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Flames danced in the hearth, casting a flickering light across the gray stone walls.  Above the mantle, Bolsom’s portrait was draped in a white sheet.  Daemon could not bear the weight of his father’s gaze on him now, no matter that it was only a painting.  Bolsom was seven springs gone to ash and Daemon could still feel him standing over his shoulder, disapproving of everything he did.

The door to the study opened, letting in a draft of chilled air.  Daemon didn’t bother turning to see who it was; only one person in the castle would dare to enter this room without knocking.

“How long must this go on?” Gazella asked.

“I don’t know what you mean.”  Daemon rolled the stem of his glass between his fingers, watching the way the firelight refracted off the crystal.

“It’s been seven days, Daemon.  Seven days.  To mourn is one thing, but this is ridiculous.  The servants have begun to whisper.  They fear you’ve fallen prey to your father’s affliction.”

Daemon laughed to cover the discomfort of being compared to his father.  “And who was it that started them thinking such things, I wonder.”

Gazella made an exasperated sound, then switched to a different tactic.  “You have a responsibility to this kingdom and it’s high time you started acting like it.  It doesn’t look right for you to be sulking about like a child.  Your people need a king.”

“How kind of you to worry so.”  Daemon stood, bracing his hand against the back of the chair until the room ceased to spin.  “It warms my heart to hear you express such concern for my kingdom.”  He staggered to the desk and proceeded to pour himself another glass of mead.

“Our kingdom.”  Gazella gave him a look of pure disgust.  “I am your chosen queen, in case the fact has slipped your mind.”

“Not my choice.”  Daemon stared down into his glass.  The honey gold liquid twinkled back at him.  “You were Mother’s idea.”  And the only thing she’d ever done that gave him cause to resent her.

“I suppose it doesn’t really matter,” she said.  “You hardly act as if we were married.”

“Don’t start that again.”  He turned to face her.  She was still as beautiful as the day they wed—her hair almost the same golden shade as the mead in his glass, her alabaster skin flawless, but those ice blue eyes were so cold, seeming to look right through him.  Yes, she was beautiful, but it was a harsh kind of beauty with edges so sharp they could cut a man to his soul.

“The trouble in our marriage,” Daemon said, “is entirely your own doing.”

“It pleases you to believe that, doesn’t it?  It gives you a good excuse for crawling into another woman’s bed.”  The faintest hint of pink stained her cheeks.

Daemon had the sudden, strong urge to hurl his glass at her.  Instead, he placed it on the desk and tried to keep hold of his anger.  This was the same old argument they’d had time and again, like a wheel spinning round and round but never going anywhere.

“You know that’s not true.”  He held his voice low, for she had not bothered shutting the door and he didn’t want anyone to overhear their conversation.

“Really?  What about that little island girl?” Gazella smirked.  “You think I don’t hear the whispers?  You think I don’t know you trail after her like a bitch in heat?  A fine example you set for my son.”

Daemon winced.  “I don’t understand why you insist on believing I’ve been unfaithful to you when I never have.  Valeria and I are friends, nothing more.”  Except in his mind, in his heart, but to him that hardly mattered.  He’d never carried through on his feelings, no matter how much he wanted to.

Her smirk twisted into a cruel smile.  “Maybe I am wrong to think such things of your little island girl.  Maybe it would do me better to worry about that priest.  Is that it, my husband?  Is he the reason you never touch me?”

Something snapped inside Daemon’s head.  In two steps he was across the room and grabbing Gazella’s arm before she had a chance to step away.  “Shut your filthy mouth.  You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Gazella struggled to pull free from his grasp.  “Take your hands off me.”

Daemon squeezed harder, gratified to hear her gasp, to see a hint of fear in her eyes.  Then he realized what he was doing and released her.  He took a step back, frightened and appalled by the depth of his anger, his hatred, of how much, in that moment, he wanted to hurt her.

He turned and moved back toward the desk.  “Leave me now.  I can’t bear to look at you a moment longer.”

“Fine.  Stay here and drown yourself for all I care.”  The study door slammed hard enough to vibrate Daemon’s eardrums.

Leaning against the desk, Daemon struggled to control his raging emotions.  “Mother, I wish you were here to tell me what to do.  I feel so lost without you.”

He lifted his head and stared at the chair where his mother had so often sat.  It was supposed to be the king’s chair, but Daemon had never sat there.  It had been his mother who ruled the kingdom.  Now she was gone, and he was utterly alone.

Daemon’s bleary eyes fixed on the bottle and he reached for it, only to stop as he caught sight of his trembling hand.  What would his mother think to see him this way?  She would be so disappointed.  He could almost hear her now, telling him to straighten up and act like a king.  Only he didn’t know how.

