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(…) When the flakes of snow were falling
like feathers from the sky, a queen sat at a window sewing, and the
frame of the window was made of black ebony. And whilst she was
sewing and looking out of the window at the snow, she pricked her
finger with the needle, and three drops of blood fell upon the
snow. And the red looked pretty upon the white snow, and she
thought to herself, “would that I had a child as white as snow, as
red as blood, and as black as the wood of the
window-frame.”


CHAPTER
ONE.

 THE PRINCE’S UNCLE.


Mr and Mrs Dursley, of number
four, Privet Drive, – no.

Look, I didn’t
want to be a
half- –
no.

A young man stands
in his
– nope.

I’m here to talk to you
about the
Aveng –
nah.

I'd never given much thought to
how I would – hell
no!


Damn it, why is it so hard to
find a decent opening line for a story nowadays?

Sometimes it
feels like all the
good first chapters are already taken!

…Wait,
hold on. I think I got something.

Yeah, this will definitely
work.

Let’s try it
again, shall
we?


* * *


Once Upon A
Time…

In a faraway kingdom that went by the name
of Nix, the life of a young man was about to be turned upside
down.

It all started on a dim, grey morning of
winter, on the last days of Miöne, the fifth month of our holy
calendar. Usually, for the people of Nix, winter meant
bone-shattering cold and three metres of snow covering everything
everywhere, but spring was just around the corner and even Mother
Nature had decided to give them a rest. The good winds were blowing
earlier that year, and though the sky was still covered in dark
clouds, the first new leaves had already started to pop up here and
there, changing the White Valleys into healthy shade of
green.

In the
village,
windows had been opened to let the fresh air in. Children were
jumping out of their beds in a rush to play outside; parents had
started to shed away their heavy coats and sweatshirts, stretching
their muscles and getting ready for work; you could hear the faint
humming of the bumblebees coming out of their nests, and the
squirrels were running amok, searching for any forgotten nuts on
the regular hiding spots.

Even Lord Hamish, whose personality often
made blocks of ice look warm and welcoming, was feeling more
sympathetic than usual. Since waking up, he’d managed to not yet
insult, threaten to whip or mutilate any of his servants – in his
book, that was definitely a victory. Granted, the good vibes
probably wouldn’t last past lunch, but still; it was the nicest
anyone had ever seen him acting in twenty-something
years.

And that was saying
something.

Who is Hamish, by the way? you must be wondering. Lord
Hamish Cornelius Dayspring II was the official King Regent of our
aforementioned kingdom. He also happened to be our main
antagonist.

(Though I’d suggest you don’t mention
that to him. At least not if you value your skin.)

He had that role trusted upon him by the
Royal Council, mostly for lack of other options – being one of the
two last living members of the Dayspring family and second in line for the throne made
him the most suitable for the position, and there was little anyone
could say in the matter.

His older brother, Lord Colin, had died
almost seventeen years before, by all accounts ‘during a surge of
the Red Fever’; his wife, Lady Melody, had taken his place for the
following decade and half, until she suffered a terrible ‘accident’
last summer, breaking her neck after ‘falling down’ the main
staircase. Yes, yes, yes, a lot of quotation marks.

Their son was still too young to take the
throne, so the task had fallen upon Hamish’s more-than-eager hands.
On the long run, that had proven to be a terrible mistake for the
populace.

Y’see, while Colin had tried his best to
follow their father’s footsteps and be a kind, merciful,
good-willed king, Hamish…not so much. He had found his own very
peculiar way of ruling, though it was one that tended to veer a
little too closely towards ‘bloodthirsty’. He wouldn’t go as far as
to start a war of course (Nix lacked both manpower and resources
for something so drastic), but there were other, more efficient
ways to flunk a kingdom: raising taxes, slashing food supplies, and
silencing anyone who’d dare to raise their voices against him, for
example. It was a tried and true strategy, and it proved to work
out pretty well for him.

The same couldn’t be said about the
commoners.

They were poor and
starving –
even more so than usual. Most went through each day as if it was
their last one, unsure of when that fear would become reality.
Those with a little more guts had packed their bags and moved to
Adamas or Flos, the neighbouring kingdoms, chasing the chance of a
better life, but most couldn’t afford to take that leap of faith.
They had stuck around, praying to the gods that, once Albus
Dayspring took the throne, everything would be back to
normal.

