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  One

F
ilip stood beside a horse with a thick body and stocky legs corded with muscle. Its coat shone with light colors of near-white in some places and yellowish-brown in others. The white and black strands of the mane and tail were shaggy but well-maintained. He patted his mount's neck while his other hand ran a brush down one flank. "Thank you for a wonderful ride today, Jostein."

		A soft smile graced his face as he looked up at the steed, but his attention became distracted almost immediately when he spotted the red glow of a digital clock hanging overhead outside the stall. It brought him back to reality, and he hated it on principle. He wanted to spend more time riding and less time dealing with everything else. His responsibilities to his family wore on him. Most days, he couldn't stop himself from considering the prospect of abdicating his title. Then again, what point did it serve? As the seventh son of King and Queen Magnusson, he stood little to no chance of ever ascending to the throne. He shook his head to clear away the thoughts. Maybe if he stopped thinking about it, the world could melt away. He'd become a normal man with mundane problems.

	"Oi! Fil!" a throaty, feminine voice called out from the other side of the stables.

	He glanced over at the woman and laughed. She somehow got herself covered in mud. "What's your damage, Ylva?"

	"Your brother," she said, stomping forward and leaning on the door of the stall. "He rode by me on that damn wild beast of his and got my nice duds dirty."

	"You know what my mother would say if she heard you talking like this."

	"Yeah, yeah. Leave the old bag up to me. I've known her since before you were born. I can handle her." Her chuckle filled the stables before the air grew silent and tense, almost cold, all the levity snuffed out like a candle flame.

	"The queen wants to see ya for yer lessons," she said under her breath.

	His hand stopped moving across Jostein's coat. "Got it." A breath of air puffed out of him, and the warmth inside him went with it. "Have you ever longed for home, Ylva?"

	"You are home, Filip." She glanced all around them. "Your family owns this estate and everything around it for miles."

	He shook his head. "No, not like that. I might live here, but this place isn't my home, not by a long shot."

	Ylva nodded once slowly. "I think I understand your meaning." She placed a hand on his shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. "Whatever or wherever your home is, I know you'll find it someday. Now, go on. You and I both know it's best not ta keep her waiting."

	"Yeah," he said, handing Jostein's brush over to the woman before taking measured strides towards the door. Each step filled him with dread. Still, he pressed forward. He loathed his etiquette and manners lessons more than anything else. Actually, no. He hated social events even more. People sucked. He'd rather spend his time with animals.

	As he stepped outside, the afternoon sun washed over his face and he paused to enjoy the simple feeling of it. The warmth of the rays filled him. He took a deep breath as a cool breeze wafted through his hair. If he could channel the strength the sun and wind brought him, he could get through the next hour. At least, his lessons were brief.

	He could do this.

	He took another step forward to walk through the yard, and hooves pounded nearby. His eyes darted around, and he jumped backward out of instinct. A grunt escaped him as he hit the wall of the stables with the force of his body weight. "Hey!" he shouted at his eldest brother, Noah, as he stampeded by on his horse. "You're going to hurt someone with your feral stallion, dipshit!"

	"Sounds like you're jealous, widdle Filip," Noah said with a sneer as he urged his horse to stop. "Not everybody can handle an animal like this."

	Filip's hands turned into tight fists at his sides, and the skin at his knuckles became white. "I'm of age as of last week, smartass. You're lucky mother called for me, or I would show you."

	A cocky laugh filled the air. "You don't act like it, kid. And you'll show me? I dare you. Why don't we come out here tonight, and you can show me then?"

	"Fucking bet!"

	One of Noah's lips tipped upwards, and a haughty look graced his defined cheekbones and square jawline, which almost perfectly mirrored his youngest brother's. "See you then, little brother!"

	Filip could feel eyes on him as he stormed off. His feet pounded into the dirt beneath him, and when he made it into the manor, the seething rage he felt over his brother's words distracted him from the propriety and manners his mother drilled into him. He walked through the great room where a TV played a news story which didn't grab his attention. By the time he made it to the sitting room, a trail of muddy footprints trailed behind him. He stopped at the door and bowed shallowly. "I'm sorry for the delay, lady mother."

	The queen closed a book and replaced it on the shelf. A soft, genuine smile graced her features as she turned her attention towards her youngest son. Her eyes began by meeting Filip's, before she assessed his clothing and discovered the disastrous wake of muck and grime following his tracks into the room. Her smile morphed into a horrified grimace, and one of her hands covered her mouth as she forced herself to remain calm. "Filip Magnusson, when I call for your lessons, I expect a modicum of decorum," she said while her eyes remained glued on the irreparably stained rug he stood upon. She loved the rug. It really brought the room together.

	"What are you talking about?" he asked, looking down at himself. Before today, attending his lessons in riding gear was never a problem. A few brown marks on his white shirt caught his attention, and he realized Noah's horse must've kicked up dirt when they barrelled by earlier. He exhaled a puff of air. "I'm sorry, mother. I didn't notice the dirt Noah's horse kicked up. It won't happen again."

	Her lips pursed, and her attention remained on the floor rather than his clothing. "I do not care about your clothes. Those things are easily cleaned and replaceable. The rug you are standing on, however-" she trailed off. After a moment, she inhaled and continued speaking in a strained tone, "Was one of a kind."

	Filip's stomach bottomed out in his gut. The sinking feeling filled him with foreboding as his eyes traced down further until they noticed his boots, covered in muck from the stables. "Oh, shit," he said, taking a step back off of the rug and onto the wood floor behind it. "I- I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to-"

	"Bite your tongue, young man. I know I have taught you better. Your riding boots are to remain outside by the stables, and you should switch to a more appropriate shoe inside. Do you not remember?"

	Filip felt sick to his stomach. Noah goaded him into this. His brother knew what might happen if he didn't think to remove his shoes before entering the estate. He did this in order to hurt him. His own brother! What point did it serve? Where was the sense in hurting their mother like this? He realized it then. Noah argued with their parents last week over an invitation to King Haraldsson's ball for his youngest daughter, Astrid. He didn't want all of their siblings to go. Now, he would suffer the consequences of the manipulation.

	"Wait, no. Mother, I can explain. This is Noah's fault. He made me angry, and-"

	"And what? Are you insinuating your brother angered you on purpose? What is this childish nonsense? You are talking about the future king of Magnen, Filip. This is not a becoming look on you. I thought you were better than this."

	His mother's words cut like a knife. The disappointment rang clear in her tone. He could hear the accusation, and he realized there was no point in arguing. "Please, mother. Listen to reason. Noah didn't want me to go to the ball, right? He's using-" A sharp stinging stopped Filip's words in their tracks. The resounding smack of a hand striking flesh brought the room to abrupt silence.

	"I cannot believe you could blame your brother for your own irresponsibility. I taught you better," she said so quietly it made him strain his ears to hear. "Go to your room. There will be no lessons today."

	"But-"

	She held up a hand to stop him from speaking. "I will not hear it. Go."

	His face screwed up into

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	cover.jpeg










images/AnatomicalHeart.jpeg