It was so frightening inside his own mind sometimes, so dark and full of shadows.  He’d hidden himself away in the study because he could think of nowhere else to go.  But it was no good, this being alone.  He never had done well alone.  Gazella had reminded him of one place he could go, though he wasn’t sure how well he would be received there.

There were no servants in the hall.  No surprise, as they usually used the maze of hidden corridors to go about their daily business—the idea of some long past ancestor who had felt servants should be neither seen nor heard.  Most of the time, Daemon felt ill at ease in the silence, it made the castle seem empty as a tomb.  But on this night, with the winter wind wailing against the walls, he was glad there was no one to see him fumble down the stairs.

His feet took him down the familiar halls to the temple doors.  There, he hesitated.  It wasn’t the fear that there might be others inside that held him, it was the fear of seeing Clayden.  They didn’t see each other much these days, and every time they did, there was a near unbearable tension in the air between them.

Maybe it would be better to go back to the study and spend another night in the company of a bottle.  But the idea frightened him.  If he couldn’t reach out to someone, find someone to pull him up out of the dark waters of his own soul, he was going to drown.  And, much as he hurt, he wasn’t ready for that.

When Daemon pushed the doors open, he found the temple empty.  A few candles lit the way between the wooden pews to the altar, leaving the rest of the room wrapped in darkness.  Candlelight flickered across the marble eyes of the statue of Basale, making him seem almost alive.

As Daemon approached the statue, he felt again that sense of helpless anger.  “What have I ever done to deserve all the misery you have heaped upon me?  Why do you turn a deaf ear to my prayers?  Why?  Answer me, damn you!”  By the end, he was screaming as tears streamed down his cheeks, but he found he didn’t really care who heard or saw him.

“That is no way to speak to a god.”

Daemon jumped, his heart racing, then he realized the voice had come not from the lips of the statue but from behind him.  He turned and there was Clayden in his gray robes, standing beside the curtain that hid the entrance to the Priest’s Hall.  Candlelight danced across the silver dragon pendant he wore.

“It is late, Your Majesty.”  Clayden’s voice was calm and even, his face without expression.  “You should be in bed.”

“Why won’t he answer me?” Daemon asked.  “He speaks to you.  Why?  What makes you so special?”  He was aware he was taking his anger out on the wrong person, but at least Clayden was flesh and blood and here, not some distant ghost.

“Who can say why the gods do as they do?”

“What a very priest-like thing to say.”  Daemon swayed on his feet and pressed a hand to his eyes.  He fervently hoped he would not pass out now, not in front of Clayden.  When the moment had passed, he lowered his hand.

Clayden’s expression had not changed.  “A priest is what I am.”

“Why don’t you ask him then?”  Daemon glanced at the statue.  “You ask him what I’ve done.”

“You haven’t done anything, Your Majesty.  Basale is not punishing you for some sin.  These things simply happen.  That is life.”

“I don’t believe that,” Daemon said.  “Mother was strong.  She survived the sickness once before, though it took Gazeden and Alida, she survived.  She was always strong.  Too strong to succumb to something like this.”

“Death comes to us all, after its own fashion,” Clayden said.  “Strong as your mother was, this time she wasn’t strong enough.  It happens.”

Daemon didn’t want to hear that.  “Maybe he isn’t even there.  Maybe Basale is just a fairy story.  Maybe...maybe he doesn’t really exist.”  It was a terribly sacrilegious thing to say, especially in the god’s own temple, but Daemon was looking for a reaction, if not from Basale then at least from Clayden.

Clayden’s face remained as blank as ever.  “You don’t mean that.  You’re speaking from the pain in your heart.”

“You don’t know what’s in my heart, not anymore.”  Daemon backed away from Basale, from Clayden.  They were exactly the same—stone statues with no feeling inside.  “If your god is real let him prove it to me.”  He faced the statue, his arms held out wide.

“Show me, Basale.  If you’re no false god, show yourself to me.”

All that he asked was for something to prove it wasn’t all pointless, something to help him through this pain and confusion, this fear.  But there was no booming voice, no flash of lightning, no god bathed in golden light.  Only a cold stone temple and an all too human priest.

Daemon dropped his arms to his sides and hung his head.  “Where is your god, priest?  He should strike me dead for such blasphemy.”

“Is that what you want?  To die?” Clayden asked.  “If escape is what you seek, I suggest you go back to your bottle.  You won’t find it here.”