Albus, as the true heir of his family’s
legacy, would be crowned the day he turned eighteen – on the first
week of Yunis, exactly two fortnights away. It sounded like a short
time, but for them it felt like an eternity.

And if it was up to Hamish,
it would
be.

The last thing His Lordship
would ever do was allow some prat to waltz in and take away what he had
fought so hard to conquer. Years of scheming, killing and
backstabbing could not – would not – be put to waste by someone who had barely left
their diapers. The boy had to be taken care of, and as soon as
possible.

That leads us to why Hamish was crossing
the gardens of the palace to meet his nephew, so far completely
unaware of the murderous plot about to unfold.

It’s where our story begins.


* * *


“Good
morning, Albus,” Lord Hamish said, softly, as he knelt at the
raven-haired boy’s side.

Taken by
surprise, Al
left out a startled squeal, turning around in a jiffy. He, sitting
there at the farthest side of the garden, had been so focused on
tending for the flowerbeds that the man’s presence at his side had
gone almost completely unnoticed.

“Uncle!”
he exclaimed, in a
huff. “You almost gave me a heart attack!”

Sadly, I did not
succeed, Hamish thought to himself, but kept his tongue in check.
“I’m sorry, darling, I didn’t mean to,” he lied, ruffling Albus’
hair. “What are you doing here, all by yourself?”

“Well,
it’s such a lovely day, I thought I’d… I don’t know. Leave the room
for a bit, take a stroll outside. See the flowers.” He took out his
dirty gardening gloves, shoving them back in his pocket. “It’s that
time of the year again.”

Albus had sneaked out of his
room – dodging the sleepy knights guarding the doors – as soon as the sun
was up. He knew his uncle wasn’t too keen on the idea of him
running around on his own (what with his fragile health and all),
but… the roses had started to bloom, and he wouldn’t dare to miss
it.

It sounded silly, but when he was younger,
that was something Al used to do with his mother. Every year, as
soon as the first robins began to sign, Lady Melody would come
knocking on his door, a picnic basket in her hands and a broad
smile on her face.

She was gone now, and the robins were
gone with her, but Albus couldn’t let the tradition die
out.

“I hope you don’t
mind,” he added, shyly.

“Why
would I?” Hamish smiled, stroking him in the chin. The tip of his
thumb circulated the boy’s lips in a perhaps too-tenderly
way. “But
you could have asked me to come with you, you know.”

Al grimaced. “I
didn’t want
to trouble you.”

“Don’t be
silly”, I already had to put up with you for seventeen years, what
is one more day? “Besides, it’s my responsibility to watch over you, isn’t
it? If, gods
forbid,
something bad were to happen…” he let out a dramatic sight. “I
would never forgive myself.”

“I know,
uncle. I’m sorry,” Albus sighed, looking down on his feet. In
that, he missed the dark shadow that flashed behind Hamish’s eyes.
“But you don’t have to worry about anything, really. I’ve been
feeling much better lately.”

‘Is that so?” he raised
an eyebrow, suspicious. “You do look less pale than usual.”

“And my chest has stopped aching. My legs aren’t even hurting
anymore! I think the medicine you made me is finally starting to
work.”

“Those
are delightful news,” he said, holding back a grin.

For a moment, Hamish
pondered whether or not he should reveal that the ‘special pills’
Albus had been taking religiously for the past two months were
little more than a combination of salt and pepper, with just about
no effect in his health.

But, eh, why spoil the fun?

It’s not that he couldn’t cure the boy
if he wanted to; over the years, Hamish had built quite the
reputation as a physician (what here was really just a fancy word
for potions
master, but
you couldn’t use that ‘cause you couldn’t have the son of a king
connected to witchcraft, now, could you?). While his brother was
out there, fighting dragons and earning himself the title of
Braveheart, Hamish had stayed behind, learning the fine arts of
herbalism… among, well, other things.

With the best books gold
could buy
and a natural talent that surprised even his teacher, it didn’t
take him long to become the best there was. Get him the right set
of roots and Hamish could heal anything – even Albus’
sickness.

The thing was,
why would he want
to do that for?

