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CHAPTER ONE










ELSKE STOOD UP from where he was sitting on the bed next to Jannica Barnacus, who was engaged to marry Leon, the crown prince. Someone had just opened the door to Jannica’s bedchamber.

Jannica was wincing currently, hand against her abdomen, feeling a series of cramps that Elske knew were only going to become worse. There was little he could do for her at this point, but it felt wrong to leave her alone, even though his presence there was doing her no favors.

Anyone who came across the future queen in the company of the fae, having what amounted to a miscarriage, would know what had happened here. And the person at the door was doing exactly that, so he regretted that he was still here.

Elske had death magic. He was a death fae. He could wither things that grew, could call in storms, could extinguish flame. He could kill things.

Jannica had been impregnated by the king, Leon’s father Herrick, who had taken the girl’s maidenhead as some kind of twisted revenge considering Jannica’s brother had deflowered Ella, the princess. Herrick’s daughter.

Well, not Herrick’s daughter by blood, admittedly. Ella had been fathered by an ancient stag god named Fadh. Herrick had claimed the girl, however, and she was legitimized by that fact. Herrick treated her like a daughter.

But for that matter, so did Elske.

Catriona, the queen, had three children, each with a different father, but Elske and Herrick were both fathers to them all.

It was perhaps a complicated arrangement, but it was odd how natural it all seemed.

“Chief advisor, you must come at once,” said the person at the door, a servant, face a mask of worry and fear.

“What’s wrong?” said Elske.

“It’s the king,” said the servant. “He’s dead.”

Elske’s heart stopped. He couldn’t breathe.

“Now,” said the servant. “With me.”

“Yes,” said Elske in a strangled, high-pitched voice, and went along with the servant.

Once, when Elske had been only seventeen years old and Herrick had been a young king, the two of them had once descended into the kitchens of the castle demanding a snack worthy of the royal appetite.

The kitchens had been dark and empty except for one scullery maid there, who had winked at the king and told him she couldn’t make anything at all, but that she could slice him some bread and put honey and butter on it, that it was what she had when she had a hunger in the midst of the night, only that she couldn’t do it in the castle, of course, because it would have been considered stealing to eat more than what she was served as part of her wages, which included room and board. When she lived at home, however, she would often get up in the middle of the night and eat half a loaf of bread, which was likely why her mother had kicked her out and sent her off to make her way in the world. Too many mouths, you know, said the scullery maid with a little smile.

And Herrick had changed the rules after that, and said that servants sneaking food must not be punished, and had insisted that there was food rationed out for snacking and eating between meals. (And the scullery maid had ended up in Herrick’s bed, of course.)

Elske had watched the way the king looked at that maid and wondered at it, never allowing himself to be attracted to women, scolding himself out of it, until he laid eyes on Catriona of the Lach and everything inside him fell to pieces.

When he rounded the corner and took her in now, standing over Herrick’s bloodied body, two blood-smeared swords in her hands, her hands red, her forehead smeared here and there with blood from where she’d brushed her hair away from her sweaty brow, he thought she looked like some kind of goddess of death, like some harbinger of the end of days.

She was beautiful.

It was funny he thought of that first and not the shock of Herrick’s mangled body.

No, he’d been told Herrick was dead. He’d been expecting it. And he was devastated, because no matter what had passed between him and the king, how many years had passed and how often they’d hurt each other, no matter what, he loved the king.

And…

Elske was not the only person there. The hallway was full of members of the council and the high-ranking nobility of the realm who were in attendance at court currently. Catriona was standing there, shaking, looking about.

Oh, gods, there was Leon, and he had a fine spray of blood all over his face.

No one was talking. Everyone was gaping down at Herrick’s body. He was face down. There was a bloody wound at his neck. The blood… there was so much blood. It was smeared, tracked through. It was everywhere. It was on the ceiling, the walls, little droplets of it. The floor was a sea of blood, though, a lake of it.

Fuck.

