said.  “That, at least, would have been something to see.”  Of course, it would have been even better if the sides were reversed, but then he never had liked Casson’s brothers.

“Dominus.”

He turned at the sound of his name to see Kaida running toward them, her long brown hair blowing back in the wind.  She came to a stop beside him, slightly out of breath, her green eyes sparkling.  “What are you doing out here?” she asked.

“I was just wondering the same thing myself,” Dominus said.  “I can’t imagine what your brother finds so endlessly captivating.”

“I admire the way they move,” Casson said.

Dominus raised a brow.  “Is that a fact?”

Casson blushed.  “I didn’t mean it like that.  It’s just that I wish I could fight like Johan and Rannin do.  That’s all.”

“I’m not surprised that you should want to be like these fools,” Dominus said.  “I suppose they must have their uses, but entertainment is not one of them.  I’m bored out of my mind.”

Kaida gazed across the field, then climbed up on the fence and called out, “Rannin, watch out!”

Rannin jerked his head in their direction, then went down with a groan as his opponent’s staff connected soundly with his ribs.  The Dragus looked their way, met Dominus’ steady gaze, then turned toward Rannin to remonstrate him on how easily he had been distracted.  The other guards continued on with their practicing, all except Johan, who strode over to the fence with a scowl on his face.

“This is no place for children,” he said.

Kaida gave him a wide eyed, innocent look.  “But I was only trying to help.”

Dominus snickered and Johan shot him a dirty look.  Dominus just went right on smiling.  He had no fear of the man; Johan wouldn’t dare to even raise his voice to the Crowned Prince.

Johan looked at Casson.  “I might have expected this kind of behavior from them, but not you.  This is not a game.  You should know better.”

Casson’s flush deepened as he lowered his gaze to the ground.

“Look,” Kaida said, pointing to where Alain was helping Rannin to his feet.  “He’s getting up.  He’s fine.  Besides, this might be a good lesson for him.  There will be worse distractions on a battlefield than a little sister, don’t you think?”

Johan’s scowl deepened.  “Maybe Uncle Kiernan won’t send the two of you away from here because of him,” he nodded toward Dominus, “but I will.  So leave, now.”  He turned and stalked back across the field.

Kaida hopped off the fence and smiled at Dominus.  “Better?”

He couldn’t help but smile back.  “You certainly have a way of livening things up.”

“I know you don’t want my overbearing brother to think he spooked us off, but there was a reason I was looking for you.  I have something to show you and I can guarantee you’ll find it more interesting than this.”

“Let’s go then.”  They left the training grounds, passed the stable, and came around the side of the castle in time to see Daemon and Valeria walking across the front courtyard arm in arm.  The children ran out ahead of them, the sound of their laughter and the barks of the puppy carrying on the breeze.

“He has some nerve flaunting about with his whore that way,” Kaida said.

Dominus stared after them, hatred and envy burning in his heart.  “Don’t call her that.  It’s an ugly word and you sound just like my mother when you say it.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.  “I won’t do it again.”

“Don’t apologize, you know I hate that.”  He stared after them a moment longer, then wrenched his gaze away.  “Wasn’t there something you were supposed to be showing me?”

“It’s in the Keep.”

“Hush, we mustn’t talk of that here.”  There was no one about to overhear, but it was still best to always take caution lest one of them should let something slip when they shouldn’t.  They continued on into the castle, through the main hall and then down another hall until they came to the door of the Keep.

Once, long ago, the Keep had been used to house prisoners, many of whom went not so quietly insane locked up in dank, dark cells.  After the Watchtower War, new cells had been erected above ground and the Keep had become nothing more than an underground storage.  Still, it was seldom visited, for there were few people willing to walk its narrow halls.

The three of them had first visited the Keep eight springs past, when the voice that sometimes spoke to Dominus in his mind had told him of a secret treasure waiting there.  A dozen spell books, all of which should have been destroyed after the war, had somehow wound up hidden in a chest in the Keep.  Those books would have been useless to Dominus if not for Kaida, who had since proven herself to be a capable little witch.

For a time, Dominus had kept the books in his chambers, but as Kaida’s magic grew stronger, it had become necessary to find a safer place for her to practice.  So they had come back down to the Keep, to the very cell in which they had found the books, and set up a kind of study for her there.