“Perhaps,”
he said, cleaning
his throat. “If you truly are getting better, we could… do something, after your
coronation. A trip somewhere. I heard Flos is beautiful during
springtime – and Lord Briar is dying to meet you.”

“Really?” Albus
gasped. His eyes turned bigger than the moon. “You mean
it?”

“Why would I
lie to you?”

Why,
indeed?

Al seemed so happy it looked
like he was about to jump out of his own skin. “This is the best gift
ever! I’ve always wanted to visit them, but mum never had the
time!”

“Well,
I
do, and we’re going
to have a lot of fun,” Hamish assured him.

“I’m going to
tell
her – I mean, visit her grave,” Albus said, excitedly. “Should I
take some flowers? She always loved the red ones.”

Hamish watched as the boy
leaned forward, taking a good sniff out of the nearest
rose. The crimson
petals contrasted against his skin like blood over water – delicate
and beautiful, in the most dangerous ways.

A sight to behold, Albus was. The gods had
blessed him with the good trails of both of his parents, along with
the best part of their personalities. His skin was white as the first flakes of snow,
painted with moles all around the nose and cheeks; the hair was
darker than ebony, already growing over the sparkly blue eyes he
had inherited from the Dayspring side of the family. From Lady
Melody, Al had the gentle features, the petit round nose, the
finely red lips that just couldn’t stop smiling.

He was in a constant state of happiness, despite the misery
that his life had proven to be.

It was… taunting, to say the least.

Sometimes, even looking at him was enough
to make his uncle’s blood boil; a mix of hatred and desire that burnt under
Hamish’s skin, consuming his mind with the most unfathomable
thoughts. A part of him had despised that kid since his conception,
resenting the fact that Albus was yet another obstacle in his
rising to the throne – the other had watched him grow into a fine
specimen of a man, the kind that could make a priest want to
sin.

Living next to him – being force to act as if he cared and
loved him like his own son, which was far, far from the truth – meant having an internal battle
constantly raging on his brain, a fight between longing to caress
his smooth hair and nurture him during his panic attacks and
wanting to pin him down on the bed and force his way with him.
Unfortunately, neither side was anywhere near winning.

Though both agreed that, regardless
of Hamish’s inner
cravings, Al was nothing but a pain in the arse.

Wouldn’t it be
easy, he wondered, as
his nephew left out a little whine, his finger stuck on a rose’s
thorn, to
just pull him by the hair and drag him to one of the dungeons? To
have at it with him, cover him in bruises? He’d probably enjoy
it.

“So would
I”,
he whispered to himself.

“Would
what?”

‘Uh?”

“You
said ‘so would I’,” Albus said, sucking on the droplet of blood
from his finger. “Would what?”

“Oh,
no, I was just – thinking out loud,” Hamish grunted, cleaning his
throat. Albus gave him a crossed look, but didn’t argue.

“Alright, then. Are you coming with me to the churchyard?”
he asked, jumping back on his feet.

“Hmm, I’m sorry, darling, but I can’t. I…
have other matters to attend to,” Hamish stuttered, vaguely. “And…
I’m not entirely sure your parents would want to see me, even from
beyond the grave.”

Al chuckled, scrapping the dirt off his knees. “Now
you
are being silly”, he said,
“They loved you.”

“That’s exactly my point”, Hamish
muttered, a gush of wind
sending chills up his spine.

Good thing Albus wasn’t paying attention anymore – taking a
ribbon out of his pocket, he spent the following minutes trying to
pull the flowers together into something that vaguely resembled an
arrangement. And failing miserably.

Nix’s future King has no idea
how to tie a knot,
Hamish laughed to himself, before stepping in and helping
him.

“Thank you, uncle,” the boy said, pulling him into a hug.
Hamish wasn’t sure if he should wince or get a boner, so he did a
bit of both. “I’ll see you at lunch.”

And with that, Albus ran off, disappearing in the curve of the
palace. He looked so beautiful – like a figure in a baroque
painting – that it even made Lord Hamish begin to regret the
prospect of killing him.

But it was a very brief thought, and it was quickly brushed
off.


* * *


As expected, Hamish’s good
mood only lasted until Albus
had gotten out his eyesight – soon enough, he was slipping back to
his usual state of grumpiness. He dragged his feet back to the
palace, ignoring the annoying maids that insisted on wishing him
good morning.