Catriona cleared her throat. “Silence, if you don’t mind.”

No one had been talking. 

She licked her lips. “I, um, didn’t want to move him. I simply called for everyone. Maybe that wasn’t the right thing to do.” She was acting. If she’d been serious, she would have sought out Elske’s gaze across the hallway and her eyes would have pleaded him for help. 

Gods, had Catriona killed Herrick?

He never thought she’d do that.

Catriona, she… well, there were animosities there, between the husband and wife, years of them heaped on each other, but she loved him. Elske knew that she adored Herrick and that she always would, and he could hardly imagine what would have prompted such a thing.

“The king… his head jerked.” She jerked her own head backwards. “The sword was there. It just… happened.” She let out a horrified sob, and she made to bring her hands up to cover her open mouth, but they were full. She was holding the hilts of two swords, one in each hand. She looked down at them, seemingly remembering she had them. “I had the swords. I took them. It was… they were fighting. Not like that, though. I took the swords. They would never have actually have used them on each other. Herrick wouldn’t have… not his son.” She gaped at the swords in her hands.

This was good, Elske thought. She was very believable. Telling the story out of order, not making any sense, seemingly shaken. She was brilliant, his Catriona.

He stepped forward, pushing through the crowd. “Your Majesty,” he said in a stiff and formal voice.

She turned to look at him. “Elske.” She shook herself. “Apologies. Sirra, Chief Advisor to His Majesty, you must be… you must be devastated. I know how you loved him. I can’t even believe…” She looked down at Herrick’s body and tears streamed down her face.

“Who was fighting?” said Elske, playing the part she needed played. It was better if he did it. More controlled that way.

“Well, it wasn’t really a fight,” said Catriona. “They were yelling at each other. Fathers and sons, especially when sons are the age of the prince…” She let out another sob. “The new king. The king is dead, long live the king. Gods smite us.” She cried openly, brokenly, her entire body shaking.

“Catriona,” said Elske, pretending he was losing his own composure. Or perhaps it wasn’t pretend. He wanted to cry too. 

Herrick.

No.

“Excuse me, Your Majesty, look at me,” Elske barked.

Catriona did.

“His Majesty Herrick and His Majesty Leon were fighting?”

“Arguing.” 

“I see,” said Elske.

“Swords came out,” said Catriona. “But not with any intention to use them. I know my husband, and he would never raise a weapon against his own boy, not even if his son… not even over his stupid mistresses.” She twisted up her face at the last.

Elske cleared his throat. “Perhaps the content of the argument isn’t important?”

“No,” said Catriona. “I took the swords, that’s all. I said to him, I said, ‘You do not want to injure our son,’ and he agreed, and he handed it over, and I took Leon’s, and then, I was holding them, and Herrick’s head—he moved his head onto the tip of the—I pulled it back. But… blood…” She looked around, all around at the floor at the blood spattering everything. “I just… I just…”

“It sounds like an accident, Your Majesty,” said Elske softly.

“Yes, sirra,” she said, turning to him, her voice stronger. “It was an accident. A terrible, awful accident, and it couldn’t have been prevented. It just happened.”

“I hardly think we should dwell on that, then,” said Elske.

“I was holding the sword,” she wailed. “If I hadn’t… if it hadn’t been there—”

“An accident, Your Majesty.” Elske went to her and wrenched the swords from her hands. He held them out to the nearest person, who shied away from them, but Elske insisted, thrusting them against the vikee’s hands. “Someone get rid of these. Melt them down. Bury them. I don’t care. Gone.”

“Yes,” spoke up a council member. “Indeed, that’s the thing to do.”

Elske put his arm around Catriona. “With me. And the new king.” He nodded at Leon, who was dull, looking at his shoes. At Elske’s pronouncement, he started, letting out a sound like a whimper. “With me, Leon,” whispered Elske.

Leon shuffled closer.

Elske pushed Catriona at him. “See to your mother.”