Kaida took down the lamp that hung on the wall next to the door, then led the way down the darkened stairwell.  After half a dozen steps, the stairway curved around a corner, blocking the patch of light from the doorway and casting them into darkness broken only by the flickering light of the lamp, which cast odd shadows against the stone walls.

Casson and Kaida had been frightened of this place when they first came here.  Casson still was.  But not Dominus.  He felt very comfortable here, beneath the earth.  The now familiar scent of rotted vegetables wafted up to him and he took a deep breath.  Not even the copper undertone of dried blood disturbed him, for it spoke of the past, of secrets.  This place was full of secrets, he was certain, and someday he intended to delve into them all.

They left the stairs and stepped into a long corridor, their footsteps ringing hollowly in the silence, echoing back to them from far distant chambers.  The Keep was a twisted maze, a dark mirror image of the gardens beneath which it lay.

There were many halls branching off the main one and they took one of these on the left, moving deeper into the darkness.  The air grew more chill the further they went, until they could see their breath in little white puffs.  From somewhere nearby, or perhaps far off—it was hard to tell in this place—came the sound of water dripping incessantly against stone.

The room they were seeking was near the end of the hall.  The door had been slightly ajar the first time they came down here, but now it was shut and locked not only by the bar which lay across it, but by a fairly simple magical ward that Kaida had found in one of the books.  The spell reacted only to the sound of her voice, which made it impossible for anyone to enter without her.

Kaida stepped up to the door.  “Aperio.”  She stepped back so that Casson could lift the bar and open the door for them.  The cell was a medium sized one, now empty save for the table on which lay the books and a tall perch in the corner.  When Kaida hung the lamp on its hook, the bird on the perch began to sing.

This was no ordinary bird, for it needed neither water nor food nor even air to survive.  It was a bird made of stone, brought to life by a strange child Dominus had once met in the castle gardens.  He had known the child must be a witch to be able to do such a thing and had tried to bring her up to his room only to be thwarted by that nosy priest, Del.  He’d not seen the girl since, but every time he heard the bird sing, he thought of her.

“Hush, Mimosa,” Kaida said, as she moved toward the table.  She frowned down at the books, then lifted her head and pointed a finger at the lamp.  “Luminosus.”  The flame within flared brighter, chasing the darkness from the room.

Casson edged away from the lamp, as if he feared it might bite him.  Dominus folded his arms across his chest, feigning impatience though in truth he was well pleased at how good she was getting at these simple spells.  “I trust you didn’t bring me all the way down here just to show me you can make a lamp burn brighter.”

“Of course not.”  She opened one of the books and began to flip through it.  “Have you heard about the dragon?”

“Yes.  I gather it was supposed to be a secret, so naturally it’s the only thing anyone can talk about.”  Ever since he had first heard the word dragon being whispered among the servants he had wanted to come and talk to Kaida about it.  But he had waited, knowing that if she knew anything about it, she would tell him.  It was better that way.  The voice had told him so and the voice was never wrong.

“Do you think it’s true?” she asked, the lamplight dancing in her eyes.

“Do you?”

Kaida smiled. “I’m not sure.  But I have been working on this one particular spell all winter and now, just when I’ve got it right, we start hearing these rumors about a dragon in the mountains.”  She lifted the book so he could see its title. The Book of Dragons.

“You think you called it,” Dominus said.  It wasn’t a question, for he could see by her excitement that was exactly what she thought.  The idea excited him too, but he wasn’t going to let her see that.

Casson gaped at her.  “You didn’t.”

Dominus scoffed.  “You really think you’re capable of calling a dragon?”

Kaida’s smile faltered as she lay the book back on the table.  “Let me show you what I’ve been working on and maybe you will too.”

“I’m waiting.”

She fixed her gaze on the book, her lips trembling ever so slightly as she read the spell.  “Incendia extraho spirius mico veneficus lux antiquus serpens lucror adeo is quisnam dico vos efficio meus liceor.”

The light in the lamp flickered as above the book a ball of flame slowly materialized.  It grew brighter, writhing and turning in an unseen wind.  Wings of flame unfurled, a barbed tail flicked, and then the dragon lifted its head and stared at Dominus with coal black eyes.

Casson gasped.  “Gods save us.”  His voice sounded strangled.  “A dragon.”