On the outside, the royal home of the
Dayspring family looked radiant and enchanting, with its colourful tiles and marble
statues that would make Bernini want to eat his heart out; inside,
however, it was the closest thing you’d ever get to a haunted
house, filled with long and dark corridors that seemed to lead
nowhere and shadows that’d lurk around your ankles like claws,
ready to tear you apart at the very first chance. It was a horrible
place to live when he was child, even with the constant echo of his
father’s laughter and the many decorations his mother was adamant
on putting on the walls.

Now, as an
adult…

Now it felt like a tomb.

He had tried to grow used to it. It
wasn’t worse than Helm’s
End, was it? Hamish still remembered the painful months spent in
that wretched island, banned there by his brother right after Lord
Timothy had died, under the excuse that ‘he should take care of
their mother’, seeing as he had nothing better to do with his
life anyway. A
fortress in the edge of a cliff where the ocean touched the sky,
all poetry had been lost by the suffocating loneliness that had
almost driven him insane.

Sure, he was still lonely at the White Valleys, but at least
there the servants were cuter – or less hunchbacked, if you will.
Hamish could always kill time by inviting one of them to his
chambers.

“When I’m king, things will be
different,” Hamish
muttered under his breathe, walking aimlessly through the hallways.
He could already picture the fabulous feasts and parties that would
take place there during his reign: every celebration that had been
denied to him for the last seventeen years by Lady Melody and her
constant state of grieving.

The woman took the whole ‘Widow Queen’ title to a whole new
extreme.

At some point, Hamish found himself
moving to the upper
floors of the palace – a dusty old chamber in particular seemed to
call out for him. Right at the end of the corridor on the fifth
floor, its mahogany doors were barely visible under the thick
layers of spider web. What was it his mother used to call
it?

Ah, yes; The Memoir. A gallery bearing the portrayals of every
Dayspring to ever cross that godforsaken kingdom, in the summit of
their lives, preserved there to eternity by the most skilled
artists of their times. From Colin I the Dragon Slayer to Hamish’s
own sister-in-law, they were all queued there, each flaunting a
higher sense of superiority than the other.

Most looked very alike – his family had had a very recurring set
of genes, mostly because they had married between cousins two times
or ten. Most Dayspring shared the same dark hair, heart-shaped
faces, blue eyes and stuck-up noses that were always looking down
on him.

Neither Hamish nor Albus were among their ranks yet, as
they were both still alive.

One of them,
just for the time being.

“I wonder what they’d put on his title,” he said, as he
stopped in front of the empty space destined to his nephew. Albus
Dayspring, the Orphan King? The Would-Be King? The
Almost
King? That last one had
a good ring to it. “What do you think, brother?”

His eyes turned to the figure of the boy’s
father. Lord Colin, tall
and strong, rode his horse with a sword at hand, ready for battle;
He looked much like an older version of his son, except perhaps for
the beard – that was his pride and glory.

He was very manly, Colin, something his father made sure to
point out whenever he could, particularly when Hamish – short,
blond, baby-faced Hamish; who could barely lift a sword on his own
– was in the room. Timothy was never shy when it came to show who
his favourite son was.

That was probably why Hamish
didn’t regret killing
his brother as much as he should.

Surely that was an awful thing to
say, but in the end of the day
it was true, was it not? From the moment he was born, Hamish had
learnt to hate his brother above anything else. Loathe him.
Envy
him. Colin had taken everything
that was meant to be his, even the girl he had loved the most. When
the opportunity struck, he paid him back with less
kindness.

Admittedly, Hamish didn’t have any
intention of murdering
his family at first, but their father was gone and their mother was
slowly becoming senile; if Hamish hadn’t done something about it
soon, he’d spend the rest of his life stuck on that lifeless
fortress, feeding soup to a babbling old Alanis. When the Red Fever
ravished Nix, killing about forty percent of the population, and
Colin requested his herbalist assistance, it occurred to him that,
well, why couldn’t his brother be amidst those numbers?

That’s when the poisoning
began. Slow doses of
colourless, tasteless poison – the finest Hamish could produce –
induced on his night wine. It was delicious to see the colour
vanishing from Colin’s face every day just a little bit more;
wearing him off of his strength, destroying him from the inside
out. When his heart finally stopped, it wasn’t hard to make it seem
he was just another causality. Not even that he got credit for.