Leon blinked, confused, and then woodenly draped an arm over his mother’s shoulder, his face settling back into the dull expression from before.

Oh, gods. It hadn’t been Catriona at all, had it?

Fuck.

Elske turned to the gathered assembly. “We need the body taken, cleaned, prepared for a pyre. We need this hallway scrubbed, every inch of it, immediately. I must see to the queen and the new king. I must see to the prince and princess. And there must be someone who can inform the king’s mistresses and children.” He looked through the crowd. “Sansford.”

“Me?” said the Brith of Sansford. “I mean, of course. I will see to that immediately.”

“We are in mourning,” said Elske. “The entire palace. All formal dinners, all assemblies in the throne room are hereby suspended. Everyone in blacks until the funeral.” Then he turned back to Catriona and Leon and propelled them up the hallway, away from the gathered throng, who had the decency not to break into frantic conversation until after they had rounded a corner.

He escorted them to the part of the castle where the royal chambers were kept and Catriona went to her rooms on her own. She put a hand on Elske’s chest. “Go with him? See that he gets cleaned up? Help him, Elske?”

Elske felt his throat tighten. He wanted to cry. He needed to cry. He was falling apart here.

Herrick.

“Yes, of course,” he whispered. He leaned close, and he did something he hadn’t done in a long time, because it had been expressly forbidden by Herrick. He spoke to her in her own language, the language of Gaen, which no one else spoke in the castle. “He killed him over Jannica?”

She licked her lips, looking at her son, who was so dull he hadn’t recognized the other language, or hadn’t reacted anyway. “I don’t know if he knows why he did it. He said ‘rape’ a lot, Elske, and I fear you have put that in his head. You haven’t discouraged his fantasies about justice and Fadh, since you share them—”

“Fadh deserves—”

“Oh, never mind it. Anyway, he is at that age in which everything is either black or white, and he put his own father into the black category, and I… It was so fast. I don’t know if he even thought before he moved.”

“I see.”

“I love you. Please, help him.”

“I love you, too. I love Leon. He is like my own. You know that.”

She nodded.

He dragged a hand over his face and then turned to Leon. He switched back to speaking in Emmessian. “Come, Your Majesty. Let’s wash the blood from your skin.”

Leon looked up at him then. He nodded once.

They left Catriona to get herself cleaned up and went on to Leon’s quarters. 

Leon stood in the midst of the room, unmoving.

Elske called for a bath to be drawn and helped Leon’s manservant undress the young king. He started to shiver as his clothes were removed, so they ushered him into the hot bath, but it didn’t help.

Leon lay back, eyes closed, head resting on the lip of the tub, his teeth chattering.

Elske had them scrub him, and then he called for a new tub, clean, full of hot water, and he had Leon moved in there, to the hot, clean water.

Then he dismissed everyone and sat down next to the tub.

“Look at me, Leon.”

Leon kept his eyes closed.

A long space of silence passed.

Finally, Elske spoke again. “Do you understand what your mother said out there? You will need to be able to verify her version of events. Do you know what that version is?”

“Were you and my father lovers?” Leon’s voice was gravelly.

Elske winced, jerking to his feet.

Leon opened his eyes, looking up at him, blinking.

“Not in a long time,” Elske found himself saying, instead of a patent denial. What was wrong with him?

Leon shut his eyes again. Now, his voice cracked. “Do you hate me?”

Elske sat back down and seized one of Leon’s hands in both of his hands. He gripped the young king’s wet and wrinkly skin tightly and spoke in a low and urgent voice. “I could never hate you. Never. I love you, Leon, more than life. I love you as a son. There’s nothing you could do—”

“I didn’t mean to do it.” Leon sounded small and frightened, like a little boy. 

“It was an accident?”

“No, I suppose I…” Leon sniffed. He tugged his hand out of Elske’s and then sat up in the tub, letting out one last shiver and then going still. “I intended to challenge him to a duel, but he refused, and then… it came over me, all at once, like a curtain of rage, and I stabbed him. But then…” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Then I wished I hadn’t done it.”