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Kaida asked, completely ignoring her brother’s horrified expression.  “The book calls this a dragon’s doppleganger and it says that if the spell is done right, it can call a real dragon.”

At the moment, Dominus was much more interested in the dragon right in front of him, rather than one that might or might not currently be hiding out in the mountains.  True, a real dragon would be of greater use, but he was not certain that Kaida was capable of handling such a beast yet.

“Is this a true dragon?” he asked. “Or is it only for show?”

“Ignis,” Kaida said, and the dragon threw back its head to let out a belt of fire toward the ceiling.  Casson flinched.

The heat from the fire was real enough, but could it burn?  “Very nice show, but is it useful?”

“There’s nothing flammable down here but the books,” Kaida said.

Dominus looked toward Casson, who visibly paled beneath his gaze.  “I can think of something we could try the fire out on.”

Casson, brown eyes wide, looked first from Dominus, then to the dragon, then to Kaida, and then back to Dominus again.  It was clear by his expression that he really thought Dominus was going to have the dragon direct its fire at him.  They both thought it, but neither of them was making so much as a single sound of protest.

A thin smile slipped across Dominus’ lips.  He had trained them well.  “Your cloak, Casson, put it on the floor.”

Casson let out a small sigh as he removed his worn cloak, a hand-me-down from his brothers no doubt, and laid it out on the floor.  Then he backed up against the wall.

Kaida pointed at the cloak.  “Flamma.”

The dragon directed its flame at the cloak, which caught fire quickly.  Dominus stood and watched until the cloak had burned down to nothing but ash.  The flames licked at the floor for a minute, then went out.

“Not bad.”  Dominus went over to the pile of ash and shifted through it with the toe of his boot.  The floor of the cell was scorched black.  “Not bad at all.”

With a grin, Kaida waved a hand at the dragon.  “Dimmito.”  The dragon winked out.  “So what do you think?  Could this have called a real dragon?”

“Maybe.”  Dominus glanced at Casson, wondering if he might be disturbed enough by the idea to tell someone about it.  “But I don’t think that’s a theory we should be spreading around.”

“Of course not,” Kaida said.  “He knows better than to talk about anything that goes on down here.  Don’t you, Brother?”

Casson nodded.

“I hope so,” Dominus said, his voice soft.  “People who talk too much tend to have accidents.”

“Who would I tell?”  Casson’s eyes met Dominus’.  “You’re the only friend I have.”

Dominus’ smile was far from pleasant.  “And don’t you forget it.”
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Rowlin stood staring north at the blue horizon, where lay a mountain range he could not so much as see a hint of.  He could feel something wrong out there, though he couldn’t have said what it might be.  This feeling of wrongness had come to him often this winter, though usually it directed his gaze east, toward a city he had never seen but knew a little about. He knew the castle was there and the uncle he had never met.  He wasn’t supposed to know this uncle even existed, and he certainly wasn’t supposed to think about him.  But his thoughts were like snowflakes; they would melt if he tried to catch them.

Snow crunched beneath his booted feet as he shifted his weight and raised the short spear he carried.  It was a simple thing, made of a small tree branch and tipped with a sharpened stone.  Soon, he would have a better spear, a hunter’s spear.  He had been working on it all winter and by the night of the Fire Walk, it would be ready.

Of course, Rowlin was already a hunter of sorts—though he was not allowed to go out with the men or even to stray too far from camp—and his hunter’s eye had spotted a flash of gray speckled white darting past the hillock on which he stood.  He threw his spear at the blur of movement.  It struck true, straight through the snow hare’s head and into its brain.  A clean, quick kill.  All Rowlin’s kills were thus, for his aim was perfect.  Not once in his life had he failed to hit a target once he had his eye on it.

A good kill, Pacme sent as he trotted down the hill after Rowlin.

Rowlin smiled at the wolf’s praise, for there could be none higher.  Thank you, my friend.  He’d met Pacme in the woods that bordered the spot where the tribes gathered for their winter camp when he was only a boy of five.  Each winter since, the old wolf would make his appearance as soon as Rowlin’s clan started setting up their kivachs.  At first, this had caused some problems, but by now the others had gotten used to seeing the wolf at Rowlin’s side.

