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 The Flame of the North

 


Know
this, O King of the Winter:

He must bring
heat to your morning hearth.

He
must bring warmth to her inward parts.

He
must defeat the monster under your floor.

The
one who does this will lift the curse on your only daughter, Hana
the ever young.

They will live
by the deep and bear you an heir for your throne.

This
is the prophecy of the Dragon.

 



 I

 


The day after his
tenth birthday, Mica was told that he was going to live with his
grandfather.

“But
Grandpa is there, Ma,” he protested, pointing at the little boat
that floated in the middle of the sea, as it did almost every
day.

“That’s your father’s father,” Hana explained. “You will be
sent to stay with my father.”

His eyes widened.
He hadn’t realised that he had another set of grandparents, though
it made sense now that he thought about it. “But why?” he asked,
wondering if it was something he had done.

Hana smiled
sadly. “To break the curse.” She refused to say more, insisting
that he was still too young to understand. “I’ll tell you when
you’re older, Mica. Or your grandfather will.”

Mica went to his
father after that, waiting until the latter had docked his boat and
pulled it far up on the shore. Danis just shook his head. “This is
something your ma needs to explain, Mica. It has to do with her
family.”

“But
why now?”

Danis did not
know either, so late that night when they lay in bed together, he
asked her.

She stared up at
the ceiling as she replied. “He is young enough yet to learn to
love the cold, Danis.”

“Is
that all?”

“He
must learn to love my people. For if he does not, how will he rule them?”

“Must
it be him?”

There was a
slight hesitation. “Who else is there?”

Danis was silent
for a while, contemplating the curve of her chin, the short black
hair, the bright, tearful eyes.

“Must
he go alone?”

“No, I
will go with him.” Finally, she turned, looking him in the eye. “I
will be gone a long time, love.”

He smiled and
drew her into his embrace.

 


The next day,
Hana started sewing. Mica was a thin, lithe little boy, dark like
his father, though he had his mother’s big eyes and small frame.
Accustomed to running around barefooted in shorts, half-living in
the waters of the sea, the new clothes she made for him were
strange to his eyes. She made thick shirts with long sleeves that
Mica held up in astonishment. Then there were mittens and socks and
hats, coats and sweaters and pullovers with hoods, and, finally,
thick boots and moccasins. It seemed that there were too many
clothes, and too much of them. But Hana was relentless.

However, when the
time came, Hana could not travel. Her belly had swelled apace with her sewing and her packing, and
she was much too heavy with child to endure the journey. In the
end, after hasty arrangements and sharp, anxious words, Danis
trekked the long road with Mica, who was silent and brooding,
whilst Hana stayed home to wait for the baby to arrive.

“Will
you stay there with me?” Mica asked one night as they sat by their
campfire, warming their hands and burning their meat.

Danis was silent
for a while. “I cannot leave home for too long, Mica. My pa is old
and cannot catch fish as he used to. What would my ma and yours do
then? I will bring you to the King of the Winter and then I will go
home.” He looked at his son’s worried face and his voice softened.
“Once your ma can travel, I will bring her and the babe to
you.”

“When
will that be?” Mica’s voice sounded small to his own ears, though
he tried not to let it quiver.

Danis’ hand was
warm and comforting, but his words were not. “In two months, the
babe will be born. Your mother will need at least six months to
recover and to bond with the babe. We will set out when both of
them are strong enough. They won’t be able to travel as fast as the
two of us can, with our strong bones and little needs, so that trip
may take a long time. But you will likely see us within the
year.”

Mica nodded. A
year seemed a long time without his father or his mother, but in
his mind, he heard his mother’s voice whispering as she always did:
You are a big boy now, Mica, and in time you will grow to be a
man—then you will inherit my father’s kingdom. It seemed like a
good time, Mica thought, to start preparing for that.

They turned in
for the night, Danis laying with his back to the fire as if to watch for danger. Soon, his snores
filled the camp. However, Mica could not sleep. He tossed and
turned for a long time, eventually getting up and walking to the
nearby stream where he drank deeply from the cold, clear
waters.

“It
was not long ago that one like you stood here and sighed too,” a
deep voice said out of the darkness.

Mica
froze.

“His
scent is on you but you are not him.”

Mica recalled the
stories of the Dragon his father had met on the way and the
prophecy he had spoken over him
and his face brightened. “O Great Dragon, do you have any words of
wisdom for me?” His voice came out high and squeaky, falling over
each other in his terror and excitement.

There was a
movement beside him and then a long, terrifying stillness. “You are
not the one.”

“What
do you mean?” Mica cried, but there was no answer. Fear gripped the
boy’s heart and he stumbled back to his bed by the dying fire. His
father stirred, looking up at him bleary-eyed, then dropping back
to sleep when he saw it was only Mica. The sky was beginning to
lighten by the time Mica fell into an uneasy sleep.

 


~

 


It was the
beginning of winter when Danis and Mica arrived in the City. Mica
stared at the tall, leafless trees and gaped at the flakes of white
that dropped from the sky. He put out his hand, shivering as the
first snow melted on his palm. Danis pulled his coat closer and
wrapped his arms around his body. As they walked up the hill
towards the castle, Mica shivered, a feeling of melancholia
settling over him. He wondered what the Dragon had meant. He hadn’t
told his father then—and now it felt too late. There was no turning
back now they were here.

A tall, hawk-eyed
man with a grim face stood waiting
as they walked through the gates. He greeted them and ushered them
into the house.

“May I
inquire about Princess Hana’s health?” the old man asked as they
walked through the high-ceilinged hallways. Mica found him
intimidating, his silver-white hair, pallid skin and rigid stance a
stark contrast with his father’s sunburnt skin and fluid motions.
He hadn’t introduced himself as anything other than The
Steward.

“She
is with child,” Danis replied, a smile blooming on his face for the
first time since they entered the city. “She will come when she and
the babe can travel.”

“Ah.
What wonderful news.”

Mica didn’t think
the Steward sounded especially excited or happy but Danis didn’t
seem to notice. Instead, when they reached their quarters, Danis
closed his door, leaving Mica alone with the cold, stern
Steward.

The Steward
turned a sharp eye to the boy, pausing slightly before saying
quickly to Mica, “Come. I will take you to meet your grandfather.”
Then he turned on his heel and walked off briskly. Mica trotted
obediently after him, soon finding that he had to jog to keep up.
Finally, the Steward stopped in front of a white door.

“You
will find him through here,” he said. He rapped twice on the door,
opened it and gestured for Mica to enter.

Mica stood
uncertainly in the frigid room. It was dark—too dark, for he was
accustomed to the bright scorching sun of his father’s home—and the
air was too still. The door had closed behind him, the lack of
moving air emphasising a strange, musty smell. He wondered why the
Steward had brought him here. There was no one in the
room.

Will
you not say hello?

He looked around
slowly, wondering who had spoken to him. “Hello?”

Come
closer, child.

There was a body
on the dais which he had thought was a statue. Mica stepped closer
carefully. “Are you my grandfather, sir?” he asked the frozen
mummy.

I am
the King of the Winter. Have you come to set me free?

Mica knelt by the
body, gazing down at eyes that had been closed for a very long
time. He took a breath to steady himself and then he recited his
mother’s greetings.

“Honoured father, King of the Winter, Ruler of the North. I,
Hana, Blossom of the Snow and Wife of the Sea, send you my
greetings and my son, bearer of these tidings
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