Elske was quiet. He knew this feeling, knew it from the mangled body of Gisila. Except that had been an accident. Well… he’d been terrified. The magic he’d poured into her…

It wasn’t exactly the same thing, however.

He regarded Leon. “I forgive you. Is that what you’d like to hear?”

Leon pointedly looked away.

It was quiet.

Leon cleared his throat, voice stronger. “She said that His Majesty did it to himself,” he said. “That’s what my mother said. That it was an accident and that he accidentally drove the sword into his own neck.”

“Yes,” said Elske.

“I won’t contradict it,” said Leon.

“Good,” said Elske.

More silence.

“You can go,” said Leon.

“No, I don’t need to,” said Elske. “You shouldn’t be alone right now—”

“I just want to go to sleep,” said Leon. “You can tell the servants to come back to collect this tub on your way out?”

“Perhaps we should talk more about—”

“I’m the king now, aren’t I? Don’t you have to do what I say?”

Elske pressed his lips together. “I don’t think you’ll find it works quite like that.”

Leon laughed softly. “No, I suppose not. You never did what His Majesty asked you to do either. What Herrick asked you to do.” The use of the dead king’s first name was deliberate. Leon didn’t want to acknowledge the familial connection between them. “But truly, Elske, I am tired.” He pushed himself up out of the bath.

Elske averted his eyes from the water dripping off of Leon’s naked body.

“You don’t… are you attracted to men? To me?”

“I’m attracted to your mother,” Elske muttered. “And you’re a child.”

“I’m not a child,” said Leon, indignant. “But I suppose that’s reassuring. And you and my mother? The two of you could get married now, couldn’t you?”

Elske’s heart stopped. Marry Catriona? His mouth was suddenly dry at the thought of it. They could sleep in the same quarters. They could walk through the halls hand-in-hand. They could—he could kiss her sometimes, not often, but sometimes, anywhere he wished, no matter who was looking. 

“You can look up now.”

Elske raised his gaze to see that Leon was swathed in a robe, his hair wet and dripping around his face. 

Leon picked up a towel and began to rub his face and hair with it. His voice was muffled. “I told you to go, though, didn’t I? You’re still here.”

“Are you really going to sleep?”

“I find myself to be incredibly exhausted,” said Leon. “I know it’s only late afternoon, but… yes.”

Elske considered. “Well, all right.”

“How is Jannica?” 

“She, er, I suppose I was interrupted,” said Elske. “She should likely have a midwife. She’ll have to expel your father’s… well, anyway, she’ll need time to recover.”

“So, she had you get rid of it, then.” Leon went and sat down on the side of his bed, still toweling his hair. “I suppose that’s better.” He lowered the towel, crumpling it in both of his hands, and talked to it instead of Elske. “I’d like to be able to release her from all of it. But I can’t, can I, not in the wake of all of this? The court, everything will be in an uproar, and whatever we can do to preserve the familiar must be done. What is already decided must be done. She has to marry me.” 

“I think she wants to marry you,” said Elske. “What woman wouldn’t want to be queen?”

“I’d like to promise her that I won’t touch her, that I’ll never touch her, that she has nothing to fear from me, but I can’t promise that either, can I, because eventually, there must be an heir, and so, I will have to.”

“This is not something you need to worry about,” said Elske. 

Leon lifted his gaze. “What do I say to her? I should see her. I should go to her, probably now, because she’s reeling from going through the difficulty of—”

“Not now,” said Elske. “She is suffering a miscarriage now, one that must be kept quiet if her reputation is to remain intact. I will go and see to all of that. You rest.”

Leon surveyed him for some time. Then he nodded and dropped his gaze again. “All right, yes. What would I do without you, Elske?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’m not going anywhere.”




