Daemon lifted his head, stunned by the sudden harshness in Clayden’s tone.  “That is no way to speak to your king.”  He swayed and grabbed hold of the nearest pew, fearing his legs were about to give out from under him.

“My king would not be here before me so drunk he can barely stand on his feet.”  Clayden’s voice had taken on a slight tremor.  “My king would not be making such a fool of himself.  My king...my...”  His jaw tightened and he turned away.  “Del.”

Clayden’s apprentice came out from behind the curtain.  “Yes, Your Holiness?”

“Take the king to his chambers.  He’s not well.”  He swept past Del and into the hall beyond the curtain.

Daemon stared after him, half tempted to follow.  But before he could make up his mind whether to do so or not, Del had him firmly by the arm and was steering him toward the door.  For a moment, he thought to protest, but his head was starting to throb and his stomach felt queasy and so said nothing.

He leaned on the younger man as they left the temple, feeling suddenly old and tired.  And alone.  So very alone.

“Where can I take you, Your Majesty?”

Where indeed.  The chambers where he’d been living for nearly six springs belonged to his brother, Gazeden, gone to ash some twenty springs past.  But tonight he was in no mood to be surrounded by those haunted memories.  There was only one other place he could go.

“Take me to my study.”
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Inside, all was quiet and still even as the winter winds raged beyond the walls.  Death had reached its icy grip into this simple home and ripped out its heart, leaving a darkness over those left behind.

Dominus sat before the fireplace playing a game of knights and dragons with Casson.  Arkell was in the corner, dozing in a rocking chair with Kaida curled up on his lap.  Johan and Rannin were at the table, both lost in their own thoughts.

In the bedroom, Yalta lay with a sheet draped over her.  Tomorrow would mark the end of the three-day mourning period and then she would go to ash.

Dominus wasn’t sad about this, though Yalta had always been more a mother to him than his own mother could ever be.  He saw grief in the faces around him, but did not share in it.

The bedroom door opened and Kiernan stepped out.  His brown eyes were rimmed red and tears glistened upon his cheeks.  It was custom for a family member to sit ever by the dead until the time of mourning had passed.  Kiernan had not left his sister’s side for the past eight hours.

He glanced first at Arkell, then at the children.  “I...I can’t...”  His voice cracked.

“I’ll sit with her.”  Johan stood.  “Let my father sleep.”  His voice was firm, though there was a slight quiver about his lips.  At nine, he was the oldest of the children.

Kiernan nodded, making his way over to the table where he collapsed into an empty chair and lay his head down upon his arms.  Johan went into the bedroom and shut the door.  Once more, the wind was the only sound to be heard.

Dominus moved his knight, then looked to Casson to move his dragon.  Casson stared into the flames, tears brimming in his brown eyes.  The two had been cribmates and close as brother’s all their short lives, yet Casson’s grief moved Dominus more to annoyance than pity.

It was pointless to go on with the game if Casson could not concentrate.  Dominus always won, for he played slowly, moving several steps ahead in his mind before making his play on the board.  Thus a game that lasted most children an hour took days for him to play.  But it was no fun winning if Casson wasn’t even trying.

“I’m tired,” Dominus said, rising up from the floor.  “I want to go home.”

“It’s cold outside,” Casson said.  But he was already rising as well, ready as ever to follow Dominus’ lead.

“That’s what cloaks are for,” Dominus said.

“Shush.”  Rannin gave Dominus a cross look.  “You’ll wake Father and Uncle.”

Dominus glowered at the older boy.  He was not accustomed to being shushed.  Besides, he didn’t much like Casson’s brothers in any case.  “I don’t care.”

Rannin slid out of his chair.  “You better care.”

“Or what?”  Dominus folded his arms and gave the older boy a smug look.  He had no fear; Rannin wouldn’t dare lay a hand on him.

Rannin’s hands curled into fists.  “Just go then.  We don’t want you here anyway.”

Arkell shifted and snorted in his sleep, waking Kaida.  She sat up rubbing her fists against her eyes.  She gazed around the room with a slight frown on her face, then slid down off her father’s lap.  The boys watched silently as she headed straight for the bedroom door.

Since neither of her brothers seemed capable of doing anything but stare after her, Dominus took it upon himself to intercede.  He stepped in between Kaida and the door.  “I’m going back to the castle.”  He held his hand out to her.  “Come with me.”

Kaida frowned around him at the bedroom door.  “Where’s my mother?”  At three, she was old enough to understand something bad had happened, but not exactly what.

“Resting,” Dominus said.  “Come along and you can play with my horses.”

Kaida’s face lit up.  She adored the carved wooden horses in Dominus’ play chest, for she had no toys so fine.  She reached out and took hold of his hand.  Dominus turned toward the door and, as usual, Casson was right behind him.