Unfortunately for Hamish’s plans, by the time his brother
died, he had already made Lady Melody queen, and she was on the
verge of giving birth. That not only put one, but
two
more on the line of
throne.

And as much as he wanted to, Hamish
couldn’t bring himself to hurt her.

“You had to get married”, he spit
out, moving to the next paint,
where a young lady smiled next to a bow of fruit. “And to
her, of all
people.”

The Lovely Lady, she was called by the commonfolk. Melody Waters,
prettiest woman of Nix. Love of Hamish’ life. He had fallen hard
for her at the early age of ten, but the orphan girl had never
given him a second look – and how could she, how could
anyone, when he
was still trapped under the shadow of his brother?

Colin came and swapped her away with
his stupid charming
smile and his stupid golden
crown; and the two of them had to ruin his plans by having a
stupid cute little
baby that grabbed
Hamish’s finger in the moment he was born and squeezed it
tightly.

His heart betrayed him in that moment, and
instead of just getting
rid of them too, he allowed them to live, in the hope that perhaps
fate would take its tool and do the dirty work for him for
once.

That… didn’t
really happen, in the end.

The Queen mourned and the boy grew, each passing day closer
of becoming king. “And a fair and just one, like my dad”, the brat
would say, running around chasing butterflies. He was a weakling,
born frail and prematurely, with easiness to catching a cold or
falling ill; his frail bones could barely keep him standing,
confining him to a bed most days, while the fevers and night
terrors kept him awake most evenings. Yet, somehow, he had managed
to survive to that day. Against all odds!

His existence was a complete waste – and the fact that he
refused to die only made his uncle hate him more. In comparison,
Lady Melody had been an easy piece to take off the
board.

He had felt heart-wrecked after killing her, yes, but it was
her own damn fault for getting on the way in the wrong moment. “If
you weren’t so… nosy,” he grunted, turning away from her image. It
was almost like her eyes were watching him; judging him, condemning
him for the crimes he didn’t deserve to be punished for. All he did
was what he’d thought was right, even if it meant cutting some
people’s life line shorter.

You can’t blame a man for having high expectations in
life.

Hamish faced the windows, sighing deeply. Down on the gardens, he
watched as Albus came back from the graveyard, cleaning his eyes –
crying as usual, the pathetic weakling. He stopped by Hamish’s
favourite apple tree, trying to catch one; being too short to reach
the branches, he failed several times. One of the kingdom’s
huntsmen had to stop by and help out, putting him on his
shoulders.

Lord Hamish recognized the man as one of
his sister-in-law’s most
faithful flatterers, Charles Ravenswood. A strong guy, he had broad
shoulders, tanned skin, shoulder-length brown hair that fell all
over his face and an untamed beard, giving him one of those raggedy
looks that most men of forest likely had. Definitely one of the
most attractive – or less ugly, as it goes – knights to work for
him. Odds were he’d had his way with Melody when she was alive, now
looking for the same with her son.

His Lordship didn’t need to be there to
see the look on the
Huntsman’s eye. Lust… desire… a bit of guilt, if any. The same
thoughts that probably plagued the man’s mind did so to the boy’s
uncle: what would be like to bend him against the tree trunk and
rip those damn clothes out of the way.

Albus would
probably beg for more.

“Have you ever thought, my dear, that so many would wish to chain
your boy to a bed and fuck him mercilessly?” he asked, without
looking back at Melody’s picture. If he had charged for a night
with his nephew, it would’ve helped improve the economy of the
kingdom overnight.

Though he, of course, would still have the priority.

“If only we had more time…” he shrugged.
“But he’ll be eighteen soon enough. The throne is meant to be his.
Young ladies all over the world will be swooning over him, lined up
at our front door, their parents paying good money to marry them
with the prettiest king of all lands. Such a waste,” he moved away
from the window, disgusted by the image of Albus, in the gardens,
laughing with the Huntsman. “How should I get rid of him, Mel?” he
asked the painting. “Pushing him out a flight of stairs like I did
you? Smothered, like mother? Poison, like brother dearest? Maybe
something new?”

She didn’t answer, but from the corner of his eyes Hamish
could’ve sworn the portrait had flickered
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