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DAPPLED sunlight danced over the thick rug covering the wooden floor. Dominic curled up in the chair by the window, waiting for his mother to arrive. Each day she would spend time with her sons, teaching them to read and about the history of their country. Soon, a tutor would take over these duties, but until then, this was the best part of his day.

Sometimes the duchess was late though, as she had many other duties to attend to. On those days, he loved to sit in her chair and stare out the window, watching the comings and goings on his father’s estate.

He was brought back from daydreaming by the squeak the door made as it opened. When he asked his mother why no one oiled it, she replied she liked to know when someone entered her rooms.

In a playful mood, Dominic decided to duck behind the chair and play a trick on his mother. As he settled in to his hide-y-hole he heard not his mother’s light footsteps, but the solid footsteps of his father, followed by the creak of his mother’s bed.

He ducked his head around the corner of the chair in time to catch his father gently place his mother on the coverlet, then arrange the pillows behind her.

‘Gamina, please, you have to stop exerting yourself this way. You know what the healer said, the more strain on your body the shorter your time with us.’

Dominic sunk back on the floor and huddled into a ball. His whole world was crumbling around him, and he did not know what to do. How had he not known something was wrong with his mother? Staying as quiet as possible, he continued listening in.

‘Pierre, I refuse to live my life wrapped in cotton wool, that is no life at all.’

‘But, what will I do when you are gone? You are my world.’

Was his father actually crying? Dominic snuck a peek and saw tears running down his father’s cheeks. In all his twelve years he had never seen his father show one iota of weakness.

‘You will carry on and raise our boys to be fine young men.’

‘And when that is done, what will I have left? Nothing.’

‘You could always marry again, Pierre. You are still young.’

He knew his father had married later in life, grandfather had never found anyone good enough for his precious son. Weeks after his death, Duke Pierre had met Lady Gamina, and she saw something in the gruff man no others did. It was a true love match, especially for the duke. When his wife was in the room it was as though everyone else ceased to exist.

‘Never.’

‘Then put all your love into the estate and our boys.’

‘I worry, Gamina, about the boys. My father ... well he was never really a father to me. What do I know of raising sons? Without you here to show me the way ... I fear for our boys.’

‘Oh, Pierre, if only you would trust the goodness inside of you. I know you want only the best for our sons. Perhaps you should think, “what would my father have done here?” and do the complete opposite.’

His mother’s attempt to lighten the mood worked, his father chuckled. ‘Yes, I guess that is one option.’

The bed creaked again. ‘Now you must rest, Gamina. I have sent for the healer to check you over and I will come and sit with you again later.’

As the door snicked closed his mother said, ‘You can come out now, Dominic.’

Fleetingly, the boy considered staying where he was, but his mother always seemed to know when he was hiding, and could find him even when others could not. Not wanting to make her angry, he unwound himself and stood up.

‘You know it is bad manners to eavesdrop on other’s conversations?’

‘If I had not, would you have ever told us you are ill?’ he asked defiantly, raising his head and looking her in the eye.

He lowered his gaze again, frightened by what he saw. So drawn and grey was she, her liquid brown eyes dominated her face, and her usually tidy hair was dishevelled. Her appearance warned him of how ill she truly was.

Sighing, she reached out and took hold of his hand, drawing him nearer. ‘What good would it have done to worry you? There is nothing you or anyone else can do.’

Dominic sat on the bed in the same spot his father occupied moments before.

‘Is it bad?’

In spite of all he had heard, he needed to hear it from his mother’s own lips, even though he was afraid of the answer. Unable to look at her, his toe scuffed at the floorboards.

‘I will not lie to you, son, it is not good. There is something not quite right with my heart. I have been taking a potion, which helped for a while, though I think maybe I need a stronger one now.’

A tear leaked from his eye as a range of emotions warred inside of him. He had wanted his mother to tell him everything would be fine, but he could tell from her voice that, although she was putting on a brave face, things were far from all right. Not knowing what to say, he said nothing at all.

His mother pulled him further onto the bed and wrapped him in a hug. Safe in her arms, he could forget for a moment that she was not well and had just turned his world upside down.

Sometime later, he pulled himself back into a sitting position. A little colour had returned to his mother’s face, and he could almost believe this had been a bad dream, except for the weariness around her eyes and the bluish tinge to her lip.

Taking her hand in his he asked, ‘What can I do to help?’

His mother placed her other hand over the top of his before she answered. ‘My big, brave, boy. How proud you make me. I really just want you to treat me as you always have. Every moment of life is precious and should be lived to the full, and we should always treat it as though it will be our last.

‘Also, I need you to keep this to yourself.’

‘What? You mean not tell Hubert?’ He and his twin shared everything, how could he not tell him something this important?

‘You and your brother are close, so you must have realised he is not as strong as you are. I can see how much this is hurting you, but you will not break. Hubert might. So I want you to promise me.’

He knew her words to be true, still his agreement was given grudgingly.

‘I need to rest for a while, my love. Go and find Hubert, take him for a ride and forget about all of this.’

He followed her request, more or less. He saddled his horse and rode like the wind though the woods, trying to erase the last candle mark of his life, and swearing he would never eavesdrop again.

The sun was setting as he returned his horse to the stable. Grabbing some bread and cheese from the kitchen on the way upstairs, he ate alone in his room. When his brother came up some time later he pretended to be asleep, sure his brother would see how his secret weighed heavy on his heart.
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Wind whipped his hair across his face as he urged his horse Dawn on. Behind him he could hear the hoof beats of another horse drawing closer. His friend Thalia laughed with glee as she passed him just as they came into the stable yard.

‘I did it. I beat you.’ 

Her brown eyes sparkled with merriment as she tugged at some stray hair, attempting to force them back into her plait.

‘You did, fair and square.’

Her joy over the rare win made it difficult to remain grumpy at his loss.

‘Where is Hubert?’

He wandered back to the yard gate and searched for his brother. There he was, on his own horse, coming in at a slow jog. Although he loved riding as much as they did, and was most certainly the better rider of the three, he rarely took part in their hare-brained races, preferring to just enjoy his time away from their tutor.

Since the tutor had arrived two moon turns ago the brothers had found their routine changed beyond recognition. Their heavy academic workload had reduced the amount of time they had for outdoor pursuits. Today had been a gift. Thalia’s father, Lord James, arrived to discuss business with their father, and the boys had been pleased when Duke Pierre requested they keep the lady entertained.

They spent the afternoon riding the trails around their home, lying on the riverbank talking and laughing, and when they realised the time, finished off with a race
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