CHAPTER TWO










CATRIONA EXPECTED TO find Elske with her son, but after insisting the guards on Leon’s room allow her to enter, what she found was her son, fast asleep, curled up in a ball on top of the covers on his bed, wrapped in robes, his hair still wet.

He looked so like a little boy that her heart squeezed and nearly shattered.

She wanted to go and gather him into her arms, pull him tight against her, smooth back his hair and kiss his forehead, and whisper, “Mama’s here. Don’t worry, now, darling.”

She just stood there.

If she touched him, he’d wake.

He likely needed to sleep.

She left him to do that.

And then began to seek Elske, which was not an easy task, for he’d not told anyone where he was going. She inquired here and there, but even people who had seen him had not paid him enough mind to be sure what direction he was going in the hallways or anything useful.

Eventually, however, she realized that he must have gone to see to Jannica, and she went to that part of the palace, where she happened upon Elske, leaving Jannica’s bedchamber.

“There you are,” she said.

“I brought a midwife, but now I’m no longer needed,” he said, motioning with his head for her to follow him.

They walked out of Jannica’s chambers and into an empty hallway.

Elske spoke again, keeping his voice low, even though there was no one around to overhear. “But the official story is that Jannica is having a very painful monthly bleeding, and that we are simply to say that she is unwell. If anyone inquires, we can admit, embarrassedly, that she is having female troubles, and hopefully no one will inquire further into it. I thought it accounted for a midwife as well.”

“But that you fetched the midwife?”

“Leon asked me to,” said Elske. 

“Because he knows about his intended’s bleeding?” said Catriona.

“Because he had tried to visit her earlier and been turned away, and had been so intent upon knowing what was wrong that he had gotten the story out of them about her struggles,” said Elske.

Catriona nodded. “Yes, all right. I suppose that explains it all. Very good.”

Elske suddenly reached down and took her hand in his.

She was startled, not used to any sort of public intimacy from him. Her first instinct was to pull her hand away.

He wouldn’t let her. He brought it to his mouth and kissed her knuckles.

“Elske! Someone might see.”

He chuckled, letting go of her. “There is no one here.”

“We must not be reckless,” she said, picking up the pace.

He chuckled again.

She turned to look at him. “I am quite serious. If we are suddenly open about our relationship, people will suspect we had something to do with the king’s death.”

“People are going to suspect that regardless,” said Elske.

“Yes, but if we are… well, we can’t be.” 

“All right,” he said. “I can wait.”

She gave him a look, then. 

“Well, eventually, Catriona, we can be together,” he said. “Finally. After all this time.”

She only blinked.

He laughed again. “Oh, all right, never mind. I should have known you wouldn’t want it.”

“I didn’t say that,” she breathed. “Let’s not talk of it here.” She looked around the hallway. 

“It’s too soon to talk of it at all,” he said. “We must… we must talk of Herrick.”

She nodded.

He nodded.

They walked through the hallways in silence.

They went to the council room off the throne room, and they both settled down at opposite ends of the table, sitting far away from the other, not touching. They could have gone to either of their bedchambers, or to a sitting room, or any such place, but somehow, this had seemed safer and more neutral. 

Likely no one was paying attention to them right now. Everyone was in a flurry to see to their own expressions of mourning. It would be a competition, undoubtedly, which courtiers could outdo the other in their clothing and the flowers gathered for the funeral or the speeches given at the pyre.

But if someone was paying attention, the idea that they’d go to a bedchamber together hours after the king’s death?

Well, the council room was a better place to go.

“Should I explain to you what happened?” said Catriona.

“I think I have the right of it all,” he said. 

“Do you have any questions?”

“He accused Herrick of raping Jannica?”

“Yes.”

“And Herrick denied it?”

“Herrick was very apologetic about a number of things,” said Catriona. “He… I haven’t seen him that way in quite some time. He loved Leon. He didn’t always express it, but he loved him.”

“Of course he did,” said Elske.