Rannin stepped toward them.  “You aren’t taking her with you.”

Dominus’ ice blue eyes narrowed.  “What did you say?”

“You heard me.  You want to go out in the storm, go, Casson too, but you aren’t taking my sister with you.”

“Rannin, that’s enough,” Kiernan said, lifting his head.  “Sit down.”

Rannin did as he was told, though not without first shooting a dark look at Dominus.  Kiernan went to the hook on the wall and retrieved the children’s cloaks.  “I’ll walk you to the castle.  Rannin, if your father wakes before I return, tell him where we went.”

“Yes, Uncle.”

Kiernan pulled on his own cloak, then opened the door.  A swirl of snow blew in across his boots.  Dominus didn’t need an adult following him about, but looking out across the courtyard, he could see the snow was deep and more was falling steady from the gray sky.  It would be hard for Kaida to walk through that, so he decided to let Kiernan come along to carry her.

Dominus had been rather taken with Kaida ever since he began to understand there was something different about her.  Her eyes were green.  Dominus had never seen anyone with green eyes.  They were such a rarity that even many of the adults had never seen such eyes.

Because adults tended not to notice him unless he wanted them to, Dominus had overheard some of the servants speculating about the reason for the girl’s eyes.  Magic was the word whispered among them, but, oh, so softly, for magic had long been outlawed in Phalindros.

Magic was one of the few things that genuinely interested Dominus.  Though Kaida had not shown any evidence of having any, he wanted to be friendly with her in case she ever did.

Casson stayed close to Dominus as they tramped through the thick snowdrifts, with the wind howling around them and blowing feathery flakes every which way, and then climbed the slick steps to the front door of the castle.  Kiernan opened the door, sat Kaida down, and ushered the children inside.

“Don’t try coming back to the house tonight,” he said, looking at Casson.  “It’s too dangerous.  You and your sister stay here.”  Then he slipped back into the storm and left the children dripping water on the floor.
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Del started out simply holding the king by the arm, but soon he was forced to slide an arm around his waist in order to keep him on his feet.  The king reeked of mead and the clinging odor of someone who hasn’t bathed in awhile.

If it were up to Del, he would simply leave the king in the hall to sleep it off, but the High Priest would be displeased and so he suffered to make his way to the front hall.  The idea of lugging the king up the stairs was not a pleasant one.

He had a low opinion of the king to begin with and this night was not helping to change his mind.  It had nothing to do with the rumors, though he had certainly heard them all, it was because every time the king came to the temple he left the High Priest in an agitated state.

The High Priest was as composed and stoic a man as Del had ever known and, more than his mentor, the priest was like a father.  There was a time, when he was much younger, Del had even fancied the priest might in truth be his father, but in time he had come to realize the age difference between them was not enough for that.

No matter.  There was no one Del held in higher regard than the High Priest and the fact that the king seemed the only person in all the world that could upset him was enough reason for Del to dislike the man.

When they reached the front hall, Del spotted the young prince headed toward the stairs with the two youngest Udall children.  He had a passing acquaintance with the Udall family, for they often came to the temple to pray.

The children stopped when Del and the king came into the hall.  Dominus approached, a curious expression on his face.  “What’s wrong with my father?”

The king glanced at the boy, then looked at the floor.  At least the man had enough grace to be embarrassed to be seen this way in front of his son.  “His Majesty is not feeling well,” Del said. “I’m helping him upstairs.”

“Is he sick?” Dominus asked.  “Like my granna was?”

“No.”  There was something about the prince that Del always found a little unsettling, though he couldn’t have said what it was.  “You needn’t worry.  His Majesty is simply tired.”

“Oh.”  Dominus sounded almost disappointed.  He turned and wandered up the stairs with the two Udall children in tow, obviously no longer interested in whatever was ailing his father.

Del waited until their footsteps had faded away before beginning the arduous task of helping his drunken king up the stairs.
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Clayden sat alone at his desk, staring into the dancing flame of a candle.  It had badly frightened him to see Daemon that way, to hear him speak of his own death with something much too close to longing.  It had taken every last bit of his strength to turn his old friend away, but he’d done it because he had to.

But it was hard, so hard, for he knew better than anyone the depths of darkness into which Daemon could fall.  He was too like his own father, like so many of the kings that came before, a legacy brought to them across the wide seas.  Clayden knew many things Daemon never would, for he’d read the journals of the High Priests before him.  There was a stain on the uth Friesard bloodline, going all the way back to Corma.  He’d seen it on the night of Daemon’s first Spring Festival as king.

