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It was said that
the City of Winter had been kingless for a hundred
years.

Yet Hana the Ever
Young, Blossom of the Snow, had been eighteen when Danis won her
hand—so how could that be? How indeed, when the King of the Winter
had died when she was yet three, when Hana was now only forty-eight
as she prepared for her daughter’s coronation? But by the reckoning
of the world beyond the North, by the lives of the many young men
who had tried—and failed—to release her, Hana had been eighteen for
more than fifty years, the City of Winter held in stasis until the
curse had been broken.

Danis, son of the
Sun and Sea, contemplated all this as he helped his wife prepare
for their daughter Hono’s coronation. There were many things to do,
most of which needed a strong, young back—but whilst he was still
strong, he was no longer young. He did as best as he could—working
with servants to put up decorations that hung from ceiling to
floor, laying new carpets, watching in astonishment as they re-laid
the floors with ice—until the Steward laid a hand on his shoulder
and reminded him that he was the Consort.

“Highness, a missive from your son.”

Danis took the
parchment from the waiting servant, cringing internally at the
title; after thirty years, he’d given up on asking them to address
him by name. His son Mica wrote that he would travel alone to the
North in a month’s time; Freedom, Mica’s adopted son, would not
attend the coronation. Danis relayed this to Hana.

“Why
am I not surprised?” Hana said with a sigh. “The boy has never
accepted us as his family and Mica still has no wife to help keep
him in order.”

“Mica
does well with Freedom. It is no fault of his that the fire-boy is
uncomfortable with the cold.” Danis massaged his wife’s shoulders,
easing the knots in her tight muscles. “You forget that even Mica
dislikes the weather here.”

“And
you?”

“I
would go where my wife is. It is chilly, but you warm my tired old
bones.”

Hana snorted in
amusement. Danis smiled back, enjoying the easy moment.

Too quickly, Hana
straightened, shrugging off his hands. “Still, I wish Mica would
marry. He is almost thirty—”

“And
is busy raising a son. You will not lack an heir, Hana. Soon
enough, Hono will marry and then there will be a successor for the
throne. Do not worry.”

“I do
not worry—”

“No,
you just smother him. Let Mica and Freedom be for now. It is your
daughter who requires your attention.”

 


~

 


Hono had grown
into a fine, young woman, if a bit serious. She was as fair as her
mother with her father’s tall frame, her dark locks a compromise
between Hana’s thin, fine hair and Danis’ coarser curls. She stood
now in the Painted Hall, frowning at the walls.

“What
are you thinking?”

Hono jumped.
“Pa!” Her hand came to rest over her heart.

“Sorry.” Danis came to stand beside her. “What are you
thinking?”

“That
it’s time for these to go.”

“Why?”

Hono crossed her
arms over her chest. “It’s the final part of the enchantment that
still holds this City.”

“What
do you mean? The Yuki-Onna has been defeated. Even the
fire-creature is gone.”

“I
can still feel its magic. Granduncle taught me, you know. He’s
taught me all he knows of magic, all the enchantments he’s used,
even the ones he’d practiced but had not the strength to master.
I’ve studied Grandfather’s magical texts.” She paused, also
stilling her fingers from twisting the hem of her blouse. “This
hall reeks of enchantment.”

Danis paused for
a moment before asking, “So what would you do?”

She could feel
her cheeks flush as she answered, “I would paint over them, hiding
all evidence. But that’s no use. This enchantment would still live
behind the paint, haunting my every step.”

“What
does your granduncle say?”

“He
gives no advice in this matter.”

“Hm.
Then you would do well to bide your time. Besides, we will not be
using this hall during your coronation.”

Hono nodded. The
Painted Hall, with its depiction of the sea and its creatures, made
her subjects uncomfortable. She often wished they could all come
with her on her annual pilgrimage to her father’s family home in
the South, where she soaked up the sun and plunged into the depths
with her brother Mica by her side, and discover as she had that the
sea creatures were harmless. Mostly.

“How
is Freedom?” she asked, her thoughts turning to the magical
fire-creature-turned-boy that had nearly killed her eleven years
ago.