“He just… if he could have said half of the things he said to Leon earlier, if he could have come to the boy and repented, mended things between them…” Catriona felt tears come to her eyes. “But he didn’t. So… so, this is what comes of it all.”

“You think Herrick brought it on himself?”

Catriona shook her head. “I guess I shouldn’t say that. But gods smite us all, Elske, how am I to live with all of this? Leon has never been violent. We used to have to force him to go to his fencing lessons, and he wouldn’t put any effort into them at all. Watching him, yanking out his sword, demanding satisfaction from his father, it was as if I didn’t even know him.”

“Perhaps we have both been too preoccupied with a number of things, and we have not paid nearly enough attention to Leon.”

“Elske, I would say that I’m the closest to him of all my children. Perhaps I’m simply a terrible mother—”

“None of that. You would do anything for your children—”

“Yes, but I got us into this mess, didn’t I? What was I thinking, marrying a girl that Herrick had deflowered to Leon, after everything?” Leon had once had a very close relationship with a strumpet. He had been but fourteen, and everyone had decided it was unhealthy and should end. Herrick had taken it upon himself to show Leon how easy it was to command the strumpet’s attentions by kissing her and touching her himself. Leon had witnessed this and had been destroyed by it.

“You were trying to juggle a number of things. Herrick was being horrific. He had me locked in the dungeons.”

“I know, and I was desperate, but I was also… I enjoyed myself to some extent. I like scheming, and I was proud of myself for how neat it was, how I used all the missing pieces to our advantage, and the one thing I didn’t think of was our own sweet baby boy—”

“Catriona, he is not a baby.”

“But he is not a man either,” she said. “He is being treated as if he is a man, but he is not. He is not ready for such things, and now he must take over an entire kingdom—”

“We’re here for him,” said Elske. “That part will all go smoothly, I think. We needn’t worry. And he is… he is good. He is concerned for Jannica to a degree that I think speaks highly of his compassion and his—”

“If he’s good, why did he kill his father in cold blood?” The words burst out of her.

Elske fixed her with his gaze, searching her expression. There was a long pause. “Is that the way it was?”

“I-it surprised me badly.” Her hands started to tremble. She clasped them together in her lap. “It seemed to come out of nowhere. He just… did it.”

“Did Herrick provoke him?”

“No.” She considered. “Well, perhaps accidentally. Herrick would not admit that any harm had been done to Jannica, and he was intent on stopping her from getting rid of his child. You know how he is about children.” A pause. “Was. How he was.” And then Catriona dropped her head and began to sob, out of nowhere. The tears came in for her like an autumn rain storm, ripping all the colored leaves from the branches, a whirlwind of movement and destruction.

Elske got up and came to her. He made to pull her out of her chair and into his arms.

But she fought him off, shaking her head. “No, no, we came here for a reason. We mustn’t—”

“Catriona, if I am comforting you when you are crying, I can’t think people will think it is anything more than that.” Tears were leaking out of his eyes too.

She saw that and stood up to embrace him.

They leaned into each other, embracing as they cried together.

It went on for some time, just waves of pain and sadness coming through them like gales of wind.

Eventually, they both quieted and sat back.

Catriona sniffled and her breath hitched as she studied the wood grain of the council table. “He was the sun, Elske. He was the center of everything. He held it all together. What will we be without him?”

“He hasn’t been the sun in a long time,” countered Elske.

She stared at the wood grain. “You’re just saying that because he’s dead and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

“I loved him my whole life,” said Elske. He considered. “Well, most of my life. We grew close in late boyhood. I have lived my whole life in tandem with his. Whatever has been important to him has been important to me. And I feel…”

“What?” she said when he didn’t continue.

“I was going to say that I feel lost and adrift and empty,” said Elske. “But… the truth is… I feel free.”

She only eyed him.

“You’re horrified,” said Elske.

She shook her head. “No. Nothing you do horrifies me. You are safe to admit anything to me, my love.” 

