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Far to the north lies the Kingdom of Frost, a
magical land where every elf knows a minor spell or two, but only
the best go to Mage school; and only the brightest come out. King
Jack and his Mages work great feats of magic, shrouding the Earth
in ice and snow. No others are held in such regard; not the Father
of Christmas, not the Ice Queen of old, not even Old Man Winter,
himself...

And certainly not the King's oldest son, an
ill-tempered teen with barely any ice magic, at all.
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"Out of the way, boy!"

The snide nasal whine echoed up the great
hall.

Prince Darrell turned and squinted into a
golden glare filling the far end of the marble hallway. A dark
shadow approached—the gnarled silhouette of Minister Baldwin,
hunched over and shambling up the polished floor with his tall
staff tapping out a steady beat in time to the stamping of a stiff
leg.

"It's been two months, Minister! What's
taking so long? When are you planning on rescuing my sister?"

"Mage's work is none of your concern, boy,"
Baldwin said, waving his free arm in front of himself as if to push
aside a troublesome nuisance, or perhaps a bad smell. "Out of my
way!"

A soft voice that Darrell instantly
recognized filled the hall. "Do as he says, Dear."

"As you wish, Mother."

Darrell struggled to curb his anger, stepping
aside and nodding to the minister with barely concealed contempt.
Baldwin waddled by beneath a fur-lined cloak, turning his head as
he passed and exposing the side of his face to the sun. One large
yellow eye glared at Darrell from beneath a brown-stained purple
hat. A jagged scar ran across his wrinkled cheek, from the base of
his green, pointed ear to the corner of his thin mouth. There was
easily enough room for five people in the corridor and no reason
for him to have made such a fuss, except for the fact that he was
nasty.

And old.

Darrell watched a moment longer as Baldwin
shuffled toward the locked doors of his father's council chambers.
Then, turning to greet his mother, he caught a whiff of Baldwin's
passing—warm, sour milk on an unwashed body. His welcoming smile
froze. His eyes teared. Perhaps the Minister hadn't been waving his
hand just to clear Darrell from his path, after all.

Darrell quickstepped past tapestries of
ancient battles and long-dead heroes hanging on the high walls,
moving swiftly down the shining corridor to kiss his mother's
hand—and to find a little clean air.

"You look lovely this morning, Mother," he
said. "That must be a new gown," he added, spreading her
hands and leaning back to admire the flowing blue robe and the
silver belt that complemented her slight frame and long silver
hair.

"Thank you, Darrell, but you'll not change
the subject that easily." Pulling his neck down, she pressed her
forehead to his before looking up with a sparkle in her blue eyes
that made it very hard for him to remain angry. "Try not to
antagonize the Mages."

"Why not?" he asked, shaking his head in
disgust. "I've heard enough of their nonsense. They're not going to
rescue Dawn from Old Man Winter. I read it in his eyes."

"That's King Winter to you," she
said.

A few weeks earlier, he might have accepted
the rebuke. Today, he held her gaze. He was right, and she knew
it.

"Holding a little girl hostage? I'll consider
adding a title once he considers acting like a king," he said,
level and calm.

"How did you manage to get in here?" his
mother asked, looking away and changing the subject. Taking his
elbow, she walked him from the hall. "Were the doors not
locked?"

Darrell snorted. "Of course. I opened them
the same way that I pass all my little tests. Slight of hand,
Mother... and these." He reached into his tunic and produced a pair
of slim ice picks. Two more lined his half boots, with a whole raft
of burgling tools hidden in his cloak.

"I've asked you not to do that," she said in
a pained voice, waving her hand absently behind them. The
ornately-carved double doors obediently closed and the muffled
click of a latch snapping shut echoed from the other side.

"So you have, Mother, but have you considered
what my life would be like if anyone found out that I don't even
have enough magic to open a stupid door?"

"You are your father's son," she said simply,
leading him into a musical garden. Rainbow shadows cast by crystal
trees danced on neatly trimmed alpine grass, or played beneath
bushes of tiny red flowers. Figurines of sculpted ice adorned the
grounds, characters from mythology carrying flutes and lyres that
came alive with the blowing of the gentle breeze. "You have magic.
You simply need to learn how to focus."
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