Rowlin pulled his spear free from the kill, wiped the blood and brain matter onto the snow, then lifted the hare up by its long ears.  He’d not come out to hunt, only to have some peace and quiet in which to think, but now that he had the hare he might as well get back to camp before some predator caught the death smell.  Mother would be pleased to have the meat and perhaps he could use the fur to make a wrap for Valin.

He was almost back to camp, when a voice called out to him.  “Uncle Rowlin, Uncle Rowlin.”  He turned, smiling to see Joslin running toward him, her long blonde hair flying out behind her.  Of his sister’s three children, she was his favorite.  This was perhaps not fair to the boys, but it could not be helped.  From the moment she was born he had no longer felt so all alone in the world and that made her dearer to his heart than even the sister he adored.

Joslin’s pale features made life harder for her than it was for Rowlin, who only had the gray eyes that marked them as being different from the others of the tribes.  She didn’t understand why she looked the way she did and it broke Rowlin’s heart that he could not tell her she was the image of her great grandmother, who had passed down to them the magic that flowed in their veins, for among the tribes it was forbidden to speak of the dead.

“Anything wrong, sunshine?” he asked.

“No.  Hello, Pacme.”  She scratched the wolf between the ears.  “Trylor sent me to tell you that Elarel is looking for you.”

Rowlin groaned.  Elarel had been trailing after him for the past two winters, no doubt with her eye on being the wife of a future Clan Leader.  He had no intention of making a bid for her hand once the time came and was most grateful that by next winter she would be old enough to get married so he wouldn’t have to put up with her anymore.

“I don’t like her,” Joslin said.  “She’s only sniffing after you because her father has such a low status among his own clan.”

Rowlin laughed.  It was true, but that didn’t mean he expected to hear such a thing come from the mouth of a child only just approaching her seventh spring.  “Where did you get that idea from?”

“I overheard Mother and Grandmother talking about her once when they thought I was sleeping.”

“You best not say that to anyone else, or you might get in trouble.”

She nodded.  “Are you going to marry her?”

“No, I most certainly am not, so don’t worry your head over it.”  But it was something to think about.  The night of the Fire Walk he would be a man and because he was a future Clan Leader, he would be expected to marry earlier than most men would in order to ensure a son to follow in his footsteps.

Rowlin didn’t care much for the idea of being a husband and a father.  There was not one girl among the tribes that he wanted for his wife, nor were there many fathers who would allow such a thing.  As Amacar’s only son, he had his due respect from the other members of the tribes, but most of them would still be loath to see him wed one of their daughters and run the risk of passing his magic on to their grandchildren.  The days when whole families were wiped out simply because one member possessed magic were behind them, but magic was still forbidden in Phalindros; it was still punishable by death.

“But you are going to marry someone, aren’t you?” Joslin asked.  “And soon.”

“I suppose.”

“Then everything will change.”  She looked down at the ground.  “You won’t want to spend any time with me once you get married.”

Rowlin knelt before her so they were eye to eye.  “What would ever make you think that?”

Joslin sniffled, tears rolling down her cheeks.  “Grandfather said that when he sees you and me it reminds him of how it used to be with you and Mother when you were children.  He said you were always together, like you were her shadow following her all over the place.  But I hardly ever see you and Mother together, so it must be because she’s grown up and married.”

Rowlin put a hand on her cheek.  “You will always be my little ray of sunshine, Joslin, even if I get married and have a dozen children of my own, you will always be my favorite and I will always have time for you.  I promise.  Do you believe me?”

She nodded.

“Good.  No more clouds in those pretty gray eyes.”  He wiped a tear from her cheek with his thumb.

“No more clouds,” she said, smiling.

“That’s a good girl.”  He stood and held his hand out to her.  “Come, we’ll give this hare to Grandmother to make us a stew, then you can help make a wrap for your baby brother.  Would you like that?”

“Yes.”  She reached out and took hold of his hand.  “I would like that very much.”
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Del sat on a cold stone bench in a secluded area of the castle gardens.  Beside him, there was a small fountain decorated with eleven stone birds.  Once, there had been twelve and every time he looked at the empty space, he thought of the day he first learned how wonderful and terrible magic could be.

That empty space filled him with guilt for the secret he was keeping from a man who was like a father to him.  A man he once fancied was his father, though time had dispelled that notion.  Still, he was the closest thing to a father Del ever had and to hide anything from him was not easy.  Only the fact that a life hung in the balance had kept him quiet for
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