“I will miss him,” said Elske. “The thought of his being gone, it settles in my soul like an ache. I can’t… he was my best friend.”

“My husband,” she whispered. Though it was true he hadn’t performed the role of husband much to her in recent years. He’d had his other women. She’d had Elske. They’d been king and queen, but it hadn’t been like the beginning, not at all.

She and Elske were both quiet.










CATRIONA STOOD IN the doorway to the nursery.

Ella was sitting on one of the small beds where she used to sleep. Soli was crouched on the floor staring at a box of blocks he had seemingly dragged over from their spot on a shelf nearby. Neither of them looked at her.

She shut the door. Loudly.

Still nothing from her children.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Perhaps we should have met elsewhere. I don’t know why I said to summon you both to the nursery.”

“Where’s Leon?” said Soli in a grating voice.

“He’s asleep,” she said. “He… it was quite a shock. He had… blood all over his—” Her voice cracked. “I did not wish to disturb him.”

“It really was an accident, then?” said Ella to the pillow on the bed.

“Why would you suggest otherwise?” Catriona registered that she sounded indignant, too defensive.

Ella glanced at Soli. “Leon hated Dada,” she whispered.

Soli looked at Ella, and then over to his mother. “Leon wouldn’t do something like that.”

“No, he would not,” said Catriona.

Soli dumped out the box of blocks with a clatter.

Catriona jumped.

Ella flinched.

For several moments, it was quiet as Soli began to stack block on top of block. He was making a tower. He was only eleven years old. Perhaps he wasn’t even too old for blocks, though he had abandoned the nursery quite young. Soli had been very close to Herrick, though Soli was not his son by blood. Soli was Elske’s son, though he didn’t know this. He was Herrick’s acknowledged legitimate son, prince, second in line to the throne, and he had no notion of anything different. With the way that Herrick had doted on him, taking him on hunting trips, bringing him along when he caroused with others, slapping Soli’s shoulder proudly and saying, What a boy my son is, Soli would never have had a chance to doubt it.

“He did hate him though,” Soli said in a low voice. “He hated him very, very much, and he made no secret of it. So, I imagine, all told, he’s rather pleased.”

“Of course he isn’t,” said Catriona, still sounding defensive. She wrung out her hands. “Oh, Soli, my sweet one, do you… perhaps you’d like a hug?”

Soli shook his head. “No.”

Ella got up from the bed and came over to her mother, sniffling, arms wide.

Catriona embraced her daughter tightly.

Ella sobbed into Catriona’s shoulder, her whole body wracked with sadness.

Catriona rubbed her back.

Soli looked up at her over his block tower. Catriona realized how used she was to seeing her youngest son’s smile. He was named after the sun god Soliee, and the name had seemed to dictate his sunny personality, always smiling, always excited. He looked so sad now, so shattered.

“Oh, Soli,” said Catriona, her voice wavering. “How you will miss him. How it will change everything for you, my own one. Please, come here. I am so sorry this has happened to you.”

“Is it your fault, then?” Soli went back to the blocks.

“No, it was an accident,” said Catriona. She considered. “But… oh, I don’t know. He was angry. Leon was angry, and it was my fault that they were arguing, and—”

Ella drew back. “I heard it was over mistresses. We all thought that Leon had taken one of Dada’s women.”

“No, I said that, but…” Catriona shook her head. “No, I simply… I couldn’t ruin Jannica’s reputation if she is to be the queen, and the truth is your father…”

“Oh,” said Ella, blinking. “B-but… then it’s my fault.”

“No, Ella, it’s not your fault,” said Catriona.

“But he went after her because she is Danien’s sister,” said Ella. It was true that Ella’s attempt to elope with the son of the Marcee of Vismouth, Danien, had resulted in tragedy. Ella had changed her mind. Danien had refused to release her. Ella’s magic had gotten away from her and she’d killed them all. Ella was very powerful since her father was an ancient stag god. “Dada did it as revenge. To ruin their eldest daughter just as he thought I was ruined.” Ella wrapped her arms around her own midsection. “He still loved me after all, didn’t he?”