Clayden reached out and touched a certain spot on the wall.  A hidden door swung open, revealing a bookshelf lined with books.  He took out the second from the last, the one with Vicen’s name on the worn cover.  He opened the journal to the end, and read the last passage as he had read it so many times before.  Each time his firm resolve to separate himself from Daemon began to waver.

Your love and devotion for the prince may prove a great strength, or a greater weakness.  I cannot advise you to continue that friendship, nor can I advise you to end it, for I cannot say what either choice will lead you to.

You will shape and mold the future in ways we cannot understand, for Basale has chosen you to walk where he cannot.  Take care, my boy, special care, for there are two ways that you may turn.  You, who may be our salvation, may also bring about our doom.

It was these words, read by a grieving young man of barely fifteen springs, a young man who was yet new to his position as High Priest, that had driven Clayden to make a choice Vicen could not.  He’d always known his friendship with Daemon was an interference of his purpose, but after reading what Vicen had written he became afraid Daemon was more than a distraction, that he was a kind of temptation to make him stray from his path.  So he had resolved to end the friendship, thinking it would not be all that hard.  If only he had known.

Clayden slid the book back into its place, closed the hidden door, and lay his head down on his arm.  He felt so tired sometimes, and much older than his twenty-six springs.  It was a heavy burden to be High Priest, harder still to be one of the Chosen, gifted with direct communion with the gods.  Some envied him, thinking such a link must bring great peace and ease of mind.  For Clayden, there was no such thing.

There were so many things he knew that he wished he didn’t, things he could never share with Daemon.  That had been part of the reason he knew they must no longer be friends.  They used to talk so free and open with each other, no secrets between them.  Once Clayden became High Priest, once he had read the journals, that had all ended.

He couldn’t afford to slip back into old patterns, it was too dangerous and the part of him that belonged to the gods knew this.  But his trouble was his heart, which never could be as strong as his head, telling him he could not simply let Daemon drown in the dark waters of his own soul.  There were so many times when they were younger that Clayden had been a rock for Daemon to cling to.  He couldn’t do that anymore, but he knew someone who could take his place.

It’s for the good of the kingdom, he told himself as he slipped out of the temple and down the dark hall.  It would do the people no good if Daemon should die before his son is old enough to take the throne.  Never mind that the idea of Daemon dying was a sharp knife in his heart.  That was beside the point.

There were footsteps in the hall, faint but coming toward him.  Clayden slipped behind a nearby statue and into one of the hidden servant corridors.  He knew them all.  Del passed him on his way back to the temple.  Good, that meant Daemon was alone.  Clayden guessed he was most likely back in the study, probably working his way through another bottle.

Clayden opted to make his way to the minstrel’s chambers in the open, there were many corridors that were no longer used but none that led to that particular part of the castle.  There was actually less chance of him being seen in the hall.

In the back of his mind he knew this was dangerous, but the memory of Daemon’s bloodshot eyes and the sound of desperation in his voice was enough to drown out that warning.  Perhaps Clayden could not save Daemon from himself, but he knew someone who could and if it came to a bad end that was something he would pay for at a later date.
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Valeria was roused from a deep sleep by a steady knock upon her door.  “Just a moment,” she called out, fumbling for the lamp on the bedside table.  Hers was a small room, nothing but the bed, the table and a dresser, much like all the other rooms in the minstrel’s chambers.

Once she had the lamp lit, Valeria threw off the covers and put her bare feet on the cold stone floor.  Shivering, she reached for her robe and drew it on as she stepped to the door.  Who could it be at this hour?

“Who is it?”

“The High Priest.”

Valeria stared at the closed door in open-mouthed shock.  She could not even begin to imagine what the High Priest would be doing knocking on her door in the dead of night.  Should she invite him into her room or step out into the communal room she shared with the Court Minstrel and his family?  She wasn’t sure which was proper and decided to let the High Priest lead the matter.  She opened the door.

“What can I do for you, Your Holiness?”

The High Priest’s cool gray eyes gazed back at her from his pale face.  “I apologize for disturbing your rest, but this is urgent.”

Valeria drew her robe closer around her.  The corner fireplace was not lit and there was a cold draft along the floor.  “What is it?”

“The king.”

“The king?”  Valeria felt a slow flush creep up her neck and was glad for the relative darkness of the room.  After the dream from which she’d just been woken, hearing the High Priest speak of the king was entirely unsettling.

“I had a visit from the king tonight,” the High Priest said.  “He was very drunk and in a terrible state.  I’ve seen him grieve before, but not like this.  I fear for his life.”

Valeria
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