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CHAPTER ONE
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Tara sighed, inhaling the smell of the jasmine flowers that covered the wall of the royal palace behind her. The courtyard's fragrance was almost intoxicating, and hidden birds sang all around her. Sparrows, blackbirds and turtle doves made their nests in the trees that still graced the town on the shore of a small lake.

Sometimes she wondered if her hometown, Iris, was unique, and from the elders' words, it definitely was.

She'd long forgotten her first home, shared with her mother in Gwenolé. She'd been calling Iris home for the past twenty years, a home with strange architecture invented by her creative elders who had elected her father, Kyrill, as their king.

The building surrounding her had been home for most of her life, and she loved the well-ventilated palace. A mansion-like construction with frescoes in all public rooms, designed to be closed from all sides with one large main gate, the royal palace was a multistory building in a square not far from the lakeshore.

The ostentatious carvings, etched with great detail and then painstakingly pieced together in lavish patterns, were carved from yellow sandstone and often characterized by wall paintings, frescoes, multi-lobed archways. The stone windows of the upper stories projected from the wall face of the building, overlooking a street, market, court or any other open space.

The past week and the milder weather had meant most family dinners had been taken on the veranda, and the children had been able to play in the palace courtyard for most of the day. It had felt good to have visitors over to celebrate the equinox.

Spring was here, and soon the long hot summer of Iris would arrive. Maybe she should spend the warmer months in Eufortia, with her cousin, Jasmine, who had just vanished with her family and her father from the courtyard – an instant-transfer spell cast by Tara's father, who was also a powerful magic user.

She'd been the only one who saw them off, since her mother was busy with royal duties in her father's absence, and her siblings were all off at school. The vacation was over, the routine was back. She had completed her own studies, but still spent most afternoons with a healer, to learn more tricks. She didn't want her talent to go to waste through lack of use.

Her mother had already taught her everything she knew, and her cousin Helina had also helped in her education, but now Helina had moved out of town and she had to find someone else to keep practicing. As heir to the throne, she wasn't supposed to work for a living, but she enjoyed helping her people.

Tara had the perfect looks for a southern princess. A silver circlet crowned her forehead, with silver chains hanging over her long, unbound raven mane, and rows of pearls enhanced her neck. Her long gown of red velvet had a square neckline and long sleeves that reached halfway to her hands. A silver decoration covered the front of the bodice from her small breasts to the waist, matching the armbands on the sleeves. A decorative golden ribbon broke the red sleeves again below the elbow, where they opened slightly.

She was very different from Jasmine, who was petite, blonde and blue-eyed, and often wore men's clothes – as did their other cousin, Helina, a brunette with green eyes who didn't seem to like gowns much. Tara didn't mind them.

She didn't mind being the heir to the throne of Iris, the quiet capital of the Kingdom of Flint that had expanded beyond the first town the half-bloods of Darkness had founded twenty years ago. Her father, Kyrill, son of Ilalora, an Immortal of Darkness, had dived into a magic lake in his twenties, stopping his body aging.

King Kyrill still looked young, despite being almost a century and a half old. Ten years ago he had lost his elder sister, Kassandra, Jasmine's mother, and a week later two more relatives, Jasmine's father and brother, to his other sister's revenge – Khloe, Helina's mother.

Helina had moved to Iris since her own mother's death, killed one year later by Jasmine, but the blonde had stayed in Eufortia, where the half-bloods of Light had moved after the witch hunt that had chased them from the Temple of the Rainbow twenty years earlier.

Tara didn't remember much of those troubled times, since she'd been five at the time. It had been a wonderful time for her, since her mother, Berenice, had found her father, and they had been reunited.

After moving to Iris and her father being elected king, they had married, so now she had younger siblings she adored. Jada was eighteen, Alainon fifteen and little Melyna was twelve, and she had helped raise them all, much like Jasmine had done with her half-siblings – children of Waltrand and his wife, Cora.

Now Jasmine had children of her own, since she had married her childhood friend Aimeric. Tara had met Aimeric when he had come to Iris to study magic with her father, and had been quite fond of him.

She'd been only twelve when he had first reached the royal palace, but by the time he left to avenge his father's death with Jasmine – since his father had been killed by Aunt Khloe as well – she was developing a crush on him.

Except his heart was already taken, by Jasmine, even though he hadn't told anyone. Well, almost anyone. To her utter dismay, Tara had discovered one year later that he had told her best friend's older brother, Henriot, who declared his undying love for her as soon as Aimeric and Jasmine left, newlyweds, to go back to Eufortia.

Henriot was handsome, with shoulder-length brown curls and hazel-green eyes, and he'd been as secretive as Aimeric, since not even Constance knew he planned to ask her to consider him as a life mate.