“Freedom’s fine. He will not be coming, though.”

“He
hates us, doesn’t he?”

“It’s
not your fault.”

“No,
but it is our family’s.”

“The
past is the past, Hono. You can’t change it. You can only work to
right the wrongs.”

Hono opened her
mouth to argue, her shoulders tensing. The words wouldn’t come.
Instead, she shook her head. “Did we do the right
thing?”

“Mica
offered Freedom a new life. A chance to start over in a place where
he could thrive and you let him. How is that wrong?”

Hono could not
help feeling, however, that something was not right. Something was
still unfinished. She just did not know what.

 


Coronation
day—and Hono’s eighteenth birthday—finally came. The young princess
stood on the balcony, heart pounding. On her right was her mother,
regal and assured. On her left, her father smiled, his eyes wide
and wary. Further back, Mica’s face was studiously blank. She
wished she knew what he was thinking. The Steward stood at the fore
speaking to the gathered crowd below, his words slow and sonorous,
a wealth of years in statesmanship on display. Hono only noticed
something was wrong when he stopped mid-sentence.

“Granduncle?”

He didn’t reply,
his gaze fixed on something in the distance.

Hono stepped
forward. “Granduncle? What’s the matter?”

The crowd started
to buzz as the Steward raised his hand, pointing at something on
the horizon.

“He
comes.”

Everyone turned
to look. A dot in the distance resolved into a bird, which soon
morphed into a dragon that wheeled above the castle. The people
shouted and pointed, some cowering, others running. Chaos reigned
below, but the royal family on the balcony observed the dragon
solemnly.

“Listen!” the dragon cried and Danis knew it was the Dragon
who had first called him from the South.

“Listen!” the Dragon bellowed and Mica knew it was the Great
Dragon who once told him no and yet again sent him forth
into the Deep.

“Listen!” the Great Dragon roared and Hono felt its call
resonating in her heart, requiring her to step forth into
Destiny.

Then it was
gone.

“But
what does it mean?” Hono asked. None could answer
her.

The Steward
turned back to the panicking crowd, but there was nothing to be
done. His speech was over.

“Do
not be afraid,” he said instead, holding out his hands wide,
placating. “The Dragon is ever our friend and guide. It was his
prophecy that helped Consort Danis break our curse, that brought
Crown Princess Hono safely to us, and led Prince Mica to release
the volcano at our borders. No harm will come to us.”

They would not
listen.

Hono stepped
forward, stilling the chaos with a wave of her hand.

“My
people—” She stopped, shaking her head. “Friends, I have long felt
that there are enchantments on this city that have yet to be
broken. It seems that the Dragon agrees. Today’s coronation is
postponed until we have heard what the Dragon has to
say.”
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The Dragon was
nowhere to be found. Messengers were sent to the farthest corners
of the City of Winter and into the outer ends of the North, but it
was all in vain.

“I
must go,” Hono said finally, after a week had passed.

“Go
where?” Hana, her mother, asked, worry etched on her
face.

“To
the forest.”

“Alone?”

Hono hesitated.
She did not see any other option.

“How
do you know you will find him there?” Hana pressed.

“Have
you forgotten our family history, Ma?” Mica chided softly. “Where
else could he be?”

“I
must go,” Hono repeated, dread pooling in her belly. She closed her
eyes, attempting to push aside her feelings.

“We
leave at first light tomorrow.”

Hono stared at
her brother. “You don’t need—”

“What? Did you think I’d let you go alone?”

She glared at
him, her lips pressed into a thin line. “I do not need—”

“Besides, it’s on my way home,” he interrupted with a
grin.

“You
aren’t going to stay…?”

“We
don’t know when your coronation is going to be and I’ve been here
far longer than planned. I don’t think Freedom will be fretting at
my absence, but I can’t expect Grandpa and Grandma to take care of
him forever. I’d need to send a messenger anyway, so why not go
myself? If you need me, I’ll continue with you. Otherwise, I’ll
return home until you call for me.”

Hono
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