“Oh, Ella, of course he loved you. And to take that as a sign of his love—”

“It’s just the way Dada was,” said Ella. “He wasn’t as… as evolved as Pepe, to be true, but he cared just as much.” By Pepe, she meant Elske.

Catriona didn’t dispute this. She only nodded, feeling horrible.

“I knew Leon would never do that,” said Soli quietly.

“Never do what?” said Ella.

“Take one of Dada’s women,” said Soli. “It would never occur to him, though it’s the sort of thing Dada would do if he was in that position. He would have respected it. Leon never understood Dada, that’s the problem. Leon’s too much like Pepe.” 

Catriona wasn’t even sure what to say to this.

Soli stood up. He kicked over his block tower. 

The noise was loud.

Catriona started again, and Ella winced again.

Soli kicked at the scattered blocks. He looked at his mother and sister. “Is that all, then?”

“Do you have somewhere you need to be?” said Catriona.

“I’d like to go kill something,” said Soli woodenly. “Something big. Perhaps a deer. Or I’ve heard there’s a herd of bison nearby. I’ll have one of the bulls, I think.” 

Catriona swallowed. “W-well, if that’s what you’d like to do.”

“It is.” Soli glanced at her. “Objections, Mama?”

“No,” said Catriona. “But even if you don’t want a hug, I might need one. Do you think you could…?”

“Ella can hug you,” said Soli, squaring up his shoulders, looking a bit like a bull himself, and stalking out of the nursery, leaving the blocks scattered all over the floor.










CHAPTER THREE




“I’VE BEEN THINKING.” Leon was pacing in front of the fire in the outer chamber of his quarters, and Elske kept thinking about how much he looked like Herrick, how much he resembled his friend when they had both been young. “I’ve been thinking it was a sort of justice.”

Elske blinked at him. “What was justice, Your Majesty?” Leon had summoned him here. They’d all just come from the funeral pyre. It had been a grueling affair, various dukees and vikees speaking at length in long elegies about the king, all of it given with that kind of sickly sweet praise that is often heaped upon the dead, as if they never did anything wrong.

“Killing Herrick,” said Leon, stopping to look at Elske. “I know we had to present it otherwise, for people in the court do not think the way you and I do, but I think we both know what sort of man he was.”

Elske shook his head slowly. “I’m not sure I’m with you, I’m afraid.”

“He did violence to women,” said Leon. “Numerous women, over generations, and nothing could be done about it.”

Elske tilted his head to one side. “Violence? I don’t know, Leon, that’s putting it strongly.”

“He coerced them with his status. They were unable to say no. And that is not any different than coercing them with force,” said Leon. “He had done it to my own intended, to my future wife, and if it had been any other situation, I’d have been utterly justified in what I did.”

Elske shifted on his feet.

Leon glared at him. “You’re the one who opened my eyes to this, Elske, to seeing this everywhere in our society. You’re the one who showed me how it was that men treat women—”

“Look, I think… it would be one thing if Jannica termed it violence,” said Elske. “But she does not—”

“That is because she has been told she shares blame.”

“By both accounts, she did acquiesce after being told that she was free to say no.”

“But she didn’t believe that she could say no.”

“Well… from Herrick’s perspective, he is simply supposed to infer this?”

“He is the king. He should know—”

“So, by virtue of Herrick’s position, he must assume that every woman he tries to bed is incapable of consent? So, he must what? Abstain? You are the king now, can any woman refuse you? Will you abstain?”

Leon’s jaw worked.

“Leon…” Elske closed the distance between them and he put both of his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “Leon, I don’t blame you. He was horrible to you, and he was your father. He should have been… he should have been good to you.” Elske felt tears come to his eyes at this, at the hurt this boy had felt from Herrick, hurt that hurt Elske too because of how deeply
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