They'd been together for nine years now, but still didn't think about tying the knot. Jasmine had married at twenty, but Helina was twenty-five when she married Harald, so Tara didn't feel any pressure. The only pressure had come from Henriot's father before his mother's untimely death.

Well this last visit actually started to put some pressure on her and Henriot from her side, since she was now twenty-five. She'd have to talk about it with Henriot. Maybe it was time to finally take that step. And start producing babies for the royal household.

Her father was immortal, and would rule for a couple more decades, giving her and Henriot time to raise their children before taking on the mantle of sovereigns. Maybe when her mother died of old age – and already she looked much older than her husband, as if she were his mother – her father would pass on the scepter to her and Henriot.

She went back inside the palace and hugged her mother who was headed for the great hall. Berenice had the same raven hair as her daughter, and a more matronly body at almost fifty and after so many pregnancies.

Berenice, daughter of Iwona, had met Kyrill in Gwenolé when she was in her twenties. She had thought the young man was her age, and had fallen in love. Their relationship had been brief but intense, then he had left because he didn't age, oblivious to the fact that his temporary lover was pregnant, and she had given birth to a girl with raven hair and obsidian eyes.

Tara was still her favorite daughter, even if eventually she had managed to reunite with her handsome father. It might be because Tara was quite gifted in magic, more than her younger siblings. She had discovered a healing gift that had made her father comment it must run in the family, since her aunt Kassandra had it, as did her cousin Helina and her own mother.

Leaving the great hall behind, Tara went to her chambers to read. She would meet Henriot after lunch.

She sat in her reading nook in the stone window projecting from the face of the building, overlooking the street on the side of the royal palace. The small balcony supported on two brackets had two pillars, a balustrade and a pyramidal roof, and was closed by a latticed screen on all sides. It still allowed her to see outside, let in the breeze, leave out the heat.

She opened the leather-bound small volume, but soon her mind drifted off again with the smell of jasmine.

She had seen the first meeting between Jasmine's children and Helina's children, and it had been delightful. Both had used the names of beloved people in their lives, and they'd had to consult to avoid duplicates.

Helina and Harald had Rohan, seven, Isaut, five, and Kayla, three. Rohan was the name of Aimeric's father, killed by Helina's mother, and beloved mentor of Harald when he reached the Temple of the Rainbow. Isaut was Rohan's wife, and again both Helina and Harald had loved her, the latter because she had taken him away from Inock on dragon back when he was fifteen. The only name that hadn't been disputed was Kayla, since she was Harald's aunt and had no connection to Jasmine and Aimeric.

Jasmine and Aimeric, whose children were younger, had to find other names. So they chose Waltrand, Jasmine's father's name, and since she and Aimeric had considered each other siblings during childhood, it made sense for both. And Christelle, Jasmine's half-sister who had baby-sat them both at the Temple of the Rainbow and during childhood in Eufortia. Waltrand was five and Christelle three.

The heirs to Eufortia's throne, Jasmine's half-siblings, were called Kassandra and Kyrill, and they were now fifteen and eighteen respectively. The offspring of Waltrand and Cora would inherit, like Tara, while Jasmine had mixed-blood, hence she was excluded from succession, much like Helina, who had since moved to a watermill away from the town with many others, keeping Iris's population numbers steady for the past twenty years.

The Rainbow Dragon had been clear. The half-bloods of Light would settle on the plains to the north and found the Kingdom of Flint, while the half-bloods of Darkness would settle in the valleys of the south and found the Kingdom of Paradis.

They should elect a half-blood king and queen, and by sticking to the same kind of half-blood, it would keep the bloodline pure, and mixed-bloods would soon vanish from the lands of Flint and Paradis. Which was a shame, since mixed-bloods like Jasmine and Helina were some kind of super-human, with both magic systems running in their veins.

Tara had noticed some inequality in her hometown, mostly after talking with Helina. Mixed-bloods, whether they had only a quarter of Immortal blood and a fully human parent, or they had half-Light and half-Dark Immortal blood like Helina and Jasmine, were less well thought of.

All the positions of power were held by half-bloods, and most didn't want their offspring to mingle with mixed-bloods or the few humans living among them. Tara had two good friends, Constance, who was the daughter of a "nobleman" (half-blood) and Maudelyn, one year younger than them, who was the daughter of two mixed-bloods with only a quarter of Immortal blood between them – and of mixed origins.

Mael was the son of Ysemay, a half-blood of Darkness who had passed away from old age at almost ninety years old, and Beatrisia was the daughter of Jehan, half-blood of Light who lived in Eufortia – if he was still alive, that is. Tara wasn't sure there were many left of that generation. Even Isaut's father, Foulque, was dead by now.

After an unrequited crush on Aimeric, who had been close with Foulque, Ysemay, Mael and Beatrisia during his studies, Maudelyn had had a crush on Henriot, until Aimeric had come back, married to Jasmine, and Henriot had declared his undying love for Tara.

But Maudelyn knew Henriot's father would never ever agree to a marriage between his beloved heir and a mixed-blood. Tara was a much better catch, and it was fortunate that he loved the heir to the throne. He'd still be a prince consort, but that would give much power to Armand and his family, especially since his late wife wasn't a half-blood of Darkness.

That wasn't the reason why Tara and Constance were such good friends, though. They were very alike, and liked the same things. And Tara didn't care if her friends were half- or mixed-blood, and neither did her parents, so they had no objection when Jada mentioned she liked Maudelyn's younger brother, Jehan, and wanted permission to see him.

Jasmine had mentioned Eufortia was much less formal than Iris, but Tara was used to her hometown and the traditions they had started in the new land the Rainbow Dragon had given them. And even her future father-in-law knew better than to treat mixed-bloods badly in her presence.

Still, spending the coming summer in a cooler place sounded blissful. Especially if it was on honeymoon with Henriot.
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Henriot dropped the bow and arrows off in the armory and went to his room to grab clean clothes. Hunting was a dirty business, and he badly needed to relax in the pool of the bath chamber. Alone, possibly.

The family home was a multistory building with a nice roof terrace between turrets roofed with a dome, enclosing a small courtyard that helped ventilate the house. The upper floor's windows projected from the walls, enclosed in their latticed screens, giving the house a strange shape – even more colorful in spring when the flowers of bougainvillea and jasmine spread all over the town, painting it fuchsia and white.

The lowest floor held the hall, the kitchen, the armory and a bath chamber with two pools divided by a latticed screen, so men and women could bathe separately, as well as the privies with flushing toilets and sinks with running water.

The upper floors had the family apartments and guest rooms. Servants came in to clean and cook from the nearby houses, since Henriot’s father considered himself a nobleman. As a former member of the Teeth, he was a trained warrior and had even run for king when they had first reached the small southern lake where they had built their town.

Henriot wasn't too happy with his family's standing. His father had great pride and often clashed with the king, who might look like his son, but was actually much older and clearly knew how to handle him.

But at home, Armand was the head of the family and supreme commander, and his wife and offspring were bound to obey him. It might have been what had killed Henriot's mother in the end. She'd had enough of his manners and her only way out of that increasingly unhappy marriage was death.

Armand, son of Noreen, Immortal of Darkness, felt superior to any other half-blood or mixed-blood (and no human was allowed in his household since he'd moved to Iris), and wanted his family to be second only to the elected royal family, therefore he controlled them with an iron fist.

Henriot had been allowed to befriend Aimeric, because he was a half-blood and his mixed-blood father had been a member of the Teeth, but besides him, Henriot hadn't had many friends. The king's son was much younger than him, and there weren't many other young men his age his father approved of. The few he liked had moved out of town years ago.

Of course when he'd fallen in love with Tara, his father had been very happy with him. Until his mother had died, that is. Lately it seemed Armand no longer cared what Henriot and Constance did with their lives.

Henriot sank into the pool with a sigh. His father's pride could only bring unhappiness to the family. Nobody except the elected royal family was good enough for them. And Armand's first wife, Tessa, only had a quarter of Immortal blood.

Armand might have loved her when he had married her, after his ten years of service in the Teeth. But since the move to Iris, he had changed, obsessed with wanting more power. He was no longer attracted to her, and started humiliating her in front of her children – and by then Henriot and Constance were old enough to understand the bullying.

But he couldn't let her go, it was a matter of family pride. Although everybody knew he was courting someone on the side, and even defeated her lover – another, much younger, former Teeth member – when he told him to step back.

Most knew what was behind the duel between Rolfe and Armand, and a couple of days later Tessa took a boat, alone, and rowed to the center of the lake, where Henriot saw her capsize and vanish in the clear waters from the bench he'd been sitting on with Tara.

One month after her death, Armand had married Veronika, a half-blood dragon rider who had bonded with a silver dragon, Tilry-siak. He was sixty, but looked younger, and she was forty. Veronika had dumped her companion of fifteen years, who was forty-two and much closer to her age, to take Tessa's place in Armand's household.

Except she was nothing like Henriot's mother. The only thing the two women had in common were the hazel-green eyes he had inherited. Tessa's hair had been platinum-blond and turned white right before she drowned in the lake on that fine winter day. Her fair complexion never saw much sunlight, and she always wore gowns.

Her sudden death had come as a surprise to all except Armand's household and Veronika. Some postulated Tessa had killed herself, since she was a good swimmer. Armand had called it a dreadful accident, but Henriot and Constance knew better.

They had refused to attend their father's wedding, and found their mother's letter as they gathered her things to make room for their stepmother. Tessa had been aware of her rival, and warned them their father might turn against them if his second wife produced any children.

Henriot had hoped Veronika would be past child-bearing age, but unfortunately now, five years later, she had added two boys to the household, Benedict, four, and Thierry, two.

Veronika usually wore breeches and kept her light-brown hair in a single braid, except on special occasions when she needed to make her husband look good at parties and celebrations, when she transformed into the perfect lady.

She was an excellent archer and often joined the men on hunts, leaving the children with Constance. She had taught Henriot, who was more a magic user than a warrior, but she still beat him and most of the others in archery contests, especially since Helina had left and came back only occasionally to visit her cousins.

At twenty-five the daughter of Dracopovv, Immortal of Darkness, had escaped from Shermac, accused of witchcraft because of her magic skills, and hidden in the forest with her silver dragon friend, until Tilry-siak, following her brother Frugyss-rak – ridden by Aimeric's father, Rohan – had led her to the Temple of the Rainbow, where she had met the Teeth and helped find this place when the Rainbow Dragon had decreed they should move to this southern plain.

The two silver dragons' connection – one here, the other back at the Temple of the Rainbow – had allowed Kyrill to transport everybody to their new home. The instant-transfer spell had awed Henriot, who had been nine at the time, hence he still had admiration for their chosen king. Unlike his father.

Now Veronika was forty-five and the best archer in town. And she clearly had built up some ambition, probably dazed by Armand's promise to start a powerful family of half-bloods who might end up on the throne.

Henriot and Constance hadn't been happy with their newfound stepmother, but their father couldn't be challenged. Neither had grown fond of Veronika in the five years since she had joined the family, mostly because she hadn't tried to befriend them.

Henriot washed his dark-brown curls, then grabbed a towel and got out of the pool. He had shaved that morning, knowing Tara liked to actually see his face with no facial hair, and he put on the right clothes to meet her later.

When he exited the bath chamber, a fairly long-sleeved, velvet jacket covered him to well above his knees, barely buttoned-up at the center. The sleeves of his jacket were very wide and reached down to just above his hands, decorated with a single thread lining from top to bottom. The jacket had a deep, rectangular neckline which revealed part of the rather simple shirt worn below it. His pants were simple and narrow and reached down to his hard leather shoes.

He dumped his leather vest and dirty shirt in his room and went to knock on Constance's door, hearing her lute's music coming from it. It was almost lunchtime, but maybe they'd have a few minutes to themselves.

Constance let him in with a smile. She had long brown hair, updone and held with a circlet that matched the rest of her jewelry, and their father's hazel eyes. Her rather simple gown flowed from top to bottom and had a rectangular neckline, which wonderfully revealed the chemise worn below it.

The exquisite, corset-like tied fabric of her gown covered her stomach and flowed down to hide the chemise. Her sleeves were slightly shorter than her arms and quite wide, their flow broken up just below the elbow where they were divided by long, delicate bands of the same fabric and color used to outline the sleeves and neckline of the gown.

Both siblings wore green fabrics, Henriot more towards emerald-green, Constance towards water-green, in contrast with Veronika's favorite burgundy and their father's preferred black.

"How was the hunt?" Constance asked with a smile of her fleshy lips, reminiscent of their mother's.

"The usual." He shrugged. "I wish I wasn't forced to attend. Father could go, since he's so fond of Veronika."

"I don't think she'll go hunting much longer," Constance said, thoughtful, looking away. "I saw a belly bump on her when we last bathed together. I asked her about it, and she taunted me by saying that since we didn't seem to want to give our father further heirs, she was doing it."

"What a breeding cow! I thought she was past child-bearing age by now!" he said, shocked.

"Clearly not," she replied. "And our father imbued her with enough family pride that she decided to gift him with another child. I don't think she has told him, yet, though, so don't tell anyone."

"I don't have anyone to tell," he grumbled. "Even Aimeric is gone. This week flew by!"

Constance sighed, but nodded.

"Don't tell Tara either," she said. "It's none of her business anyway."

"No." He smiled. "It's our business to deal with our evil stepmother! Not that I'd care if Father disinherited me to put her sons in the line of succession..."

"Are you kidding?" she teased. "You're going to marry Princess Tara! He's not going to disinherit you, ever!"

He chuckled and hugged her. They heard the clock tower chime and headed for the hall to have lunch. The biggest room of the house looked empty most of the day, with only a round table for the family meals that was moved around a lot, depending on the season, and stood in a corner as a small stage for musicians – often including Constance
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